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Proposal A 
 

Toward an Affordable Clean Power Transition: The Costs of Retiring Coal 

Research questions: 

By what policy and financial processes have national and sub-national governments’ retired coal-fired 
generation? How have they accounted for the remaining value of their coal assets? What financial 
mechanisms were put in place to retire coal while maintaining affordable electricity prices? What does a 
‘just transition’ for coal plant workers look like in these jurisdictions? 

Scope of work: 

Although coal was once the cheapest way to power economies in parts of the world, this is no longer the 
case. New renewable energy is now cheaper than new coal plants virtually everywhere, even before 
considering coal’s dire health, climate, and environmental impacts. The cost of renewables has fallen so 
far that it is already cheaper to build new renewable energy capacity, including battery storage, than to 
continue operating 39 percent of the world’s existing coal capacity. Based on a new global analysis—by 
Rocky Mountain Institute, the Carbon Tracker Initiative, and the Sierra Club—of nearly 2,500 coal plants, 
the share of uncompetitive coal plants worldwide will increase rapidly to 60 percent in 2022 and to 73 
percent in 2025. 
 
Across national and sub-national jurisdictions, governments are trying to understand the costs of retiring 
coal to permit an affordable switch to clean sources of electricity generation. However, retiring coal is 
not simply a matter of switching off the station and building new competitively priced renewable 
generation to replace the coal capacity. There are substantial costs associated with retiring an asset like 
a coal-fired power station. Many of the coal plants now operating in the Western world were financed 
and built in the 1970s and 1980s, with an expected operating life of 50-70 years. For the world to 
achieve significant carbon emissions reductions, these plants will have to be retired early. To get to the 
future we want to build, governments need a better understanding of the legacy costs from the past.  
 
Policy analysis 

Through an analysis of coal retirement financing mechanisms in five Canadian and international 
jurisdictions, the student will gain an understanding of how the federal government, the provinces, and 
their utilities play critical roles in the development of an affordable, low-carbon electricity system.   

Economic analysis 

The student will gain a better understanding of how to analyze and communicate relative economic 
costs and benefits of measures intended to decarbonize Canada’s economy. The student will investigate 
and quantify the costs of stranded coal assets in select Canadian jurisdictions. This will  improve their 
general knowledge of electricity markets and associated regulatory systems.  
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Supervisors 

Brad Little      Benjamin Poirier 
Renewable and Electrical Energy Division  Renewable and Electrical Energy Division 
Natural Resources Canada    Natural Resources Canada 
bradley.little@canada.ca    ben.poirier@canada.ca 
613-851-0966      343-292-7399 
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