Renewable Energy Transitions and Health in Rural America

Info Brief

Key takeaway: Framing energy choices around health can help depoliticize the conversation and
support informed decisions about future projects.

Rural America generates half of the country’s power but disproportionately bears the pollution,
environmental degradation, and health consequences of living near fossil fuel extraction, production, and
combustion. As federal policy shifts increasingly in favor of fossil fuel expansion over clean and renewable
alternatives, it becomes even more critical for communities to understand the health implications of future
energy decisions. While climate change and renewable energy are often viewed through a partisan lens,
grounding energy decisions in health-based evidence offers a powerful, unifying framework that can help
inform local choices and shape public discourse when new energy projects are proposed. We undertook an
analysis of a proposed gas plant in Wisconsin and a coal plant in Missouri to better understand the health
consequences of fossil fuel infrastructure in rural energy transitions.
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For every 1microgram/cubic meter increase in coal PM2.5, mortality increases by 1.12%. In addition to
premature mortality, pollution carries profound costs in terms of healthcare expenses and lost productivity.
Our analysis found that the Missouri's New Madrid coal-fired power plant results in $1.68 billion in health
costs. In Wisconsin, a proposed gas plant's carbon emissions would result in a social cost of carbon estimated
between $1.8 billion and $14.6 billion.

On the flip side, reducing pollution has measurable benefits. After eight coal plant retirements in California
between 2001 and 2011, there was a 5-7% reduction in preterm births among those living within O to 5
kilometers of a retired plant. After 3 coal plants closed in Chicago between 2009 and 2017, asthma-related
ED visits among children 0-4 years old decreased by 12% in zip codes near the power plants.

The Inflation Reduction Act’s (IRA) Empowering Rural America program received nearly $100 billion in
proposed projects, while the Powering Affordable Clean Energy program had $13 in funding requests for
every $1 of funding available.

However, the 2025 budget reconciliation bill dismantles important pieces of the IRA. In addition, allocated
ERA funding was frozen by USDA Secretary Rollins to ensure funding for these projects aligned with
President Trump’s executive orders. wrote letters to the administration
requesting release of the funds, but these repeals of IRA provisions and shifting federal priorities have cast
uncertainty for the future of renewable energy in rural areas.

e Policymakers should reinvest in clean energy benefits, especially for rural utilities and co-ops.

e Health data on the impacts of gas and coal can help communities make informed decisions about the
true costs of new fossil fuel infrastructure.

e Funders can support community-based organizations leading the transition from the ground up.

Key takeaway: With access to health data and resources, rural communities can make informed
energy decisions that reflect the true health costs of fossil fuels and drive a just clean energy
transition.
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https://www.electric.coop/wp-content/uploads/2025/03/Secretary-Rollins-USDA-Letters-03_20_25.pdf

