Exelon to Shut Nuclear Plants, as Legislation Hopes Fade
June 3, 2016 – Exelon announced yesterday its plans to shut down the Clinton and Quad Cities nuclear plants in Illinois, after failing to get any legislative support for the money-losing assets.  The firm claimed the 2 plants lost $800 million combined in the last 7 years, despite good operational performance.
Clinton is set to close June 1, 2017, while Quad Cities will close 1 year later, the firm said.
The Illinois legislative session has not ended, but the chances for a bill setting up a clean energy standard in the state have, Exelon said.
"This is an extremely difficult day for the 1,500 employees who operate these plants safely and reliably every day, and the communities that depend on them for support," Exelon CEO Chris Crane said in prepared remarks.  "We have worked for several years to find a sustainable path forward, in consultation with federal regulators, market operators, state policymakers, plant community leaders, labor and business leaders, as well as environmental groups and other stakeholders.
"Unfortunately, legislation was not passed, and now we are forced to retire the plants."
The firm had been considering the closure of a 3rd plant, the Byron facility.  But it has been clearing in PJM's capacity market and will likely benefit from higher market prices, due to the removal of Quad Cities plant in Commonwealth Edison's territory (Clinton is in MISO).
Exelon began taking the needed steps to shut down Quad Cities and Clinton, including making permanent shutdown notifications at the Nuclear Regulatory Commission within 30 days, it said.  The firm is also ending capital investment projects required for long-term operation of the 2 plants, which will impact over 200 workers.
The firm will immediately take 1-time charges of $150-200 million for 2016, and accelerate about $2 billion in depreciation and amortization through the announced shutdown dates.  Exelon is canceling all fuel purchases and outage planning, which will impact 1,000 outage workers.
Exelon still plans to try to get its clean energy bill passed in Illinois, even though it "may come too late to save some plants."  In addition to paying nuclear plants for the zero-emission power, it would offer $1 billion in low-income assistance, $140 million for solar development, and cut the fixed charge for energy delivery by 50%.
"We are deeply grateful for the broad support we received from policymakers, plant community leaders, labor officials, and business leaders who spoke out to help keep the plants operating," Crane said.  "We wish the outcome would have been different, and we appreciate all the support this effort has received."
Quad Cities and Clinton are far from the 1st nuclear plants to announce their retirement in recent years.  Fitch Ratings said in a press release yesterday that the reason is low natural gas prices.  Cheap gas and sluggish demand meant low wholesale power prices, making running nuclear plants in competitive markets much less profitable than it used to be, the firm said.
Some other plants Exelon owns are at risk of retirement still, Fitch said.  They include the Byron plant, RE Ginna, 9 Mile Point and 3 Mile Island.  The Ginna and 9 Mile Point plants are in New York, where the state is working to pay those and other upstate nuclear plants for their clean energy attributes.
3 Mile Island did not clear in PJM's capacity auction for 2018/2019 or the recent 2019/2020 auction, and Byron only cleared part of its capacity in the last auction, Fitch said.
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