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Illinois’ energy future was back in the news this past week with the release of “Putting Consumers & 
Climate First: Governor Pritzker’s Eight Principles for a Clean & Renewable Illinois Economy,” 
and the subsequent announcement that state energy working groups would again reconvene to work 
on comprehensive energy legislation. 
 
While this is good news, effective progress towards achieving the goals laid out is still uncertain given 
the now tepid but continued support for nuclear power in the Principles.  While creating some political 
distance between the Governor and his policy on the one hand, and nuclear power supplier Exelon on 
the other, the Principles’ continued reliance on nuclear power to ostensibly achieve climate goals and 
their failure to address nuclear’s continued liabilities directly – radioactive waste creation, untenable 
economics, inadequate state supervision of reactor decommissioning funds among them -- cast 
serious doubt on real energy progress and likelihood of attaining climate goals. 
 
Two major, real-world nuclear-related problems have recently made this very apparent:  first, the 
questionable ability and great uncertainties of being able to operate nuclear plants safely in the 
present world of COVID, and perhaps in a future populated with other not-as-yet emerged climate-
disruption created viruses (an issue to be described in detail in an upcoming IET fact sheet).   
 
The second issue, however, is merely the confirmation of an old problem that NEIS and many other 
safe-energy organizations have pointed out for decades:  nuclear plants are not going to function 
safely, efficiently or economically in a future climate-disrupted world. 
 
On August 18, 2020, Moody’s Investors Service released a report stating that over the next 20 
years, “nuclear operators will face growing credit risks” associated with expected and worsening 
climate hazards.  In plain English – safely operating nuclear reactors in a worsening climate-disrupted 
world is going to cost a lot more money. With nuclear power, safety always costs more money. 
 
Moody’s went on to say,  
 
“For market-based nuclear plants, the credit impact of climate risks is likely to be more pronounced 
relative to cost based plants, given they don't have the ability to recoup costs through rate recovery 
mechanisms. These plants face elevated heat stress, with more locations facing high and red flag 
water stress, according to Four Twenty Seven.” 
 
As it turns out all of the Exelon reactors in Illinois are market-based.  An energy plan that relies on 
these reactors must therefore anticipate that operating them safely will cost more as the climate crisis 
proceeds and worsens. 
 
Exelon Corporation’s CEO Chris Crane recently threatened yet again that up to six reactors operating 
in Illinois may be forced to close because they are currently uneconomic.  In the climate-disrupted 
world analyzed by the Moody’s report, Exelon’s reactors will become even more financially untenable 
– unless ratepayers are again forced to bail them out as done in 2016. And be it noted that Exelon is 

https://www.moodys.com/research/Moodys-Nuclear-operators-face-increasing-climate-risks-but-resiliency-investments--PBC_1241730?cid=7QFRKQSZE021
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now striving to achieve with its advocacy of current legislation, to prop-up prices awarded to the 
company by making changes to the capacity market fee structure. 
 
The Governor’s Principles already leave open a backdoor for more Exelon nuclear subsidies when it 
writes: 
 
“Utility companies looking to receive ZECs must produce an independent financial report specifying 
certified cost projections, operation and maintenance expenses, and other financial information that 
will inform State policy decisions on subsidies and subsequently submit those certified findings to 
decision makers.” (Principle #3, p. 3) 
 
Only Exelon nuclear plants qualify for ZECs under Illinois’ 2016 FEJA law.  As worsening climate 
events drive up operating costs for nuclear plants, rate-payer subsidization of Exelon’s nuclear 
reactors once again becomes a near certainty under this proposal – this time enshrined in legislation. 
 
It should be noted that worsening climate has previously disrupted nuclear power operations and 
power generation in Illinois.  During a widespread drought in Illinois in 1988, where increased power 
demands were near to causing major power shortages and outages, then-ComEd’s reactors were 
forced to severely curtail output or totally cease operations for over 100 reactor-days from June 1

st
 to 

Sept. 1
st
, according to NRC documents.  The reason: insufficient water flow rates and volumes in the 

Illinois rivers that provided cooling water to the reactors, both to make steam for power, and to keep 
the reactors operating safely.  When the reactors were needed most, they were forced off line. 
 
This same phenomenon has occurred worldwide many times since, and nearly again in Illinois on 
serval occasions.  NEIS has written about this in its fact sheet, “It’s the Water, Stupid!”  In a world 
where climate disruption is expected to worsen, the likelihood of this occurring more frequently in 
Illinois is very high. 
 
As if to prove the point that what has already happened is therefore possible, a Reuter’s news story 
from August 20, 2020 (“Low flow rate may halve output at France's Saint-Alban nuclear plant,”) 
announced that the French reactors at Saint-Alban nuclear plant in southeastern France, and the 
Chooz reactors in northern France had operations threatened and curtailed by the low flow rates of the 
rivers they depend on for water.  Europe is once again experiencing a severe heatwave causing the 
water shortage.  This has happened often since the early 2000s, as NEIS has reported above. 
 
A climate plan that purports to achieve its goals in a cost-effective manner, yet relies on nuclear power 
to achieve them suffers from extremely flawed and incomplete initial assumptions.  As the energy 
working groups reconvene it will become paramount that they address these facts that nuclear power 
will operate poorly, capriciously, at higher cost, and perhaps unsafely in an increasingly climate-
disrupted world.  To have hopes of achieving 100% renewable energy by 2050 while depending on 
nuclear power to get us there is therefore highly questionable.  A far more dependable choice is to 
double down on accelerating the ramp up of renewable energy sources, power storage, and energy 
efficiency – all of which are zero-carbon emitters, without the dependence on water or creation of 
long-lived high-level radioactive wastes. 
 
Every dollar spent on nuclear plant subsidies and bailouts in whatever form they take will be a dollar 
not available to be spent on renewables and efficiency.  And if those dollars are spent on plants that 
may not even be allowed or able to operate, they will be completely wasted with no progress made 
towards the goal of achieving 100% renewables by 2050.■ 

https://neis.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Its-the-water-stupid-June-2017.pdf
https://in.reuters.com/article/france-nuclear/low-flow-rate-may-halve-output-at-frances-saint-alban-nuclear-plant-idINL8N2FM54B

