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September 10, 20 12 

Dear Chairman Upton and Chairman Whitfield: 

We are writing to urge you to hold a hearing to examine the impacts of climate change on 
the operation of our nation ' s energy generation. For years, scientists have warned that climate 
change will bring more heat waves and droughts, and we are currentl y experiencing impacts 
consistent with these predictions. Now there are growing indications that these climatic changes 
are having a harmful impact on the electricity sector. 

The Washington Post reports today that climate change is challenging the nation's 
hydroelectric, coal-fired , and nuclear power plants. I The record-breaking heat and drought 
conditions are forcing power plant operators to operate hydroelectric projec ts with less water and 
to cool foss il and nuclear power plants with less water. 

There have been several cases of nuclear power plants being forced to shut down because 
cooling water was either too warm or too scarce. Last month, Dominion Power was fo rced to 
shut down a nuclear reactor at it s Mill stone Power Stat ion in Connect icut because the water it 

I The Washington Post, "Climate change challenges power plant operations" (Sept. 9, 20 12) 
(onl ine at htt p://wwvi.washingtonpost.com/national/health-science/climate-change-challenges
power-plant-operations/20 12/09/09/42b26b8e-f6a5-11 e 1-8b93-c4f4ab I c8d 13 _ story. html ). 
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needs to coo l it s reactor became too warm2 The ave rage water temperature ncar the intake pipes 
in the Long Island Sound had ri sen to 76.7 degrees, a lmost 2 degrees above the maximum 
allowable temperature of 75 degrees] T hi s is apparentl y the first time since the power plant 
began operati on in 1970 that thi s has occurred. Acco rding to a spokesperson for Dominion, 
·"Temperatures thi s summer are the warmest we've had since operati ons began here at 
Mi ll stone. ,,4 

Other reactors ha ve been affected by the ex treme heat. Exelon Corporati on had to rece ive 
specia l pcrmi ss ion fro m regul ators thi s summer to continue to operate its Braidwood reactors in 
Illinois when the ir cooling water pond 's temperature reached 102 degrees - four dcgrees warmer 
than the a llowable maxi mum of 98 degrees estab li shed when the plant began operating 26 years 
ag0 5 The Tennessee Va ll ey Authority had to curta il the output of its Browns Ferry nuclear 
reactors in Alabama duri ng the summers o f 20 10 and 20 11 because the temperature of the river 
used for their coo ling water became too hot. 6 

T he Midwest Independent System Operator (M ISO) reported that another reactor had to 
shut down thi s summer because its coo ling water source had fa ll en be low it s intake pipes7 

Accord ing to M ISO, yet another reactor 's output was "part iall y curtail cd. "s 

As the warmi ng cont inues, this problem is expected to worsen. A recent article in Natllre 
Climate Change fo und that ··climate change will impact thennoelcctric power prod uction 
[primaril y nuc lear and coal plants] in Europe and the Unit ed States throu gh a combinati on of 
increased water tcmperatures and reduced ri ve r fl ow, espccia ll y durin g the summcr. ,·9 
Accordi ng to David Lellenmaier, a co-author of the article and professor of civil and 
environmental engineering at the Uni versity of Washington, ·· thi s study suggests that our 

2 The Nell' York Times , " Heat Shuts Down a Coastal Reactor," on line at 
http: //green.blogs. n yt i mes.com/20 12/081 13/heat -shuts-down-a-coasta l-reac tor/ . 
3 lei. 
4 Id. 

5 The Nell' York Tillles, "So I-low Hot Was It?", onl ine at 
http ://green.blogs.nyti mes.eomI20 12/07 117 Iso-how-hot-was- it/ . 
6 USA Today. "C limate Change Causes N uclea r, Coal Plant Shutdowns," online at 
http ://content .usatoday .com/communi t ies/greenhouse/post/20 12/06/cl imate-change- makes
nuc lear-coal -power- plants-vul nerablel I . 
7 The Nell' York Tillles, ··So How I-lot Was ItT 
8 Id. 

9 Natllre Climate Change, "Vulnerabilit y of U.S. and European elec tricity supply to climate 
change,. ' online at 
htt p://lvwlv.nature.com/ nclimate/joumallvaop/neurrent/ ful llnclimate I546 . h t mi. 
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reli ance on thermal cooling is something that we ' re going to have to revisit."l o In addition, the 
Associated Press conducted an analys is of the United States ' 104 commercial nuclear reactors 
and found that "24 are in areas experiencing the most severe levels of drought. All but two are 
bui lt on the shores of lakes and ri vers and rely on submerged intake pipes to draw billions of 
ga llons o f water for use in cooling.,, 11 

The impacts of climate change on our nation ' s power plants are real and are happening 
now. They are imposing costs and logistical challenges today. 

We respectfully ask you to schedule a hearing on thi s issue as soon as possible so that the 
members of the Committee can hear from experts about these impacts. 

Sincerely, 

~ ~ . tLbr·.-.-
Henry A. Waxman 
Ranking Memher 

J.t2-
. Rush 

Ranking Member 
Subcommittee on Energy and Power 

10 USA Today, "Climate Change Causes Nuclear, Coal Plant Shutdowns." 
II Associated Press, "Drought Could Shut Down Nuclear Plants," online at 
http://www.msnbc.msn.comli d/22 8 0406 5/ns/wea ther/ . 


