Coal to Solar
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March 10, 2022 - Last week, coal producer Peabody Energy Corp and 2 financial partners announced the creation of R3 Renewables.  The joint venture will develop 3.3 GigaWatts (GW) of solar and 1.6 GW of battery storage capacity on or near old coal mining sites.  It might shock many that a company driven to bankruptcy by coal’s collapse 6 years ago would embark on a plan that could make it a significant player in U.S. renewable power development.  It shouldn’t.
From an environmental perspective, a disused coal mine is almost certainly a liability.  Its land has been disturbed, the soil and water are likely polluted, and remediation is a lengthy and expensive process. However, repurposed as a solar power asset, it can have real attributes.  Previously-disturbed land may be easier to grade and rights of way already have been secured for surveying and construction equipment.
Perhaps more importantly, working mines consumed a considerable amount of electricity to power operations.  That means they have an existing connection to the transmission network and represent spare capacity within the grid, since they no longer are a source of demand themselves.  It is no surprise that, in announcing its plans, R3 Renewables mentions that its “strategic site locations” are “in close proximity to grid injection points” in Indiana and Illinois.
The value of those interconnections is hard to overstate.  In a survey of U.S. renewable power developers in November 2021, 89% said that “interconnection timelines and costs” were the biggest barriers to reaching the U.S. Department of Energy’s goal of 40% solar by 2035.  The survey identifies the PJM interconnection (which includes parts of Illinois and Indiana) as the most challenging market for developers.
The coal-to-solar concept, then, updates priors in an instructive way.  From a development perspective, it asks us to re-examine the nature of an asset.  It requires working backwards from the interconnection, rather than forward from the solar resource.  It also involves accepting that doing so will send proceeds to a century-old incumbent of coal’s previous supremacy in U.S. power generation.
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