Coal Gasification for Electricity: A
Multibillion-Dollar Failure
Kemper and Edwardsport: Painful Case Studies for Ratepayers
and Investors Alike
Efforts to gasify coal for power generation have been major failures, technologically
and financially.
Only two of the 25 coal-gasification electricity generating plants proposed in the U.S.
since 2000 have ever come on line: Southern Company’s Kemper plant in Mississippi
and Duke Energy’s Edwardsport plant
in Indiana.
Both Kemper and Edwardsport have
been economic disasters for consumers
and investors alike.
Under pressure from the Mississippi
Public Service Commission for having
logged billions of dollars in cost
overruns at Kemper, the Southern
Company affiliate Mississippi Power
announced in July 2017 that it will halt
coal burning at Kemper. Henceforth
the plant will run only on natural gas.
That leaves Edwardsport as the sole
remaining plant built in the U.S. in the
last decade burning gasified coal to
produce power. It is the only modern
plant built around "clean coal"
gasification technology that continues
to be promoted as a viable way to
generate electricity but in fact is not.
Edwardsport has been plagued by technological problems, and four years after
opening is still not running properly. Because of its operational problems and its huge

construction cost overruns, Edwardsport’s electricity is wildly expensive. Power from the
plant costs more than five times what electricity sells for in wholesale energy markets in
Indiana.
Some in the electric utility and coal industries continue to push for new coal-gasification
projects, even though natural gas plants are much less expensive to build and are more
reliable, and wind- and solar-generated electricity is cheaper.
The technology used in coal gasification plants—known as Integrated Gasification
Combined Cycle (IGCC)—poses major risks to ratepayers and investors alike as the
technology remains both unreliable and expensive.
A number of important and painful lessons have emerged from Kemper and
Edwardsport:
•

Modern IGCC plants are far more expensive to build than proponents have
been willing to publicly acknowledge.

•

Such plants take much longer to construct than proponents typically assert.

•

IGCC plants are very expensive to operate.

•

IGCC plants have proven unreliable due to problems with modern coalgasification technology.

•

The high costs of building and operating IGCC plants, and their unreliable
operations, mean that the technology is not an economically feasible option for
capturing and sequestering carbon dioxide emissions from coal plants.

•

IGCC plants cannot compete with wholesale market power prices or with falling
prices for wind- and solar-generated electricity.

The Kemper and Edwardsport experiments show that Integrated Integrated IGCC
technology does not operate as advertised. Further, they demonstrate how high
construction, unrealiable performance, and high operating costs keep such plants from
being financially viable or a feasible option for reducing carbon dioxide emissions.
Coal-gasification technology is an especially poor bet given the declining costs of solar
and wind resources and the expectation that natural gas prices will remain low for the
foreseeable future.
Read the full report at ieefa.org. 1
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Read the full report at http://ieefa.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/Using-Coal-Gasification-to-Generate-Electricity_A-Multibillion-Dollar-Failure_September-2017.pdf
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