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Coal Ash Issue Overview 

Coal and coal ash 

Coal-fired power plants have powered up to 50% of our nation by burning coal to make steam, 
and the steam turns turbines to generate electricity. When that coal is burned, the inorganic 
matter in the coal becomes coal ash. The U.S. EPA has repeatedly studied coal ash and 
determined that it is non-hazardous. Less than 1 percent of ash contains trace elements. 
Substances in ash are similar to those in soil and household garbage.   
 
For decades, utilities across the nation have stored that ash in more than 700 basins, many of 
which are now being permanently closed by 1) removing the water, safely capping the basin 
and monitoring it long-term or 2) removing the water and excavating the material and 
redisposing it in a lined solution, or recycling it for construction materials and other uses. The 
vast majority of the basins will be safely capped. In many cases, capping is the better option 
because it minimizes the environmental and community impacts of removing the ash and 
transporting it to a new location, which can take decades to complete. Any closure plan must 
protect the environment and comply with strict state and federal regulations. 
 
In North Carolina, Duke Energy manages 31 basins, safely storing more than 100 million tons of 
coal ash. Under state and federal rules, all of those basins will be safely closed by 2029 or 
sooner using one of the methods described above. This comprehensive web site, which 
includes an interactive map, contains detailed closure information for each facility across the 
company’s fleet along with the robust science and engineering to back up the plans. In the 
Carolinas, the company will cap the majority of ash (64%) and will excavate the remainder.    

Closure decisions   

In August 2014, the North Carolina General Assembly passed the Coal Ash Management Act 
(CAMA) which established a robust process to study and close ash basins in ways that protect 
people and the environment. The law required that eight basins at four sites (Dan River, 
Asheville, Riverbend and Sutton) be excavated. It also required the company and the 
environmental regulator to make recommendations on how to close the rest of the basins. The 
law also set out aggressive timelines and detailed the science and engineering that was to be 
conducted to arrive at smart decisions.  
 
In December 2014, the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued the first federal 
regulation of Coal Combustion Residuals (CCR), including ash. Under development for many 
years, the CCR rule requires utilities across the nation to meet strict standards to manage the 
material and/or close basins in ways similar to North Carolina’s law.  
 
In June  2015, the company announced its decision, based on initial engineering studies, to 
excavate an additional 12 basins at H.F. Lee, Weatherspoon, Cliffside and Cape Fear. 
  
In July 2016, CAMA was updated through HB 630 to 1) give regulators more flexibility to update 
decisions and consider new scientific data as it was gathered, 2) require the company to 
complete dam enhancement projects 3) require the company to offer a permanent new water 
supply to eligible plant neighbors. Once the dam work and water projects are completed, the 
regulator will be required to rank the remaining 11 basins at Allen, Marshall, Roxboro, Mayo, 

https://www.duke-energy.com/our-company/about-us/power-plants/ash-management/ash-management
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/coal-ash-toxicity.pdf?la=en
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/safe-basin-closure-progress-2.pdf
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/duke-energy-ash-metrics.pdf?la=en
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/duke-energy-ash-metrics.pdf?la=en
https://www.duke-energy.com/our-company/about-us/power-plants/ash-management
http://www.ncleg.net/Sessions/2013/Bills/Senate/PDF/S729v6.pdf
https://news.duke-energy.com/releases/safe-basin-closure-update:-duke-energy-proposes-full-excavation-of-12-additional-coal-ash-basins-in-north-carolina
http://www.ncleg.net/Sessions/2015/Bills/House/PDF/H630v4.pdf


December 2017 

 

Cliffside, Buck and Belews Creek as “low” risk, giving the company more time to complete 
closure using the full range of options including safely capping in place.  

Safe ash recycling 

HB630 also promoted safe recycling of coal ash. Recycling is the only way to avoid permanent 
disposal of ash, and we have a long history using ash for beneficial purposes. Much of the ash 
plants generate today has too much carbon to use it in concrete, so additional processing is 
needed to remove the extra carbon and meet concrete specifications. The company has 
announced plans to build reprocessing units at the Buck, H.F. Lee and Cape Fear plants and 
recycle the ash for use in construction materials.  
 
In 2016, across our system, we recycled about 64 percent of the ash and 97 percent of the 
gypsum produced. Our recycling projects have included safely using coal ash as structural fills 
in the reclamation of former clay mines and in a runway expansion project at the Asheville 
Regional Airport, and as an aggregate to replace sand and gravel in the production of concrete 
blocks.  

Wells and water lines 

One of the most prevalent and complex issues over the past three years has been the debate 
over water quality in private wells near ash basins. CAMA required state regulators to sample 
hundreds of wells closest to ash basins to see if neighbors’ wells had been affected. State 
health professionals assigned new and unique standards to some constituents and then told 
many residents not to drink their water after finding those substances in the water.  
 
The company did not have any indication basins were impacting residents but voluntarily 
provided hundreds of families bottled water so they would have peace of mind as more study 
was done. After causing much needless concern, the state returned to standards that are more 
consistent with public water supplies and other states. As a result, most of the residents were 
then told they could drink their water.  
 
At the same time, more research was pouring in, including a study by Duke University, that 
makes it very clear that ash basins are NOT the source of hexavalent chromium, the substance 
that had triggered most of the state letters recommending plant neighbors not drink their well 
water. 
 
Duke Energy continues extensive groundwater monitoring around basins and has submitted 
some of the most thorough groundwater studies ever conducted in North Carolina. These data 
and other engineering studies will continue to inform basin closure decisions.  

Dan River ash release 

Duke Energy found itself in the national spotlight in 2014 on coal ash after an accident at its 
retired Dan River facility near the North Carolina border with Virginia. A stormwater pipe running 
under a basin failed, releasing up to 39,000 tons of coal ash into the Dan River. The water 
quality in the river returned to normal in just three days and the drinking water downstream 
always remained safe. The company immediately apologized, took responsibility for the 
accident and learned from it by strengthening ash management practices and more. The EPA, 
state regulators and independent academic researchers all agree the river and its ecosystem 
are thriving with no known environmental impact from the accident. 
 

https://news.duke-energy.com/releases/duke-energy-to-recycle-coal-ash-at-h-f-lee-plant-in-goldsboro
https://www.duke-energy.com/our-company/about-us/power-plants/ash-management/safe-recycling
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/private-well-testing-update.pdf
https://www.ncdhhs.gov/news/press-releases/well-owners-start-receiving-letters-drinking-water
https://nicholas.duke.edu/about/news/hexavalent-chromium-widespread-nc-wells-not-linked-coal-ash
https://www.duke-energy.com/our-company/about-us/power-plants/dan-river-steam-station
https://www.duke-energy.com/_/media/pdfs/our-company/ash-management/duke-energy-final-report-ncsu.pdf

