
 

 

 

 

 

What: Duke Energy Progress partnered with the local community to provide reliable and 
cleaner energy to the Western Carolina region by retiring the Asheville coal plant in January 
2020, replacing it with a new, 560-megawatt (MW) state-of-the-art and efficient combined-cycle 

natural gas plant, and 15 MW of solar and battery storage. 

Who: After initial plans in 2015 were challenged by 
stakeholders in both North Carolina and South 
Carolina, Duke Energy pursued a different path that 
would reflect stakeholder input as part of the 
decision-making process. This approach was well 
received by regulators and stakeholders in both 
states. From that point on, Duke Energy 
collaborated with a broad coalition of stakeholders in 
the Asheville area on a new plan, including 
representatives from the city of Asheville, Buncombe 
County, MountainTrue, community advocacy 
organizations, local residents, businesses and more. 

How: Significant and organized opposition from 
North Carolina and South Carolina stakeholders 
followed Duke Energy Progress’ initial Western 
Carolinas Modernization plan in 2015. Duke Energy 
Progress paused, listened, and incorporated these 
concerns into a new plan that would result in better 
outcomes. Duke Energy released a revised plan, which reflected stakeholders’ comments and 
recommendations. Despite the revised plan improvements, the community around the existing 
plant site was interested in working with Duke Energy to resolve remaining concerns over the 
potential future development of additional generation in the region. This led to Duke Energy 
partnering with stakeholders to create the Energy Innovation Task Force (EITF). The EITF 
gathered a broad range of participants perspectives and worked with a trusted third-party 
organization to address key challenges. Once EITF accomplished its first goal - avoiding the 
need for an additional natural gas generation unit by focusing on increasing participation in 
energy efficiency measures – it transitioned to become the Blue Horizons Project Community 
Council focused on meeting the Asheville community’s ambitious renewable energy goals.  

Project Outcomes: 

Employees 

• 1,300 construction jobs 

• 30 permanent employees to operate and maintain the new plant, most of 

whom previously worked at the now-demolished coal plant 

• Retiring the Asheville coal plant has reduced air emissions benefitting both 

the community and employees 

Customers 

• The new plant in Western North Carolina is Duke Energy’s most efficient in 

the Carolinas 

• Lower power plant fuel costs result in cost savings  

Project by the numbers 

• $817 million total construction costs 

• $175 million for grid improvements 

• $128 million spent with suppliers 

• $120 million for 15 MW of solar and 

battery storage 

• $17 million spent with minority, 

women, and veteran-owned 

businesses  

• $1.7 million in new property taxes 

to Buncombe County 

• 60% reduction in CO2 emissions per 

megawatt-hour 
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• Greater reliability with redundant systems  

• Energy efficiency measures adopted to save customers money as well as 

eliminate the need to develop an additional plant as the area grows 

• 15 MW of solar and battery storage  

Community 

• $128 million spent with suppliers 

• $1.7 million in additional property taxes for Duke Energy Progress in 

Buncombe County, for a total of $4.4 million in property taxes paid (2019) 

• Project teams volunteered for community development activities including 

building houses for deserving families organized donation drives for food, 

clothing, school supplies and blood donors, and collected toys and funding 

for local children during the holidays 

• Reduced air emissions of sulfur dioxide (by 99%), nitrogen oxide (by 40%), 

mercury (by 100%), and water withdrawals from Lake Julian decreased by 

97% 

• Carbon dioxide reduced by 60% on a per megawatt basis 

• Launch of the Blue Horizons Project Community Council 

• Eliminated the need for vast new transmission infrastructure through miles 

of scenic, protected and environmentally sensitive lands in both North 

Carolina and South Carolina 

 

Keys to Success: 

▪ Building and earning trust through genuine 
partnerships and transparent communication 
across state lines 

▪ Using a collaborative and inclusive process, 
engaging diverse stakeholders and incorporating 
input from community members – including 
stakeholders who weren’t supportive of the 
original plan 

▪ Taking the time to listen to all perspectives and 
concerns to find out where the problems are  

▪ Supporting the workforce in the transition, a 
critical part of implementing Duke Energy’s Just 
Transition Principles 

 

The Need for Transition: Project Background  
In 2015, the only baseload energy source in Western North Carolina was the Asheville coal-fired 
power plant, located south of Asheville in Arden, N.C. The plant was originally built in 1964 and 
was the first coal plant in the state to install scrubbers after passage of the Clean Smokestacks 
Act in 2002. 

“Jason Walls (Duke Energy North 

Carolina district manager) took the time 

to listen. He really stepped in, and 

although it was challenging, he did not 

rush the process and really wanted to 

understand the community’s concerns. 

He didn’t come with all the answers, but 

rather came to us with the goal of 

finding a workable solution together.”  

– Jack Cecil, President and CEO, 

Biltmore Farms 

 



 

In 2015, North Carolina passed the Mountain Energy 
Act. This legislation provided much-needed natural 
gas infrastructure in the area, which made it possible 
for Duke Energy to close the coal-fired plant and 
transition to natural gas to serve the customers in 
North and South Carolina. On May 18, 2015, Duke 
Energy announced the planned closure of Asheville’s 
coal-fired power plant and a plan to replace the 
generation with a large natural gas power plant and 
45 miles of new high-voltage lines. The plan was a 
technologically and economically viable option to 
provide reliable energy to the community, long-term 
cost savings and cleaner air. The coal plant closure 
and its replacement with a natural gas generation 
facility would also contribute to Duke Energy’s carbon 
emissions reduction goal. 

The Community Speaks Up 

Duke Energy’s original replacement plan led to a large-scale grassroots opposition movement in 

both states: In South Carolina, where most of the new transmission infrastructure and a new 

substation were proposed, and in North Carolina, where new transmission lines would run 

through the scenic Blue Ridge escarpment to connect to 

the new natural gas plant. Many grassroots, community 

organizations, and residents in both states activated in 

protest, including Upstate Forever, the Foothills 

Preservation Alliance, and the Carolina Land Coalition, 

organized by the advocacy group, MountainTrue. 

Through this movement, residents, businesses, and 

advocacy groups across the region pushed for a different 

plan based on greener energy sources and eliminating 

the impacts of a new transmission line. The stakeholder 

coalition opposed to the plan was broad, diverse and 

very proactive. For example, Upstate Forever ran full-

page ads in newspapers across upstate South Carolina 

mobilizing voices against the plan, while MountainTrue 

organized various stakeholders to submit more than 10,000 comments to the North Carolina 

Utilities Commission docket and attend public meetings and hearings to express their concerns 

about the plan and process. The Public Service Commission of South Carolina held a public 

hearing, which included more than 800 attendees opposing the project, and ultimately closed 

the docket in November 2015 after Duke Energy Progress changed course. 

 

Listening, Learning, Acting 

Based on the overwhelming opposing response from the community and critical stakeholders, 

Duke Energy paused their original plan, reviewed stakeholders’ comments, and listened to their 

concerns. During this “pause and listen”, the company agreed that while the original plan to 

replace the coal plant would meet the technical and economic requirements of the project – it 

could be improved by incorporating community input. After several months of review, Duke 

Energy announced a revised plan to better reflect the interests of external stakeholders. Rather 

“MountainTrue had been advocating 

for the coal plant closure through the 

Asheville Beyond Coal Campaign since 

2012. When the announcement was 

made that the plant would close and 

transition to natural gas in 2015, it was 

welcome news. But when the original 

replacement plan was released, it was 

not what we wanted – it did not include 

any renewable energy, and it required 

large new transmission lines going 

from South Carolina. all the way up to 

the plant.” 

-Julie Mayfield Co-Director, MountainTrue  

 

“While the original replacement plan 

was technologically and economically 

sound, it was not supported by the 

community. Many stakeholders felt 

they had not been provided an 

opportunity to provide meaningful 

input into the original plan. Based on 

the feedback we received, we knew we 

needed to hit pause on the project, 

really listen to the community, and 

incorporate their feedback into a 

revised approach.” 

– Robert Sipes, Duke Energy Vice 

President, Western Carolina 

Modernization Project (Retired) 



 

than build one large natural gas plant, Duke Energy proposed to build a smaller facility with two, 

270 MW natural gas units, along with solar and battery storage. The revised plan did not require 

new high-voltage transmission lines, but it did include a potential future peaker plant to support 

forecasted demand. 

Communities in both states were largely supportive of the revised plan, except for the potential 

future peaker plant. However, because Duke Energy demonstrated a good faith effort to work 

with the community when the company paused and listened to their concerns after the original 

plan was announced, the community was motivated to continue collaborating to find an 

alternative solution to the combustion turbine plant (i.e., peaker plant).  

 

Continuing the Collaboration 

With the new project now focused specifically on the Asheville region, Duke Energy, the city of 
Asheville, Buncombe County, environmental advocacy groups and local businesses were willing 
to work together. The city, county, and company created the EITF to find solutions to delay or 
avoid building the additional natural gas unit. Other key participants in the EITF include 
MountainTrue, Asheville Chamber of Commerce, advocacy organizations, residents and 
businesses.   

To assist with research and facilitation, EITF engaged the 
Rocky Mountain Institute (RMI). RMI is a nonprofit 
research institute that works with businesses, 
communities, institutions, and other groups to advance 
energy efficiency and renewable energy through market-
based solutions. RMI analyzed the energy usage data by 
residents and businesses across the city and county and 
determined that Duke Energy’s existing energy efficiency 
and demand-side management programs were underused 
within the city and county. If participation in these 
programs increased, RMI forecasted that enough energy 
savings could be achieved to significantly delay or avoid 
the additional generation unit.   

Based on RMI’s findings, EITF members were able to leverage existing assets and increase 
program participation, decrease energy demand, and ultimately delay the construction of the 
peaker plant. 

 

Ensuring Plan Equity  

The EITF was committed to ensuring that all community member interests were equitably 

represented in this process. To do so, EITF partnered with several local organizations focused 

on economic development in disadvantaged communities, poverty alleviation and workforce 

development. For example, participants included: 

“When Duke Energy announced they were rethinking their original plan to replace the coal plant, we 

were really pleased that they were willing to listen. Duke didn’t need our permission to move forward 

but they were responsive to our comments and recommendations. The new plan was much better, and 

we wanted to continue working together to find a solution to the peaker plant.” 

– Senator Julie Mayfield, Co-Director, MountainTrue 

 

“The business community in Asheville tends to 

be very focused on sustainability – Asheville 

has more certified B-Corps than the entire state 

of Florida. Our members want to decarbonize, 

but to do so with reliable, affordable electricity 

that can support economic development in the 

community. That is a challenging thing to do but 

our members were supportive of the plan to 

retire the coal plant and we wanted to help 

shape the alternative plan.” 

–Kit Cramer, CEO, Asheville Chamber of 

Commerce 



 

▪ Community Action Opportunities, an organization that collaborates with low-income 

citizens, elected public officials, and private agencies to alleviate poverty 

▪ Green Opportunities, a community organization that aims to train and support people 

from underserved communities for green, sustainable career opportunities 

▪ Self-Help Credit Union, a community development financial institution that focuses on 

expanding opportunities to underserved communities 

 

These members were critical in ensuring equitable representation in decision-making. In 

addition, to better serve low-income communities in Asheville, the EITF integrated programs like 

the Energy Savers Network, which provides energy efficiency and weatherization services at no 

cost to the homeowner. 

 

Additional Project Outcomes 

• This project reduced carbon 60% on a per MW basis and protected the natural scenic 

landscape 

• Duke Energy built trust with the community and saw financial benefits through returns on 

energy efficiency savings 

• The community and Duke Energy identified areas of mutual agreement, including 

increasing solar, developing battery storage, enhancing reliability, long-term cost savings 

and local generation  

• Duke Energy gained experience in understanding grid benefits for battery storage, which 

can be applied throughout the company 

• Collaboration with businesses, community organizations and academic institutions 

strengthened the Energy Innovation Task Force, and the partnership approach serves 

as a model for other projects 

• Community members who were previously skeptical of Duke Energy’s sincerity in 

working collaboratively eventually became advocates for the project   

Lessons Learned  

• Transparency and honesty are critical to building trust. Not everyone will be supportive 

but open communication is key to collaboration. 

• Transactional relationships are not successful. Long-term, trusting relationships take 

time and open communication. 

• Proactively engage the people who aren’t supportive, take the time to really listen to their 

perspective, suggestions and concerns to determine workable solutions.  

• Partnering with a strong, well-respected facilitator is very effective.  

• Identify key milestones and a mutual understanding of the objectives at the start of the 

stakeholder engagement process, along with a plan for what ongoing engagement looks 

like once the project is complete. 

• Create and execute an effective stakeholder engagement plan prior to infrastructure or 

project announcements to avoid painful stakeholder interactions and distrust.  

“The county and city supported a joint resolution to create the Energy Innovation Task Force along 

with Duke Energy. We nominated citizen members to the task force to work together to find solutions 

so we wouldn’t need a peaker plant, and to help the community achieve our longer-term renewable 

energy goals. The group has been very successful.” 

 - Brownie Newman, Chair, Buncombe County Commission 


