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Clean Power
‘Becomes
Cheap Power f7
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“Justin Gillis and Hal Harvey -

= walk into the best French restaurant, only

DENVER 7
' MAGINE plannmg your next trlp and -

finding that Delta was selling first-
class seats for less than the cramped

Q-

middle seats in the back of the plane. ,7

So you fly first class to New York and

to discover thatevery dishis cheaper than.

- er; bring the duck a Porange!

~millions of electric customers in the mid-

Fanciful as that might sound, some-

the burger and fries down the street. Walt- 7

~Now, to be clear, the low bids that Xcelis .
* getting include some federal subsidies for
_clean power. Those subsidies are entirely

E -fvﬁefensxhle ‘butboth parties in Congress:.

have agreed to phase themoutina couple
ofyeals Mr. Fowkeis ]umpmgnow in part
to lock in the subsidized prices. :

“Yet costs for renewable technologles
.are coming down so much that by the time
the federal subsidies expire, wind tur-_
bines andlarge-scale solar arrays will still -
be competitive in large parts of the coun-
try. The same trend is occurring all over
the world, evenin countrles that do not of—
fer subsidies. 4
_How, exactly, did the cleanest energy
technologies get on a path to become the
cheapest?

“‘In a way, the story is as old as Henry
Ford and his Model T, or in more recent .
times, the amazmg progress of computer
~chips.

As they scale up, new technologles of-
ten follow a “learning curve” that cuts the
cost. But it’s not automatic. You have:to
build more and more units to dnve the.

_prices down.”

~ That happened naturally wrth con-r

.- sumer products like Model T’s and cell-

thing a bit like it is happening nght nowin -

“the world of electricity.

~ Xcel Energy is a utxhty campany with

dle of the country, from Texas to Michigan.
In booming Colorado, the company asked
for proposals to - construct big power

plants using wmd turbines and solar pan-

els.
The bids have come m so low that the

phones since everybody who saw' the
- things wanted one. But the electricity sys-
tem was a hidebound, monopolistic indus-

" trythat used to spend v11'tuallynothmg on -

~ innovation.

For decades' utlhty executlves who =

- were wedded to coal regarded solar pan-

‘company will be able to build and operate -

~ the new plants for less money than it
would have to pay ]USL tokeep runmng its

- scratch now offer the cheapest power -
_available, even counting old coal, whlch

old coal-burning power plants.

- Youread thatright: In parts of the coun— :
- try, wind and solar plants built from

was long seen as unbeatable. -
- Xecel, Colorado’s biggest power _com-

~willinvolve replacing twolarge coal-burn-

" ing units with renewable energy and | pos--

= sibly some natural gas. The company ex-

- pects to save tens of millions of doHars.

~els and wind turbines as expensive trin-

kets. But some farsighted political lead-
ers, Republicans as well as Democrats,
saw the poten’hal as early as the 1970s. _
“They put in place a set of clean-power
mandates at the state level and subsidies
at the federal level, increasing the size of
the market. Similar policies were adopted

*_in Europe. It has taken a couple of dec-

' pany, has pitched a plan to regulatorsthat =

So the plan will be cheape1 hnt why wxll =

1tbebetter‘> L
Because it will cut Xcel’s emlssmns

That mcludes the carbon dioxide that is-
: warmmg the planet of course, but it a]so =

Colorados largest energy 7

company turns to wmd

and sclar ma blg WaY'

mclndes other po]lutants hke the fine par--

ticles that can cause asthma attacks.
_Under the leadership of Benjamm

Fowke, a gray-haired chief executive

trained in finance, Kcel intends to get far

ahead of the clean-power requirements -

“that have been imposed by its regulators.

- seize the future too‘?

~Across its eight-state system, Xcel pre-
dicts that well over half its electricity will "
- come from renewahle sources by the -

mid- -2020s.

“ades; but we are reaching a point where
“the new energy technologies are going to
~be cheap enough to drive a lot of the old
coal-burning power plants off the market.-
_ Nowadays, of course, the Trump admin-
~ istration is trying to take the country
~ backward. It recently imposed costly tar= -
_iffs on solar panels made in China. Thatis
unqueshonably bad for the solar industry,
~ but we think it w1ll turn out to be a tempo-'
rary setback: :
How fast can the remammg coal plants
- be shut down? Even with favorable eco- -
nomics, human and mshtutlonal inertiais.
such that they could take a long time'to -
die. States need to find ways to help utili- -
ties: make the right decisions, perhaps by -
sharing some of the short term costs of
the shutdowns. =
- Despite such concerns, the cost trends :
are clear; and inexorable, Mr. Fowke has -
~ positioned Xcel to take advantage ofthem,
and a handful of other power companies

_/across- the country are takmg similar

steps

But most utilities are Stlll domg only
what governments have required of them. !
Wlth the best power plants becoming the
cheapest ismt it time for their leaders to -
|5

JUSTIN GILLIS rs a contrrbutmg opinion
 writer. HAL HARVEY is the chief executive
of the research firm Energy Innovatzon



