
Fair and Competitive Markets:
A Better Path to a Clean and Reliable Grid

A chaotic morass of conflicting priorities, political grandstanding, and overlapping respon-
sibilities has quietly created an unprecedented reliability crisis in the electric grid at the 
time it can least afford it. Between 2017 and 2020, the United States saw a 155 percent 
increase in electric grid disturbances — a disappointing milestone for a country known for 
its leadership in energy production. 

As the energy transition moves forward, regulators and lawmakers are eager to enact 
policies that favor zero emission resources and make tackling emissions goal number 
one. But these policies often lack a realistic approach that ensures grid reliability in the 
short term. 

The Problem: Policies Threaten Reliability

Competitive power markets are buckling under the 
stress of policies and mandates that distort and 
destabilize more than they help. Uneven, overlap-
ping, and frequently changing state-by-state policy 
choices make it increasingly difficult for system 
planners to ensure the grid can deliver power 
reliably, meet increased demand, and have the 
necessary resilience to rebound during extreme 
weather situations. State and federal subsidies 
meant to encourage a rapid build-out of solar and 
wind are distorting markets and harming the viabili-
ty of dispatchable resources like natural gas to 
ensure a reliable, highly flexible grid. 

The Solution: Technology-Neutral Emissions 
Standards

A better approach would treat all mature resources 
equally, with technology neutral emissions stan-
dards that don’t pick winners and losers and offer a 
coherent set of policies that put reliability first at 
every level. Increasing extreme weather events 
mean we must have every tool at our disposal to 
ensure delivery of reliable power. 

We can’t afford to play games with the grid. Distort-
ing the market and leaving reliability by the wayside 
sets our grid up for failure by placing the economy 
and the health of Americans at risk. 

 Reliability Is a Growing Concern
The United States has seen an increasing amount of “electric disturbance events,” according to the 
Department of Energy. In 2020, the United States suffered 383 disturbances, up from 150 in 2017. Though 
conversations around grid reliability usually center on extreme weather events, data points to rising risks 
from unprecedented problems like insufficient generation and fuel supplies. 

These issues are deeply tied to the 
aggressive decommissioning of 
dispatchable baseload resources like 
natural gas and nuclear to meet 
politicians’ environmental promises. 

In its State of Reliability Report in 
2022, the North American Electric 
Reliability Corporation (NERC) 
identified natural gas-fired generators 
as “necessary balancing resources” 
for reliable integration of the growing 
fleet of variable renewable energy 
resources. 

But policymakers in many states have 
moved quickly to shut down gas 
plants and prevent the construction 
of new ones, only to backtrack — 
for example, California's leadership 
has scrambled to restart gas and 
nuclear plants.    

Competitive electricity markets paired with the efficiency and geographic scale of regional 
transmission organizations will provide the best and most cost-effective foundation to 
accelerate low-carbon energy while ensuring that reliability isn't compromised.



As renewable resources 
become increasingly 
cost-effective, competitive 
market forces paired with 
the efficiency and 
geographic scale of 
regional transmission 
organizations will provide 
the best foundation to 
accelerate the growth of 
low-carbon energy 
sources through private 
investment instead    of 
costly subsidies or bailouts 
to existing power plants.

Subsidies distort the market.
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Varied and balanced sources of power collected and distributed support a reliable energy grid
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Lights out – Electric Disturbances Up 155%
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Cause, 2020, % of total

19
System operations

43
Weather or 
natural disaster

16
Vandalism, attack
or sabotage
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