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EPA Regulations Increase Risk of Blackouts 
 

As families in many areas of the country turn up the thermostat this winter, the strain on the 

electric grid increases the risk of power outages.  Thanks to the train wreck of regulations 

coming out of President Obama’s EPA, that risk will only increase starting in the new year. 
 

The Electric Grid Is Already Susceptible to Blackouts 
 

The nationwide network of interconnected bulk power transmission lines is managed by utilities 

and regional transmission groups overseen by the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission 

(FERC).  The electric grid connects 800,000 megawatts of installed capacity and serves 300 

million people.
1
  But due to population increases and bureaucratic restrictions, the aging electric 

grid is becoming more vulnerable to regional outages, with major non-disaster related blackouts 

increasing 124 percent since 1991.
2
  The Southwest blackout in 2011 threatened the safety of 

millions as hospitals, schools, and businesses were left without power for days.
3
 

 

EPA Regulations Further Threaten Grid Reliability 
 

Despite increasing reliability concerns, President Obama’s EPA is pushing rules that impose new 

mandates on power plants.  EPA regulations that will have the greatest impact include the Cross-

State Air Pollution Rule (CSAPR), Utility MACT, reclassification of coal ash, new water intake 

rules, and new source performance standards for power plants.  Plants that do not meet the new 

standards will have to undergo expensive and time consuming retrofits, or shut down.   
 

A preliminary FERC analysis of the cumulative impact of the EPA regulations concluded that up 

to 10 percent of nationwide power generation (81,000 MW) is “likely” or “very likely” to be 

retired.
4
  Despite repeated requests from Senate Republicans, the FERC chairman has refused to 

perform final “comprehensive resource analyses” of EPA regulations prior to completion of the 

Utility MACT rule,
5
 even though EPA claims it is coordinating with the agency.

 6
  The FERC 

chairman’s “wait and see” approach to analyzing EPA regulations is an abdication of his 

agency’s mission to protect grid reliability and should be corrected going forward.
7
 

 

Recent industry estimates show that more than 

90 plants producing almost 30,000 MW could 

be shut down on account of just CSAPR and 

Utility MACT (see map).
8
  In November, North 

American Electric Reliability Corporation 

(NERC) issued a grid assessment and projected 

that up to 59,000 MW of power generation will 

be terminated by 2018 because of those two 

rules plus coal ash reclassification and new 

water intake rules.
9
  NERC projects that up to 

677 coal-fired power generation units, 

representing about 30 percent of the nation’s 
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power supply, will need to be retrofitted by 2015.  The plants likely will be taken off line for 

several months, which NERC says would exacerbate reliability concerns even during off-peak 

periods.
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Some Regions Will Be Especially Hard Hit 
 

Different regions will experience different levels of power generation retirements, which will 

impact grid reliability at the regional level.  One indication of the risk of power outages is the 

“planning reserve margin,” or excess capacity at times of peak demand.  Under normal 

conditions, planning reserve margins should generally exceed 15 percent to allow for surges in 

electricity demand or unplanned outages.
11

   
 

The NERC assessment predicts that eight regions could drop below acceptable reserve margins 

by 2018 because of EPA regulations.
12

  In other words, 30 states in these regions – home to 190 

million Americans – could be at greater risk of blackouts due to these regulations.   
 

Warning signs are already on the 

horizon.  A Kansas utility recently 

sued the EPA saying the new 

regulations will lead to blackouts in 

2013.
13

  Texas expects rolling 

blackouts next summer in part due to 

EPA’s CSAPR rule forcing power 

plants offline in early 2012.
14

  

According to the Southern Company, 

which provides power to four million 

homes in the Southeast, customers 

will face rolling blackouts or rationing 

of power under EPA’s rules.
15

 
 

EPA’s train wreck of new regulations on energy providers will destroy jobs, raise electricity 

prices, threaten the reliability of the electric grid, and increase the chance of blackouts.   
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