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STRATEGIC PLANNING

As new rules to protect 
public health spur 
the closure of some 
150 coal-fired power 
plants, creative site 
redevelopment projects 
generate civic pride and 
business rather than 
dirty power.

Repurposed Coal Plant Sites 
Empower and Revive  
Communities
by Gregory C. Staple and Matthew I. Slavin

Developers take note. Power plant repurposing projects around the nation 
highlight the compelling case for redevelopment and use of cleaner energy. 
These projects also offer points of reference for policy makers, public manag-
ers, business leaders, and community stakeholders to retire power plants in 
their localities by fostering enterprises focused on clean energy.

Industry analysts predict that environmental and economic factors, 
including new federal regulations, will lead to the retirement of dozens of 
aging coal-fired power plants in the coming decade. Many old generating 
plants occupy strategic locations in urban areas, often with access to valuable 
waterfront. These sites present tremendous opportunities for new civic and 
private uses such as riverfront housing, shops, and offices, as well as museums, 
parks, and other community amenities.

Useful examples for redeveloping early 20th century power plant sites 
include an impressive large-scale redevelopment of the Seaholm Power Plant 
in Austin and the grand vision for redeveloping Station B in Sacramento 
by 2013. The Homan Square Power House in Chicago achieved a powerful 
fusion of mission and design. The redeveloped Pennsylvania Railroad Pow-
erhouse in Queens, New York, and the Station L Power Plant in Portland, 
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Oregon, exemplify a high degree of acumen. Pragmatism 
is on display in the reconstruction of the Chester Power 
Station near Philadelphia. 

Collaborative Site Cleanup and 
Redevelopment
In many cases, retired generating plants have been left 
abandoned for years or decades creating blight for local 
communities. Experience with previous redevelopments 
suggests that community leaders plan early for site reuse 
and adopt a collaborative approach that assures the 
involvement of all stakeholders, including incumbent 
utilities and power companies. 

The approach should include
 • clarity of vision 
 • a realistic business plan 
 • feasible financing mechanisms that can pay for site 
cleanup and redevelopment.

Capitalizing on these opportunities can help com-
munities create a healthier environment, foster new 
business activity and job development, and bring retired 
power plant properties back onto tax rolls.

Electrifying America
Model power plant repurposing projects embody an 
ambitious vision. They wow with scale and revitalize 
whole neighborhoods and regions. They harness his-
tory for education and tell the remarkable story of how 
America was electrified. 

Project designs also reflect community goals, 
aspirations, and civic pride. Early redevelopments often 
capitalized on preserving plant structures with significant 
historic and architectural value. However, the coming 
wave of coal plant retirements will include power stations 
that lack distinctive architectural legacy and might best 
be demolished. Whether the goal is to preserve signifi-
cant buildings or to level undistinguished facilities and 
build anew, insights can be gleaned from analyzing what 
has been done before. 

Power on the Potomac
Right outside Washington, D.C. in Alexandria, Vir-
ginia, is a 60-year-old, coal-fired power plant called the 
Potomac River Generating Station. It was originally con-
structed when cleaner generating fuels were unavailable 
and when other sources of electricity were inadequate. 
Now that the situation is quite different, an affiliate of 
the American Clean Skies Foundation, Potomac River 
Green LLC, has developed a plan to redevelop this 25-
acre brownfield site into a sustainable mixed-use commu-
nity embracing advanced clean energy and environmental 
technology and building techniques. One purpose is to 
provide an example of green development of old power 
plant sites next door to the nation’s capital that other 
communities can emulate. 

New federal regulations to protect public health 
are expected to spur the closure of more than 150 power 
plants nationwide. Most of these plants lack adequate 
pollution controls, and retrofitting them to meet new 

The Wharf at Rivertown is along the Delaware River outside Philadelphia 
and utilizes some of the building of the old Chester Power Station. 

Photo: The Wharf at Rivertown

In 2013 Pacific Gas & Electric Station B is slated to re-open as the  
Powerhouse Science Center in Sacramento, California.

Photo: Andrew Frolows/Powerhouse Museum
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environmental requirements—even when feasible—will 
be too costly. At the same time, increased price competi-
tion from cleaner burning natural gas-fired generators 
has given many plants a further impetus for closure. 
Estimates for total retirements vary, but it is generally 
projected that between 30 and 50 gigawatts of generating 
capacity—equivalent to approximately 10 to 15 percent 
of the nation’s coal-fired power plant fleet—are likely to 
be retired between 2012 and 2020. 

The major drivers of these retirements are age, high 
costs, competition from alternative fuels and—perhaps 
most important—new federal pollution control regu-
lations. Public managers need to stay abreast of new 
regulations and explore whether maintaining older plants 
under new requirements is cost prohibitive or in line with 
local goals (see box on this page).

Public Financing Options
Public managers can take advantage of important public 
financing options for plant site redevelopment.

EPA Revolving Loan Fund (RLF) program. Use for 
brownfield site assessment, clean-up, and capitalization. 
Grants are available to local, state, and tribal govern-
ments, and to any entities that they may form, sanction, 
or direct; nonprofit organizations are not eligible for these 

grants. RLF grant recipients must generally cover a share 
of costs amounting to 20 percent of total funds awarded.

Economic Development Administration (EDA). 
Economic development funding to district organiza-
tions, states, municipalities, and tribal governments and 
their nonprofit partners. EDA evaluates grant applica-
tions on a competitive basis using a set of core criteria. 
These criteria include assisting economically distressed or 

The Seaholm Power Plant in Austin once supplied the whole city with 
electricity. A commercial and office center is planned on its site.

Image: Southwest Strategies Group Inc.

Clean Air Regulations to Consider

Approximately one-third of the U.S. coal-fired power plant fleet lacks critical emissions control technology. Many older plants emit signifi-

cant amounts of mercury and other metals, acid gases, and dangerous particulates. These emissions have been shown to cause premature 

death, cancer, neurological damage, heart conditions, and chronic respiratory diseases such as asthma. Almost 120 million Americans still 

live in areas that fail to meet national ambient air quality standards for ozone and other pollutants. 

The federal government seeks to protect public health through new regulations; together, these regulations will increase the costs to  

operate and maintain highly polluting coal plants, and this will cause many poorly performing generators to close. 

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is implementing new provisions under the Clean Air Transport Rule for emissions of 

nitrous oxide and sulfur dioxide (in 2012 and 2014, respectively); a new Air Toxics Rule (in 2014); a tightened ozone standard (2014–2016); 

and new power plant water discharge rules under the Clean Water Act (2014–2017). 

In addition, EPA is strengthening the National Ambient Air Quality Standards for ozone and ozone precursors (2014–2017). To protect the 

public from harmful emissions, these rules may require older, dirtier coal-fired plants to convert from “once-through” to “closed-loop” cooling 

systems; install activated carbon injection units to control mercury emissions; mount “scrubbers” and selective catalytic reduction systems to 

limit the release of acid gases and other pollutants; and install fabric filters to reduce airborne emissions of toxic metal particulates.

In June 2010, the EPA also proposed new rules to regulate the disposal of coal ash (likely effective in two to five years or more). These 

rules will regulate the removal of solid waste from units that burn coal.
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underserved communities and addressing national strate-
gic priorities such as technology-led development, global 
competitiveness and innovation, and environmentally 
sustainable development. EDA grant recipients generally 
bear 50 percent of project costs.

Department of Housing and Urban Development. 
Community Development Block Grant Program pro-
vides funding to local governments whose projects use 
at least 70 percent of the funding to benefit low- and 
moderate-income individuals.

Department of Agriculture. Provides rural develop-
ment grants and community facility or business grants 
and loans. 

Energy Efficiency Tax Incentives
Project developers also can take advantage of tax incen-
tives including low-income housing tax credits, energy 
efficiency incentives, and new markets tax credits. Credits 
for historic preservation are managed by state historic 
preservation offices and the National Park Service, which 
oversee the National Register of Historic Places. Com-
plying with regulations for historic preservation so as 
to be eligible for tax credits can add costs, but also can 
provide access to grants and tax incentives that are help-
ful for securing project financing. 

Depending on individual circumstances, historic and 
brownfields credits can cover a considerable percentage 
of project costs. Historic renovations at the former Lucky 

Strike power plant in Richmond, Virginia, included 
repairs to the obsolete smokestack, coal silo, and water 
tower. Developers cleaned the brick walls, retained the 
window sashes and staircase, rebuilt a skylight, and 
reused as a wall the original levered door. 

In St. Louis, Missouri, Cannon Design took advan-
tage of the state’s generous tax credits for adaptive reuse 
of historic and brownfield sites. These credits can be 
worth as much as 45 cents for every dollar spent on rede-
velopment. Renovation of the 1920s-era, 19,000-square 
foot Power House plant resulted in 32,000 square feet of 
LEED Gold-certified office and conference space, along 
with 3,500 square feet of urban garden space.

For smaller projects, tax credits can be critical to 
viability. In the case of the Lucky Strike power plant in 
Richmond, Virginia, the cost to buy and transform the 
1910 building exceeded $4 million; the costs to purchase 
the property alone totaled $1.15 million. These costs 
were offset by the city tax abatement program, as well 
as by state and federal tax credits. Without tax credits, 
developers could not have financed this project.

Tax incentives also can be important in attracting 
developers for large-scale projects. In Lansing, Michigan, 
the $182 million redevelopment of the 1940s Art Deco 
Ottawa Power Plant benefited from a comprehensive 
package of federal, state, and local tax incentives. The 
package included approximately $10 million in state busi-
ness tax credits, more than $33 million in state and local 
property tax incentives, and establishment of a Renais-
sance Zone that exempts the facility from paying most 

The PowerHouse Condominiums were built on the site of a Queens New York power plant that for decades supplied steam to electrify the Long Island and 
Pennsylvania railroads. The building is structured to evoke the old chimneys of the power plant.

Photos: CGS Developers
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state and local taxes for 15 years, resulting in a savings of 
$45 million in business and property taxes.

In addition, state tax credits for historic preserva-
tion provided a one-time tax savings of 5 percent of the 
project’s costs. The former Ottawa coal plant will serve 
as headquarters for Accident Fund Holdings Inc. and its 
main business, Accident Fund Insurance Co. of America. 
Renovations undertaken at the plant included the con-
struction of new floors, office space, and a parking ramp. 
The project aimed to preserve historical features and 
achieve a LEED Silver certification.

Reducing Costs with Reuse
Beyond the public financing options, creative vision 
and execution can help to bridge the cost gap. Like the 
Powerhouse Science Center in Sacramento, developers of 
projects with a compelling public purpose are often able 
to raise significant corporate donations. Project develop-
ers also can take advantage of smaller opportunities to 
reduce costs. 

Where a project includes a museum, power plant 
equipment not sold for scrap metal can be reused for 
exhibits. In fact, every detail is fair game: as part of the 
Lucky Strike redevelopment, Odell Associates reused 
as a wall an original door; during the building phase 
at Chester Power Station, creative construction teams 
reused cranes and the existing switchgear. 

Community Involvement and 
Implications
In many communities, aging coal-fired generating sta-
tions are part of local history and development. These 
plants have played a role in the surrounding economy; 
projects to redevelop and repurpose them should sup-
port community goals by delivering civic value, increasing 
local government revenues, and fostering job growth. For 
example, at the renovated Ottawa Power Station, Acci-
dent Fund plans to add 500 jobs over the next 10 years. 

The fate of retired power plants also can determine 
the future of neighborhoods; for this reason the public 
is often heavily involved in redevelopment plans. For 
instance, the driving force for redeveloping the Seaholm 
plant site in Austin originally came from a dedicated 
group of local citizens, Friends of Seaholm. The group 
saw the plant’s architectural style, scale, location, and 
ownership by the City of Austin Electric Utility as an 
opportunity for adapting it for new public uses. Eventu-
ally, Friends of Seaholm prevailed in a campaign to get 

the city council to direct the city-owned utility to decom-
mission the plant.

The Salem Harbor Power Station in Massachusetts 
is among the city’s top 15 employers. Its owner, Domin-
ion Power, pays $3 million per year in property taxes and 
a $1.75 million host fee. There will be a huge impact on 
city finances when the plant shuts down. To make up for 
the lost revenue or without a redevelopment plan, the city 
would need to substantially increase its property taxes, 
limit services, or combine the two. The city of Salem has 
been examining alternatives for the site’s economic devel-
opment, taking into account environmental conditions, 
redevelopment costs, and the reuse of other power plant 
sites around the country.

Where efforts to reuse a power plant site have been 
led by private developers or utilities, developers have 
collaborated with municipal agencies, the city, and the 
general public to meet community needs. For the Mis-
sion Road project in San Antonio, site developer CPS 
Energy created a community involvement plan. As part 
of the plan, CPS Energy met with neighbors and com-
munity leaders to discuss a feasibility study for possible 
future uses; it also conducted a survey on community 
preferences and made the results public.

The lessons learned from prior success in repurpos-
ing coal-fired power plants in the United States can be 
instrumental for public managers looking forward. As 
these plants retire, they invite new opportunities for 
future civic, business, and recreational uses that can help 
forge community identity and economic success. 
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The fate of retired power plants also can 
determine the future of neighborhoods.


