Water-Smart Power: Strengthening US Electric Grid in a Warming World
August 8, 20013 - The US stands at a critical crossroads.  Many aging, water-intensive power plants are nearing the end of their lives.  Today’s electricity system cannot meet our needs in a future of growing demand for power, worsening strains on water resources, and an urgent need to mitigate climate change.  The choices we make to replace them will determine the water and climate implications of our electricity system for decades to come.
We can dramatically reduce these water and climate risks, by choosing options such as renewable energy and energy efficiency.  The key is to understand what a low-carbon, "water-smart" electricity future looks like – and to make decisions today that move the country down that path.
Energy-water collisions are happening now, and are poised to worsen in a warming world.   The heat waves and drought that hit the U.S. in 2011 and 2012 shined a harsh light on the vulnerability of the U.S. power sector to extreme weather.  It revealed water-related electricity risks across the country.  When power plants cannot get enough cooling water, they must cut back or completely shut down their generators, as happened in 2011 and 2012 at plants around the country.
Nationally, the 2012 drought was the worst in half a century.  Amid soaring temperatures in the Midwest, several power plant operators got permission to discharge exceptionally hot water rather than reduce power output.
Electricity-water collisions are poised to worsen in a warming world, as the power sector helps drive climate change.  Extreme weather conditions that have historically been outliers are expected to become standard fare.
The U.S. power sector is undergoing a rapid transformation, which presents a unique opportunity for system-wide change  The biggest shift in half a century is underway in the U.S. power sector, as electricity from coal plants shrinks and power from natural gas and renewables grows.  In 2008, coal supplied almost half of U.S. electricity.  By 2012, that share had dropped to 37%, while natural gas and renewable energy together supplied more than 35%.
Decisions about which power plants to retrofit or retire, and which kind to build, have both near-term and long-term implications, given the long lifetimes of power plants, their carbon emissions, and their water needs.  The U.S. power sector is currently on a "business-as-usual" pathway that would primarily replace coal with natural gas, which is currently projected to supply 60% of the country's power by 2050.
http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy/our-energy-choices/energy-and-water-use/water-smart-power.html
