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Introduction

Duke Energy, a major energy corporation in the Southeast, has proposed a plan to transition
North Carolina off of coal, oil, gas, and other fossil fuels by 2050. The plan is now under review
by the North Carolina Utilities Commission (NCUC), which regulates the state’s energy rates
and services. Synapse Energy Economics, Inc., an independent research and consulting firm
specializing in energy, economic, and environmental topics, evaluated Duke Energy’s plan for a
coalition of environmental groups and identified ways to ensure low-wealth North Carolinians
have reliable access to affordable electricity —including energy consumers generate on their
own — as the state decarbonizes.

Low-wealth ratepayers will likely experience steep increases in utility rates, leaving many
without the power they need to fuel their lives, if the state doesn’t take Synapse’s
recommendations into account. The Center for Progressive Reform’s Campaign for Energy
Justice prepared this summary of the recommendations to build support for its recommendations.

Background

Thirty-four states have passed laws to stop carbon emissions; invest in solar, wind, and other
renewable sources of energy; and electrify their economies. North Carolina joined that list in
2019 when it passed its Clean Energy Power Plan. In 2021, it expanded on that plan when House
Bill 951 committed the state to slash its carbon emissions by 70 percent by 2030 and achieve net
zero carbon emissions by 2050. The NCUC tasked Duke Energy with developing a carbon plan
to achieve this goal. See the Center’s oral testimony on the Duke Energy Carbon Plan here.

The Synapse report compares the modeling used by Duke Energy with “real-world conditions”
and recommends ways it could meet the state’s carbon goals at lower cost. If advocates for and
allies of low-wealth ratepayers don’t push the utility commission to consider these
recommendations, the Commission could adopt the higher-cost plans that Duke Energy is
advancing — and low-wealth people will pay the price.

https://cpr-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/cpr-loeb-oral-testimony-duke-energy-plan-072722.pdf
https://cpr-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/cpr-loeb-oral-testimony-duke-energy-plan-072722.pdf
https://cpr-assets.s3.amazonaws.com/documents/cpr-loeb-oral-testimony-duke-energy-plan-072722.pdf


Findings

Duke Energy proposes to reduce carbon emissions by increasing the use of natural gas in the
generation of electricity and to retire older coal units (see ‘Integrated Resource Plan’). This is the
only alternative that Duke Energy offers that would comply with the state’s carbon reduction
requirements. It largely ignores the state’s requirements that it use solar and battery storage
renewable energy to lower carbon emissions.

Synapse’s model, by comparison, uses solar, wind, energy efficiency, and battery storage
resources. The Synapse report compares two scenarios — what it calls the Optimized Clean
Energy Scenario and the Regional Resources Scenario — to the Duke plan. In contrast to Duke’s
plan, Synapse’s two plans select the lowest-cost resources and build solar and storage resources
without additional natural gas.

Under either Synapse plan as compared to the Duke Energy plan:

1. Coal declines, lowering electric system cost and reducing emissions of carbon dioxide
(CO2) while maintaining system functioning.

2. Emissions reductions of additional air pollutants result in health benefits.
3. Consumers see lower electricity rates as a result.
4. Consumers use less energy due to increased energy savings.
5. Consumers see their average annual electricity expenses decline by 2.5 to 5.5 percent.

Synapse Recommendations

The Synapse plans each achieve North Carolina’s carbon goals at lower cost to consumers with
lower environmental emissions than the Duke Energy plan.To achieve the state’s low-cost, clean
energy goals, Duke Energy should:

1. Adopt battery storage resources for the grid.
2. Purchase Midwest wind energy to deliver power at a lower cost.
3. Pull back existing gas resources rather than change them to burn hydrogen.
4. Join the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative to reduce emissions by hundreds of

thousands of tons of carbon per year in the late 2020s and early 2030s.

Conclusion

According to Synapse, the most cost-effective plan to achieve affordable, clean power for North
Carolina while meeting the requirements of HB 951 invests in low-cost, zero-carbon resources

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1cj2PppQ81JFWPsEDpjdnAt_r9csZq4cRDZQUVH0JUQY/edit
https://www.rggi.org/


like energy efficiency, solar, wind, and battery storage and avoids any additional investments in
gas. Under their two modeled scenarios, Synapse shows that increased solar is key to achieving
this goal. As a result of investing in more renewable resources, Duke Energy consumers would
have more energy efficient and lower-cost power as a result.

Through its Campaign for Energy Justice, the Center encourages the NCUC to adopt a carbon
plan employing Synapses models to lower the costs of carbon-free energy for low-wealth energy
consumers. In addition, the Center urges the utility commission to adopt consumer owned
electrical generation — solar and wind — as a crucial way of achieving carbon-free and
affordable energy, an important alternative not considered in the Synapse report. By adopting
those recommendations, the NCUC can help ensure access to reliable, affordable energy for all
North Carolinians.



Appendix A

Scenario Analysis

Optimized Clean Energy
Plan

Regional Resources
Plan

Duke Plans Impact

Pulls back the same amount
of coal as Duke IRP, but
earlier.

Pulls back more coal due
to inclusion of offshore
wind resources.

Pulls back the same
amount of coal as
optimized, but later.
Additional gas
turbines added.

Optimized-Duke could stop the
Cliffside 5 unit in 2023 and meet
system needs and serve demand,
while delivering lower cost.
Pulling back coal resources to be
timed with new and existing
resources results in lower total
cost. IRP extended timeline would
cost consumers an additional $1.4
billion.

Solar resources plus storage. Solar resources plus
more wind resources(2.5
GW of onshore wind).

Manually replaced
battery storage with
additional gas-fired
plants.

Optimized- Provides plentiful,
low-cost power, and flexible
resources like storage are able to
charge during high-solar periods
and be used when needed. These
storage resources shift low-cost
renewable energy around to meet
demand. Additional energy
efficiency drives down demand in
all hours, and the flexibility of
battery storage is able to support
24/7 power.

Pulls back 800 to 1,200 MW
of gas instead of modifying
those units to burn 100%
hydrogen.

Same as optimized. SMR (nuclear) and
zero-carbon hydrogen
resources.

Duke-early commitment to an
unproven technology could
present substantial risks for
ratepayers’ bills and carbon
emissions.

No Midwest wind. Imported Midwest wind. Portfolio 2 and 3 use
offshore wind, when
additional
Appalachian gas
transport capacity is
not available.

Regional- 2.5 gigawatts (GW) of
cost-effective Midwest wind
resources results in $1.7 billion in
savings to ratepayers by 2030 and
$5.4 billion by 2050.


