Power Companies Pledge Carbon Neutrality by 2050.  What Role for Natural Gas?  
by Anya Litvak
Nov. 16, 2020 – 2 major players in Pennsylvania’s electricity market announced last week, by 2050, they will contribute no additional CO2 to the atmosphere.
FirstEnergy Corp., the Akron-based parent of 4 Pennsylvania utilities including West Penn Power, and Texas-based Talen Energy, which operates more than a dozen power plants across the Keystone state, joined the growing trend of companies setting net-zero targets.
The pledges and the regulatory landscapes in which they are made come with some fine print.  FirstEnergy, for example, said the goal applies to operations within its control and doesn’t include the facilities from which it buys power.  Some of those coal and gas plants are now owned by Energy Harbor, a company formed after FirstEnergy put its competitive power generation subsidiary, FirstEnergy Solutions, into bankruptcy in 2018.
Unloading its coal plants to Energy Harbor has already helped FirstEnergy to reduce its CO2 emissions by about 80% from 2005 levels, which is very close to the goal the company set for itself in 2015 — a 90% reduction in CO2 by 2045.
FirstEnergy now owns one coal plant, the Pleasants power station in West Virginia.  It plans to “transition away” from it by 2050.  In the meantime, the company will build a large solar facility in the state.
In some states, including in Pennsylvania, utilities aren’t allowed to own the generation facilities that make electricity.  So companies like FirstEnergy and PPL, a utility that operates in the eastern part of the state, buy that energy from power producers like Talen.  In its announcement last week, Talen said it would go net zero by 2050 and close the coal plants it wholly owns.
This excludes 2 large southwestern Pennsylvania coal plants — Conemaugh, in New Florence, and Keystone, in Shelocta, where Talen has a fractional interest.
Instead, the company said it would stop burning coal at 3 coal plants in Maryland and its Montour plant in York County, where it plans to repower the facility to burn natural gas.  Talen also said it would site a 100-MegaWatt solar facility near Montour.
This will follow the playbook of Talen’s Brunner Island facility, a massive coal plant in York County, which the company is switching from coal to natural gas.
The Sierra Club, an environmental group that worked with Talen on its 2050 goals, praised the company for its recent announcement to phase out coal burning.  But in a statement, the Sierra Club also vowed to fight Talen’s plan to convert Montour from coal to gas.  “There is no place for fracked gas in a clean energy economy,” Sierra Club’s Mark Kresowik said in a statement that otherwise praised Talen.
Natural gas emits about half the CO2 as coal when burned, but its impact isn’t zero.  There are other emissions, such as methane leaks during the production and transmission phases of its development, that raise environmental concerns.
Yet ever since Xcel Energy, a Midwestern utility company, began the trend of utilities striving to be carbon-neutral by 2050, natural gas has been regarded either as a bridge fuel to get there or something that will be solved toward the latter part of the intervening 3 decades.
Xcel, for example, said it could get 80% of the way to net zero by building out its renewable energy portfolio.  But the remaining 20% would likely call for carbon capture and storage, to be a commercially viable solution.  This technology, developed decades ago but never reaching commercial success, would scrub carbon emissions from the smokestack of fossil fuel plants and siphon it underground.
Since Xcel’s pledge, a host of utilities have made the same calculation — that retiring coal units and investing heavily in energy efficiency and renewable energy will lower emissions enough to meet interim targets and, by 2050, there might be a solution to keep gas plants operating.
The Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection recently released its electric power outlook.  It predicted, in 2030, natural gas will be responsible for 57% of the electricity generated in the state, while net-zero carbon sources such as solar, hydro and nuclear, stay virtually the same as they are today.
Wind, while expected to triple during that time, would still make up only 3% of the generation mix.  At that point, it will be on par with coal, which is expected to shrink from 17% of the mix today.
The strategy of turning down the coal dial and cranking up the gas evolved for environmental and market-driven reasons.  Shale gas development made natural gas a cheaper fuel than coal.
Between 2010 and 2019, natural gas capacity — how much power natural gas plants around the state can produce — doubled.  This explains why, even as coal has receded at a fast clip — more than a dozen plants closed since 2010 — Pennsylvania hasn’t seen a large dip in its power capacity, according to annual data from the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission.
Net zero by 2050 is what is considered to be necessary to meet the goals set by the Paris Climate Agreement, which was signed by nearly all of the world’s nations in 2015.  The Trump administration officially pulled the U.S. out of it earlier this month, but President-elect Joe Biden has said rejoining the agreement will be among his first steps to tackle climate change.
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