
Duke Energy’s North Carolina Carbon Plan would 
invest in new polluting fossil fuels and rely too  
heavily on expensive, speculative tech.  
 

 

WHAT IS THE NORTH CAROLINA CARBON PLAN? 
 
The North Carolina Carbon Plan was established by bipartisan legislation in 2021. The law tasks 
our utilities commission with developing a plan to reduce carbon pollution from the electric 
power sector by 70% by 2030 and go net-zero by 2050.1 As North Carolinians face increasing 
harms from climate change, the Carbon Plan is a critical opportunity to protect our communities. 
Being smart about the new resources we invest in will be essential to keeping power bills down 
and meeting climate deadlines on time. 

WHAT ARE THE ENERGY TECHNOLOGIES IN DUKE ENERGY’S PROPOSED PLAN? 
 
Regulated monopoly Duke Energy proposed a Carbon Plan that delays the 2030 carbon reduction 
deadline by five or more years. If approved, Duke’s plan would set too slow a pace for the 
development of clean energy solutions like wind and solar power – while doubling down on 
unreliable, polluting gas plants and over-relying on expensive, speculative technologies that will 
likely remain commercially unavailable for decades to come.2 

Here’s why those sources raise concerns and risk taking North Carolina in the wrong direction: 
 
Gas plants 

• Duke’s proposed gas buildout – one of the largest in the country – is a dangerous step 
backward for North Carolina’s climate goals.3 Gas-burning power plants harm the 
climate with carbon pollution and use fuel mainly composed of methane, a pollutant 
responsible for about a third of global warming and its consequences. Over a 20-year 
period, methane warms the climate at 80 times the rate of CO2.4  

• Gas is unreliable in extreme weather. Widespread gas-related grid failures have become 
disturbingly common in recent years.5 On Christmas Eve in 2022, when Duke’s gas 
infrastructure failed during severe weather, the utility was forced to implement rolling 
blackouts, cutting power off from 500,000 Carolinians.6  

• Gas is costly. Duke must transition toward carbon-free energy resources by 2050 to 
comply with state energy deadlines. By building new gas plants over the next decade, the 
company risks burdening customers with billions of dollars in stranded assets – the cost 
of infrastructure that won’t serve our communities long-term. Gas is also subject to wild 
swings in price: when that happens, customers, not utilities, foot the bill.7 In 2023, 
financial firm Lazard estimated that utility-scale solar systems paired with battery storage 
are economically competitive with gas plants.8 Renewables have the added benefit of 
immunity to fuel price volatility, since they don’t require fuel! 

Small modular nuclear reactors 
• Small modular nuclear reactors (SMRs) – scaled-down nuclear plants – are not a 

commercially available technology.9 The promise that speculative technologies will 
solve climate change decades from now is one way that utilities try to delay the urgently 
needed clean energy transition while obscuring their inaction. 



• The cost of SMRs is unknown, but nuclear construction projects are notoriously prone 
to cost overruns. The first federally funded SMR project was recently canceled due to 
expenses that drove its estimated cost to over $9 billion – pushing the price of power too 
high for customers.10  

Hydrogen blending 
• Hydrogen blending is the controversial concept of mixing hydrogen into gas pipes to 

theoretically lower climate pollution. Hydrogen doesn’t emit CO2 when burned – but it’s 
not always clean to produce. Almost all hydrogen produced today comes from splitting 
fossil fuel molecules – a polluting process that offers no benefits for our climate. Only 
“green hydrogen” – hydrogen derived from water and produced using zero-emissions 
clean energy – could have a neutral impact on our climate.  But even if Duke mixes green 
hydrogen into its gas pipes, experts warn that overreliance on the climate technology may 
be an irresponsible investment.  

• Like SMRs, green hydrogen blending is not commercially available. In Duke’s 
proposed plan, the technology serves as a flawed justification for the continued buildout 
of polluting gas plants. 

• Hydrogen blending offers little climate payoff. Hydrogen blending becomes dangerous 
when it makes up more than a small portion of a hydrogen-gas mix, making pipes brittle 
and increasing the risk of leaks and explosions. At safe levels, experts suggest green 
hydrogen mixed into traditional gas infrastructure could decrease gas pollution by 7% at 
most – too little, too late to constitute significant climate action.11 

• Using 100% green hydrogen in large power plants would be impractical and costly. 
Duke indicates that it will run the gas plants it builds over the next decade on hydrogen by 
2050 to meet the carbon neutrality requirements under state law – but running those 
plants solely on clean hydrogen would require building new pipelines and related 
infrastructure from the ground up. Duke risks passing the high cost of green hydrogen – 
as well as the need to maintain, retrofit, and build pipelines to support its use – onto 
customers.12 A much more efficient and cost-effective route would involve using 
renewable energy directly on the grid and investing in alternative storage technologies to 
help bridge periods when the sun isn’t shining or the wind isn’t blowing.  

 
WE’RE ADVOCATING FOR A NO-REGRETS CARBON PLAN. 
  
There’s no reason that North Carolinians should bear the consequences and costs of continued 
investment in polluting, unreliable energy sources on the shaky promise that expensive, 
unproven technologies will materialize in the future. SELC is advocating for a plan that helps 
ensure a safe, affordable future for our communities by meeting state clean energy goals on time, 
phasing out polluting fossil fuels, and developing clean, cost-effective, and reliable solutions like 
solar power, battery storage, wind, and energy efficiency. The Carbon Plan will be authorized by 
the North Carolina Utilities Commission in late 2024, after intervenors, expert witnesses, and 
people across North Carolina have a chance to weigh in. 
 
For a version of this fact sheet with references, scan this QR code:  
  
Contact: Kathleen Sullivan, Senior Communications Manager,                                                      
Southern Environmental Law Center, ksullivan@selcnc.org 

mailto:ksullivan@selcnc.org



