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Tax bill: details today, energy status quo?
 The Republican congressional 
leadership said details of the first com-
prehensive federal tax code overhaul 
since the 1980s may be released today, 
and there were strong indications 
that changes to the tax treatment of 
key energy-related issues won’t be 
included.
 Some significant revisions had 
received one-house approval in the 
House and Senate versions of the 
overall $1.4 trillion tax-cutting bill but 
were reportedly left out in a Wednes-
day conference committee session 
aimed at producing a final package 
for floor votes as soon as Tuesday.    
 Sources including Senate Energy 
Chair Lisa Murkowski (R-AK) and the 
National Rural Electric Cooperative 
Association (NRECA) indicated that 
the energy provisions were likely to 
be pulled out of the tax bill altogether 
and might be dealt with separately in 
a “tax extenders” bill, a device that’s 
become year-end business as usual in 
which Congress typically responds to 
intense lobbying efforts to preserve the 
status quo for various tax carve-outs.
 If that proves true, it will remain to 
be seen—perhaps later today—how far 
short the tax reform package falls from 
the sweeping revisions many antici-
pated. In a Milwaukee radio interview 

Wednesday, house Speaker Paul Ryan 
said the code would be simplified to 
the degree that 90 percent of taxpayers 
would be able to file their returns on 
a form the size of a postcard.
 Known details of the package 
include a reduction of the U.S. 
corporate income tax rate from 35 
percent—the developed world’s 
highest—to 21 percent and individual 
income tax cuts Ryan said would 
reduce the tax liability of the average 
Wisconsin household by more than 
$2,000 annually.
 Energy-related provisions that had 
passed in one house or the other but 
have apparently been pulled from the 

Tax bill could drive nuke decision
 The only nuclear power plant expansion underway in the United States 
could be killed off by the corporate income tax cut proposed Wednesday by 
a house-Senate conference committee.
 Two new units at Georgia Power’s Plant Vogtle are several years 
behind schedule and several billion dollars over budget. The company and 
Georgia regulators will decide whether the project continues.
 Last week, Greentech Media reported correspondence between 
Georgia Power and the state’s Public Service Commission chair indicating 
a corporate tax cut from 35 percent to 20 percent would be an incentive to 
abandon the project before the lower tax rate kicks in, creating pressure to 
decide by December 31.      

conference report include a House-   
approved cut in the production tax 
credit for wind energy, the Senate’s 
revival of expired credits for geother-
mal and small wind generation, the 
House’s elimination of the $7,500 
credit for electric vehicle purchasers, 
and the BEAT (Base Erosion Anti-
Abuse Tax), aimed at discouraging 
U.S. multinational corporations from 
sending jobs and earnings offshore to 
avoid high corporate taxes. 
 Wind and solar interests said 
the BEAT would interfere with their 
practice of selling tax credits to large 
corporations in exchange for financing 
of renewable energy projects.

CCS campaign rolls on; old questions linger
(Part one of a two-part 

Condenser report)
 Exactly a week after adjournment 
of last month’s United Nations climate 
conference in Bonn, Germany, the 
journal Science Advances published 
a paper on the hazards of subterranean 
fluid disposal, targeting wastewater 
from natural gas and oil extraction and 
netting a Washington Post headline 
proclaiming the “Oil and gas industry 
is causing Texas earthquakes.”
 Undoubtedly coincidental, the 
timing stands out because the climate 
conference had just heard an inter-
national carbon capture and storage 

(CCS) advocacy group’s pitch for more 
than 2,000 CCS facilities by 2040—a 
goal the organization’s published data 
show would require building at least 
1,983 more facilities than its claimed 
worldwide number of existing large-
scale CCS units.
 That the target might rise to 
1,984 appeared possible Monday as 
the British magazine New Scientist 
acknowledged that an existing unit, 
Canada’s Boundary Dam power plant, 
is “struggling.” This followed Novem-
ber’s report in a local Saskatchewan 
newspaper indicating a planned 
expansion of Boundary Dam’s small 

and inconsistent CCS operation might 
be dropped. Ironically, when the 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) has been unable to name a U.S. 
example, it has repeatedly seized upon 
Boundary Dam as evidence of success-
ful CCS operation.            
 The gap between policy and prac-
ticality is not new. Fourteen months 
ago, apparent conflict between con-
troversial fluid disposal practices and 
the federal government’s long-running 
policy preference for CCS prompted 
Condenser to question the geological 
implications and conclude that the 
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EPA’s prescribed CO2 disposal method 
resembles a blueprint for activating 
earthquake-producing faults, as de-
tailed in published academic research. 
 Now, a month-long Condenser 
review of geological studies examining 
the issues highlighted immediately 
after the Bonn conference has turned 
up an all-but-forgotten government re-
port showing that as long ago as 2012, 
researchers funded by the Department 
of Energy were expressing greater 
concern over CCS-related seismic risks 
than over the drilling-waste disposal 
activities implicated in the upsurge 
of Oklahoma and Texas earthquakes 
during recent years.       
 CCS isn’t mentioned in the No-
vember Science Advances paper, nor 
is it examined in a large and growing 
number of studies linking under-
ground injection of drilling wastewa-
ter with the rising frequency of minor 
U.S. earthquakes. One reason may be 
the way in which CCS has thus far 
been applied.

 Touted by the Trump administra-
tion and its two immediate predeces-
sors as essential to clean coal-based 
electric generation, CCS deployment 
has been hobbled by high costs, con-
struction delays, and, once installed, 
underperformance. Meanwhile, ques-
tions about geologic injection of lique-
fied carbon dioxide inducing seismic 
activity are no closer to being clearly 
answered than when responsible 
officials first—and for all practical 
purposes last—raised them in a June 
2012 National Research Council report 
titled “Induced Seismicity Potential in 
Energy Technologies.”
 Sponsored by the Obama ad-
ministration Department of Energy 
(DOE), the report concluded that shale 
gas and oil recovery using hydraulic 
fracturing “does not pose a high risk” 
of inducing seismic events noticeable 
to people; that underground injection 
of fracturing wastewater “does pose 
some risk,” though there had been 
“very few events…relative to the large 
number of disposal wells;” but that 
“CCS, due to the large net volumes of 
injected fluids, may have potential for 
inducing larger seismic events.”

 CCS-induced earthquake risk was 
difficult to assess, the 2012 report said, 
as “insufficient information exists to 
understand this potential because no 
large-scale CCS projects are yet in 
operation.” 
 Four years later those circum-
stances hadn’t changed, yet in 2016 
the Obama DOE and EPA were en-
ergetically promoting CCS, claiming 
the technology was being safely and 
successfully applied. In October 2016, 
EPA and DOE spokespeople told Con-
denser CCS-related seismicity prob-
lems were considered remote. A DOE 
spokesman said “monitoring data from 
large-scale storage projects in the U.S. 
have shown no threat of CO2 leakage 
or induced seismicity.” 
 But at the time, no large-scale CCS 
projects were operating in the United 
States, and by the National Research 
Council’s 2012 definition of “large-
scale,” there still are none, though 
that’s become a matter of semantics. 
The Trump administration DOE con-
tinues to promote CCS and its Office of 
Fossil Energy characterizes its current 
activities as supporting “early-stage” 
research and development aimed at 
identifying “ways to ensure that op-
erations are safe, economically viable, 
and environmentally benign.”
 The DOE says it’s seeking to “ad-
dress significant technical challenges 
in order to meet program goals that 
support the scale-up and widespread 
deployment of CCS.”
 But sorting out the realities sur-
rounding CCS deployment in the 
United States is complicated, not least 
by two key interpretations: the mean-
ing of “large-scale,” and the meaning of 
the “S” in CCS: storage, sequestration, 
or something else.

NEXT WEEK: Truth in labeling     

Journeyman Lineworker—Scenic 
Rivers Energy Cooperative (SREC), 
headquartered in Lancaster, Wisconsin, 
with offices in Gays Mills and Darlington, 
seeks qualified Journeyman Lineworker 
for Gays Mills. Electric utility experience 
preferred. To apply, submit a cover letter, 
resumé, references (three professional, 
two personal) and SREC application 
found at www.sre.coop under “Careers” 
and send it by email to hpierce@srec.
net. Applications will be accepted until 
the position is filled.  EOE/M/F

New source review under review
 The Environmental Protection 
Agency will not initiate Clean Air Act 
enforcement against major emission 
sources based solely on the agency 
(EPA) disagreeing with the source’s 
estimate of emission changes to re-
sult from power plant modifications, 
administrator Scott Pruitt directed in 
a memorandum last Thursday.
 Pruitt’s action comes in response 
to legal uncertainty raised by two 
federal appeals court decisions and 
the possibility that the U.S. Supreme 
Court may agree to review the litiga-
tion involving EPA actions against 
Detroit-based DTE Energy. 
 In 2010, the EPA launched an 
enforcement action against DTE based 

on the EPA “second guessing”—in the 
words of the U.S. 6th Circuit Court of 
Appeals—the company’s projected 
emission figures related to modifica-
tions of its Monroe power plant in 
Michigan. The divided court found, 
as Pruitt wrote in last week’s memo, 
that the agency could pursue enforce-
ment “based solely on a claim” that 
the source had made improper emis-
sion estimates, “even though actual 
emissions from the source had not 
increased after the construction was 
completed and the source resumed 
operation.”
 Pre-construction estimates of a 
plant modification’s emission con-
sequences are required to establish 
whether permitting is required under 
the EPA’s new source review (NSR) au-
thority. Pruitt’s memo said pending a 
review of NSR policy, the agency “does 
not intend to substitute its judgment 
for that of the owner or operator” and 
won’t undertake enforcement unless 
a significant post-construction emis-
sions increase occurs.
 Greenwire last Friday quoted 
John Walke of the Natural Resources 
Defense Council calling Pruitt’s action 
“outrageous.” 
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