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Available, Affordable Solutions: Reducing Power Plant Mercury Emissions 
 

To comply with the law and protect public health, EPA should reduce mercury emissions from power 
plants swiftly and by the maximum achievable amount.  Fortunately, technologies to achieve these 
reductions are already available and cost-effective. 
 

Nearly five years ago, in 2000, EPA found that “there are cost-effective ways of controlling mercury 
emissions from power plants.  Technologies available today and technologies expected to be available in 
the near future can eliminate most of the mercury from utilities at a cost far lower than one percent of 
utility industry revenues.”1  While EPA now claims that technological and cost factors preclude 
reductions beyond its cap-and-trade plan,2 the Congressional Research Service found that “[a]nalysis by 
other experts came to a different conclusion.”3

 
*Effective Mercury Control Technology Already Exists 

 

Effective technology already exists to substantially reduce mercury emissions from power plants using all 
major types of coal.  Numerous full-scale tests of activated carbon injection (ACI), a control technology 
that has reduced mercury emissions from medical and municipal waste incinerators by more than 90% 
since the mid-90s, have shown similar success in reducing power plant mercury emissions.  Examples 
include: 

• Alabama Power’s multi-unit Gaston plant, which obtained up to 90% reductions for a boiler 
burning bituminous coal; 

• Sunflower Electric’s Holcomb Station in Kansas, which reported reductions in excess of 90% on 
subbituminous coal; and 

• Great River Energy’s Stanton Station in North Dakota, which reported up to 81% control with 
untreated carbon and up to 96% control with brominated carbon on a boiler burning lignite coal.4 

As two power company representatives, the Electric Power Research Institute, the U.S. Department of 
Energy (DOE), and ADA-ES, a leading pollution control company, concluded: “Recent full-scale field 
tests have proven the effectiveness of activated carbon injection for reducing mercury emissions.  The 
technology is ideally suited for use on existing coal-fired boilers . . . .”5

 

Moreover, while ACI is currently the leading mercury control technology, there are many other methods 
of reducing mercury from coal-fired power plants.  Substantial reductions in mercury emissions can be 
achieved simply by optimizing pollution controls that have already been installed on power plants to 
reduce the pollutants that form soot and smog.  Indeed, the EPA’s Office of Research and Development 
found that fabric filters already installed on power plants could achieve 90% mercury reductions for 
bituminous coal and 72% reductions for subbituminous coal and that adding a scrubber increased mercury 
reductions on bituminous coal to 98%.6  In addition, several control technologies other than ACI are 
currently available or in various stages of development and testing.7
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*Mercury Control Technology Is Commercially Available Today 
 

Several power plants have already agreed to install mercury control technology to reduce their mercury 
emissions.  For example, in August 2005, ADA-ES announced a contract to install ACI at a 790-
megawatt power plant being built in the Midwest that is expected to burn subbituminous Powder River 
Basin coal.8  A few months earlier, in May, Rocky Mountain Power agreed to install either ACI or a 
similar technology approved by Montana’s Department of Environmental Quality for a new power plant, 
the Hardin Generating Station.9  And in March, the San Juan Generating Station, a 1600-megawatt power 
plant located in Farmington, New Mexico that emits hundreds of pounds of mercury per year, agreed to 
install ACI and expects reductions of up to 80%.10  Moreover, a power plant under construction in Iowa is 
installing ACI to meet the terms of a state air pollution permit, and one in Michigan has begun to install a 
multipollutant control that will use sorbent injection to reduce mercury.11

 
*Mercury Control Technology Is Affordable 

 

Using EPA data, the National Wildlife Federation (NWF) estimated that installing mercury control 
technology to achieve 90% mercury reduction at power plants would cost the average household about 69 
cents to $2.14 per month in five coal-dependent states: Illinois, Michigan, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and North 
Dakota.12  NWF also estimated the average monthly cost per household for all 50 states using low-end 
and high-end estimates by the DOE and the Institute for Clean Air Companies of 0.1 cents and 0.3 cents 
per kilowatt hour.13  Based on this range, the average monthly household cost for each of the 50 states 
ranged from one cent to $1.05 on the low end and from two cents to $3.16 on the high end.14

 

Furthermore, several recent studies have shown substantial benefits from reducing power plant mercury 
emissions—benefits greater than both the EPA’s estimated benefits of $50 million per year and its 
estimated costs to utilities and electricity users of $750 million per year by 2020.15  The Mt. Sinai School 
of Medicine, which assessed the economic impact of U.S. power plant mercury emissions on the 
developing fetal brain, found that such emissions cost $1.3 billion per year in diminished economic 
productivity due to loss of IQ.16  The Harvard Center for Risk Analysis, which monetized both 
neurological and cardiovascular impacts of reducing power plant mercury emissions using targets in the 
Bush administration’s “Clear Skies” initiative, estimated benefits ranging up to $3.5 billion annually at an 
emissions level of 26 tons of mercury per year and $5.2 billion annually at 15 tons per year.17  The 
estimates included benefits associated with IQ increases as well as avoided cardiovascular events and 
premature mortality.18  Finally, the EPA’s own water office, which assessed the benefits of reducing U.S. 
mercury emissions by 30-100% and likewise included both neurological and cardiovascular impacts, 
estimated benefits in the Southeastern U.S. ranging from $600 million to more than $2 billion.19
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