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Net-Zero by 2050: Ambitious policy goal or shiny object?
 More than 65 countries and 
numerous U.S. jurisdictions have 
committed to cut carbon dioxide 
emissions to net zero by 2050 but the 
largest emitters—the U.S., China, and 
India—aren’t among them. And while 
there’s abundant talk of reaching net-
zero by 2050 or earlier, A University of 
Colorado professor this month posed 
the question whether that’s achievable 
at any time.
 Political scientist Roger Pielke, 
who covers science, policy, and poli-
tics for Forbes and has specialized in 
the economics of natural disaster 
mitigation, broke it down in the recent 
article, “Net-Zero Carbon Dioxide 
Emissions By 2050 Requires A New 
Nuclear Power Plant Every Day.”
 Relying on data from the BP Sta-
tistical Review of World Energy, Pielke 

calculated how much carbon-free en-
ergy would need to be produced, and 
how many fossil fueled plants would 
require decommissioning, to reach the 
goal.
 He found the U.S. would need to 
deploy one new nuclear power plant’s 
(comparable to Florida’s Turkey Point, 
with almost half again the capacity of 
Wisconsin’s Point Beach,) output of 
carbon-free energy every six days until 
2050. The calculation does not factor 
in growth of energy consumption. 
 Globally, according to Pielke’s cal-
culations, the need would be three ad-
ditional nuclear power plants’ worth 
of carbon-free energy every two days. 
At the same time, one fossil-fueled 
plant would need to be taken out of 
service every day until 2050. 
 Applying similar calculations us-

ing wind turbines to supplant fossil 
fuels, achieving net-zero CO2 emis-
sions by 2050 would require adding 
1,500 wind turbines covering 300 
square miles every day until 2050, 
Pielke found.
 The ongoing shift to wind and 
solar and the growing presence of 
electric vehicles, combined with com-
mitments to cut emissions by some 
companies including utilities, is good 
news for those pushing for reduced 
emissions. The reality, however, is 
that the global community is not even 
heading in that direction. In 2018, the 
world added about 106 mtoe (million 
tons of oil equivalent) of carbon-free 
energy consumption. But the same 
year saw the addition of more than  

Co-op linemen light the way in Guatemala
Four Wisconsin linemen joined eight others from Iowa and Il-
linois in traveling to north-central Guatemala to bring power to 
a remote village as part of the Partners for a Brighter Tomor-
row project. The group battled extreme heat and rough terrain, 
and still finished ahead of schedule, earning a thumbs up and 
many smiles from area children (upper right). Greg Falde from 
Pierce Pepin Cooperative Services and others worked along-
side local utility workers (right) to install transformers, string 
wire, and build the distribution system to power 50 homes, as 
well as a school and church. Read the full story in the Decem-
ber edition of Wisconsin Energy Cooperative News.
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Large or small, the numbers need scrutiny
 A larger-than-usual reader re-
sponse greeted this month’s Wiscon-
sin Energy Cooperative News story 
about the National Oceanic and At-
mospheric Administration (NOAA) 
identifying problems obtaining ac-
curate temperature data from diverse 
and widely-scattered locations.
 To the agency’s credit, NOAA has 
worked to quantify the problems and, 
to the extent possible, eliminate them. 
Over the past 15 years, it’s installed 
a state-of-the-art monitoring network 
with redundant error-prevention 
technology covering the continental 
U.S.; and it conducted an 18-month 
experiment—reported here May 
10—analyzing the extent to which 
temperature data is corrupted when 
measurement devices are influenced 
by artificial heat sources as devel-
opment overtakes once-rural siting 
conditions. 
 Complaints were expected; 
people get upset when we stray from 
the mainstream media template on 
climate issues. But as we told one 
reader, today’s measurement chal-
lenges are the same ones raised 
decades ago by scientists just as 
committed as NOAA to the idea of 
regulating Earth’s climate, and the 
need for rigorous data quality can’t 
be overstated when trillions of dollars 
are at stake and year-to-year average 
temperature changes have occurred 
within a range of—as the media rarely 
confide to their audiences—tenths of 
degrees or less.
 Naturally, a perfect example 
turned up the week after we sent our 
reply to that reader. The ultimate 
source was NOAA, but our first clue 
was a headline breathlessly asserting 
that “North America Wilted” in the 
“Hottest September on Record.” 
 For some reason, it appeared in 

an online newsletter specializing in 
legal issues, but as we often do, we 
cheated: We looked at the original 
report. 
 NOAA indeed said the Northern 
Hemisphere had experienced its 
“warmest September on record,” at 
2.23 degrees Fahrenheit above the 
20th century average and beating the 
previous record set in 2016. By how 
much? According to NOAA, by 0.05 
degrees Fahrenheit. 
 In North America (as distinct 
from the Hemisphere,) we’re evi-
dently not as tough as we used to 
be. Our reported wilting took place 
in a September—quoting NOAA—
“surpassing the previous record set in 
1998 by just 0.02 degrees Fahrenheit.” 
 NOAA also reported that Arctic 
sea ice—freezing, partially thawing 
with the seasons, and bottoming out 
in September—reached its third low-
est extent on record. It’s helpful to 
know that “all-time record” doesn’t 
mean since the beginning of time but 
since the beginning of satellite obser-

vations in November 1979. “Third 
lowest” is a conveniently backwards 
acknowledgment that this September 
saw more ice than September 2007 or 
September 2012, the “all-time” low.
 Something else that caught our 
eye was NOAA’s departure from its 
usual practice of reporting Celsius, 
not Fahrenheit temperatures. In fact, 
two graphs in the report depict tem-
perature variations in Celsius, but all 
the text is in Fahrenheit.
 Granted, Fahrenheit is more 
familiar to U.S. readers and we ap-
preciate not needing to make the 
conversion. But it can hardly escape 
notice that stated in Celsius, the 
very small numbers NOAA reported 
would have been even smaller. On 
NOAA’s customary Celsius scale, the 
September heat that “Wilted” North 
America would have topped the pre-
vious high by 0.01 degrees.
 Against a backdrop of plans to 
spend trillions of taxpayer dollars, 
small problems in data quality are 
worth an argument. 

More sign on for 
RURAL Act
 The federal income tax revision 
needed by year’s end to preserve 
electric cooperatives’ tax-exempt 
status picked up an additional 16 co-
sponsors, six in the House and ten in 
the Senate, according to the most recent 
update earlier this week.
 Among those newly signed on is 
Rep. F. James Sensenbrenner (R-WI). 
 The legislation retains its strongly 
nonpartisan pedigree. Senate co-
sponsors include 21 Republicans, 12 
Democrats, and one Independent. In 
the House, the breakdown is 147 Re-
publicans and 107 Democrats. 

Analysis

Nuke license extensions sought
 Bucking the trend toward retiring 
nuclear power plants ahead of schedule, 
Charlotte-based Duke Energy said this 
month it will apply for second license 
renewals for 11 reactors at six sites in 
North and South Carolina. 
 Renewals would extend the operat-
ing lifespan of the plants to 80 years.

 The Duke Energy nuclear plants 
have operated for 20 consecutive years 
with a fleetwide capacity factor exceed-
ing 90 percent.

280 mtoe of fossil fuel con-
sumption, according to the BP 
statistics.
 Pielke’s timeline doesn’t 
consider new technologies that 
could advance CO2 storage, 
an approach now used almost 
entirely in oil production from 
depleted fields. Power plants 
are far from the only sources of 
CO2 emissions but they are the 
biggest. Changing approaches to 
transportation, such as trading 
in fossil-fueled automobiles for 
electric cars or public transpor-
tation would cut emissions, but 
in part because of the numbers 
of people involved, might be an 
even bigger hurdle than replac-
ing power plants.
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