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Nuclear plants are hugely expensive and it has been known for a while that they are “not
an economically competitive choice”.? Thus, building new nuclear plants makes no sense. For
decades, nuclear advocates had a comforting response: although expensive to build, nuclear
plants are cheap to operate and profitable in the long run. That is no longer true and several
utilities operating them are losing money.? In many states, the only reason they have been
operating is because of massive subsidies.* These are unsustainable in the long run, and hence
the real question is how to deal with a dying source of electricity generation in the United States
and elsewhere.

Diablo Canyon, too, faced this problem. In its case, the problem was that its operating
costs would be increasing because of necessary technological improvements needed to keep its
operatings environmentally acceptable. According to PG&E’s own testimony before the CPUC
that these necessary improvements would raise the costs of operating the plant by about $400
million a year; its annual operating costs from 2011-2014 averaged around $295 million. An
analysis commissioned by PG&E pointed out the obvious: with increasing renewable capacity,
“the need for baseload power from the large Diablo Canyon Power Plant will decrease in the post
2025 timeframe™.® It is worth emphasizing the baseload nature of Diablo Canyon—the plant is
not well suited to meeting temporary surges of electricity demand that might last at best a few
hours in a day. At the same time, there are multiple other ways, including demand flexibility, to
deal with those evening hours.’
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Faced with this outlook, PG&E made the accurate determination that continued operation
of Diablo simply did not make economic sense. But then it also went ahead to negotiate a Joint
Proposal to retire the facility that involved compensation for affected workers and communities
and a commitment to replacing 100% of DCNP’s generating capacity with renewables and
energy efficiency upgrades, a process that has been widely upheld as a model ‘just transition’
that links labor, community, and environmental concerns.® The proposal to extend Diablo
Canyon’s operations beyond 2025 not only violates economic sense but also threatens to
undermine this model for a transition that might be applicable to other nuclear and fossil fuel
facilities elsewhere.

According to your (California Energy Commission) own data, in 2021, the two Diablo
Canyon reactors together contributed 16,477 GWh of electrical energy, about 8.5 percent of the
total in-state generation of 193,569 GWh. In comparison, renewable energy sources, without
including large hydro dams, contributed 66,981 GWh, or around 35 percent of all in-state
electricity generated. Between 2015, the year before the Joint Proposal was negotiated, and 2021,
electricity contribution from solar photovoltaics has grown by 18,564 GWh, more than what
Diablo Canyon contributes. During the same period, natural gas has declined from 117,568 GWh
to 97,350 GWh. In 2021, solar PV alone contributed nearly twice as much electricity as nuclear
power to California’s electricity.

The capacity to deal with the variability of output from solar and wind resources has also
improved dramatically. As the California ISO observed, the state illustrates “the meteoric rise of
battery storage on the system, a key component to supporting grid reliability” with 2.4 GW—
more than the capacity of the Diablo Canyon—being installed in just 2021.° In July 2022,
CAISO reported that there “is approximately 95,000 MW of renewable capacity and 141,000

MW of energy storage capacity in the queue”.!”

There is little doubt that by 2025, if there is political will, there should be no problem
with replacing generation from Diablo with renewables and storage. Spending massive amounts
of money to keep Diablo operating is both risky and wasteful.
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