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The deadly 90-day rule will
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Nicholas Muller, Akshaya Jha and Jay Apt are professors at
Carnegie Mellon University.

 •

Amid the justified concern over the Trump administration’s
gutting of greenhouse gas regulation, we can’t lose sight of
the deadly consequences of the Department of Energy’s
frontal attack on conventional air-pollution regulation.
Reduced air pollution from coal plants has meant many
thousands of fewer deaths in the United States since natural-
gas plants began displacing coal for electric-power
generation.

The first salvo of the war on clean air was fired Sept. 28,
when the DOE demanded that the Federal Energy Regulatory
Commission require consumers to subsidize power plants
that keep 90 days of fuel on site. Only coal and nuclear plants
can do that. FERC responded Oct. 2 by starting the rule-
making process.

Undergirding the administration’s proposed subsidy to coal-
fired generators is the assertion that boosting fuel stocks will
lead to more jobs in coal mining. Let’s be clear: Bringing back
coal won’t bring back coal miners’ jobs. In the great coal
boom from 1978 through 2008, the amount of coal mined in
the United States went up by 85 percent. The number of
mining jobs fell by half.

Automation, not environmental regulations or inexpensive
natural gas, waged a war on miners’ jobs during those 30
years, and won. Bringing back coal won’t bring back miners’
jobs.

DOE’s proposed Grid Resiliency Pricing Rule says that the
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DOE’s proposed Grid Resiliency Pricing Rule says that the
reliability of electricity supply is being threatened by what it
calls “premature retirements” of coal and nuclear plants. But
DOE’s own staff report on electricity markets and reliability,
issued in August, finds that there is plenty of spare
generation throughout the United States; electricity blackouts
due to fuel supply shortages are not a concern. Despite this,
the administration is committed to bringing back coal, whose
share of the electricity-generation market has dropped to 30
percent from 48 percent in the decade since inexpensive
natural gas hit the market.

We have analyzed the new rule’s effect on coal plants. It
would require consumers in two regions, the Mid-Atlantic
states and Texas, to subsidize coal plants in their markets.
Other markets either have few coal plants, or already
subsidize them outside the market.

The new rule would affect human health in two ways. First,
coal plants in those regions would run more frequently,
leading to more pollution from burning coal. Second,
increasing the stock of coal on-site from the present median
of 45 days to 90 days would cause more air pollution from the
dust blown off the larger coal piles.

To assess the health problems due to the emissions from
burning coal, we use a model that simulates the transport of
pollution from each plant. The model combines these
pollution calculations with county-level population and
mortality-rate data. A half-century of epidemiology data is
then used to calculate the health consequences of exposure to
the additional pollution.

Let’s assume that FERC’s proposed rule brings coal back to
its 2007 level; that is, before coal’s generation declined
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its 2007 level; that is, before coal’s generation declined
because the markets allowed gas plants to out-compete coal.
What would the health effects be? Emissions from coal-fired
power plants in the Mid-Atlantic states and Texas producing
at their 2007 levels rather than their 2016 levels would cause
roughly 1,200 new premature deaths each year.

Next, to see the effect of the 90-day coal piles at the plants,
we use the results from our recent research showing that
stockpiles of coal contribute to local concentrations of fine
particulate matter (PM2.5). These small particles penetrate
deeply into our lungs and cause deaths, especially among the
very young and old. We use this empirical relationship to
estimate the extra deaths associated with an increase in coal
storage from the current median of 45 days to 90 days’ worth
of fuel.

Using data for plants in the Mid-Atlantic states and Texas
regions of the national power grid, we estimate that the
emissions from increases in the stocks of coal stored results
in roughly 100 deaths per year.

Combined with the effects from the combustion emissions,
we find that approximately 1,300 people each year would die
prematurely in the Mid-Atlantic region and Texas if the Grid
Resiliency Pricing Rule is implemented.

The administration is picking winners and losers. If FERC’s
proposed rule is implemented, the winners would be the coal
barons — not the coal miners. The losers would be the 1,300
additional people dying prematurely each year.

FERC should assert its status as a regulatory agency
independent of DOE and heed the words of the man
President Donald Trump nominated to head the agency,
Kevin McIntyre, at his confirmation hearing: “FERC is not an
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