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As EV popularity grows,
corn farmers look to sky

Many in country’s heartland pinning hopes on turning ethanol into aviation fuel

By Karina Atkins
Chicago Tribune

Reid Thompson, a fourth-gen-
eration farmer in central Illi-
nois, is in the middle of planting
season. Weather permitting, he
tends to the fields in the morn-
ing, walks home for lunch with
his wife and newborn, and
then returns to his tractor until
sundown. He’ll harvest his corn
in early fall, sell it to a nearby
ethanol plant, and eventually it
will make its way to a car’s gas
tank. That’s the routine, at least

for now.

Nearly all U.S. gasoline
contains ethanol to reduce emis-
sions, and nearly all of that etha-
nolis made from corn starch. But,
electric and hybrid vehicles offer
even further emissions reduc-
tions. This poses a threat to corn
demand that could be devastat-
ing for a state such as Illinois, the
second-largest corn producer in
the country.

The resulting decline in the
value of Midwestern farmland
and corn prices will hurt farm-
ers and have ripple effects across

INSIDE: U.S. energy panel
approves rule to ease long
waitlists for wind and solar power
projects. Chicagoland, Page 5

rural communities, predict
University of Nebraska at Lincoln
agricultural economists Jeffrey
Stokes and Jim Jansen. Rural
businesses that cater to the agri-
culture sector could go under,
property taxes that fund local
schools will likely plummet and
farmers could be forced to default
on debts to community lenders,

the economists forecast. This
would come after farmers have
been hit by a series of misfor-
tunes over the last five years: the
pandemic, trade wars, inflation
and excess supply.

Corn could be the key to
solving another clean energy
dilemma, though. Unlike cars
and trucks, planes are difficult to
electrify, and some fuel compa-
nies believe the answer to clean-
ing up aviation lies in America’s
heartland.

Turn to Ethanol, Page 4

Ex-cop
on trial in
death of
girlfriend

Jury will determine
if then-CPD officer
shot her in self-defense

By Madeline Buckley
Chicago Tribune

Days before she was killed,
Andris Wofford found a gun
nestled among clothes in her laun-
dry basket, prosecutors said, and
then made a prophetic comment
to afriend.

“If anything happens to me,”
prosecutors said she told her
friend shortly before her death in
December 2021, “Pierre will have
doneit”

She was referring to Pierre
Tyler, the father of her 9-month-
old daughter and then a Chicago
police officer, according to pros-
ecutors, who said her prediction
would soon come to pass.

After an argument over another
woman, Tyler fired a shot that
killed the 29-year-old mother in
her apartment in the 2100 block
of North Nashville Avenue in the
Northwest Side’s Galewood neigh-
borhood, according to police and
prosecutors.

But Tyler, 32, standing trial on
murder charges, is arguing that the
shooting was in self-defense. He
plans to take the stand later this
week, his attorney said, arelatively
rare choice because of the risk of
going up against prosecutors for
questions under oath.

His attorney, Tim Grace,
argued that Wofford was shot
after she pointed a weapon at
the off-duty cop in a jealous rage.
Prosecutors painted a different
picture, telling jurors that Tyler
fatally attacked Wofford — as she
pressed him about his relationship
with another woman — before he
launched a calculated cover-up.

The jurors, who were sworn in
Tuesday, will decide which version

Turn to Trial, Page 6
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“Transformational
moment’ for WNBA

With a high-profile rookie class
entering the league, the WNBA
beginsits 28th regular seasonriding
awave of attention and growth.

m This season represents a fresh
start for the Sky, who welcomed in
anew coach, new general manager
and new rookies this offseason.
Storiesin Chicago Sports

We’re entomophages
(bug eaters)

lllinois could host upward of a
trillion cicadas. You cannot escape
them, but if it’s any consolation, you
can eat them. Food & Health

Museum gets new
name after donation

The Museum of Science and
Industry officially is becoming

the Kenneth C. Griffin Museum of
Science and Industry. Arts & Living

Cohen

says blind
loyalty led
to misdeeds

Defense aims to cast
testimony as driven
by hatred of Trump

By Michael R. Sisak,
Eric Tucker

and Michelle L. Price
Associated Press

NEW YORK — It wasn’t until
after a decade in the fold, after his
family pleaded with him, after the
FBI raided his office, apartment
and hotel room, Michael Cohen
testified Tuesday, that he finally
decided to turn on Donald Trump.

Thatdecisionled to a 2018 guilty
plea to federal charges involv-
ing a payment to the porn actor
Stormy Daniels to bury her story
of an alleged sexual encounter
with Trump and to other, unre-
lated crimes. And it’s that insider
knowledge of shady deals that
pushed Manhattan prosecutors
to make Cohen the star witness
in their case against Trump about
that same payment, which they
say was an illegal effort to influ-
ence the 2016 presidential elec-
tion. Under questioning this week,
Cohen has described the nuts and
bolts of how the scheme worked.

“To keep the loyalty and to do
the things that he had asked me to
do, I violated my moral compass,
and I suffered the penalty, as has
my family,” Cohen said Tuesday.

A shocking moment did come,

Turn to Testimony, Page 10

Lunchtime customers place and wait for their orders at Brown Bag Seafood restaurant on East
Randolph Street in Chicago on May 8. TERRENCE ANTONIO JAMES/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Loop restaurants clawing
their way back to health

With more workers
commuting again,
eateries seeing rise

By Brian J. Rogal
Chicago Tribune

Donna Lee, founder of
Brown Bag Seafood Co., is
starting to feel optimistic
about the Loop.

The number of office work-
ers coming downtown seems
tobe inching up every month.
Lunch rushes are back, and
Lee hopes the summer will
bring hordes of hungry tour-

ists to her fast casual restau-
rant group.

Brown Bag closed two of its
downtown locations in 2020,
when the pandemic gutted
the dining scene. But Lee is
starting to think about open-
ing another location.

“This is probably the first
year that things are stable,”
said Zach Flanzman, Brown
Bag’s chief operating officer.
“We feel fully back to 2019
levels.”

More than 300 downtown
restaurants, bars and bistros
shuttered during the first
three years of the pandemic,

including iconic spots such as
Ronny’s Steakhouse and chain
locations such as Starbucks
and Panera Bread, according
to Datassential, an analytics
firm for the food and bever-
age industries.

But surviving Loop restau-
rant owners now say they
can see light at the end of the
tunnel. Even though many
downtown office workers
are still absent Mondays and
Fridays, restaurateurs have
found ways to compensate.

The rise of online

Turn to Restaurants, Page 6
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“(Corn is) the cheapest,
most sustainable, most scal-
able feedstock (raw mate-
rial),” said Patrick Gruber,
CEO of Gevo, one of the
companies with plans to
turn corn ethanol into avia-
tion fuel.

Thompson and other corn
farmers are eager to seize
this opportunity in sustain-
able aviation fuel, another
term for jet fuel made with-
out fossil fuels.

“As I sit here and look at
the next so many years of
my farming career, as maybe
my father starts to retire and
maybe one of my kids wants
to farm, I wonder what’s
goingto keep us here longer.
And tome, that’s sustainable
aviation fuel and the ethanol
demand,” said Thompson,
a father of three. “I mean,
there’s got to be a home for
our cornbecause that’s what
we grow.”

But, before corn ethanol-
to-jet fuel can be a viable
alternative to conventional
jet fuel, the emissions asso-
ciated with corn ethanol
production must come
down. This will require
farmers to change their
practices on the field and
ethanol plants to implement
controversial technologies
like carbon sequestration.

The rise of
electric vehicles

Since 2005, the federal
government has required
transportation fuels to be
blended with increasing
amounts of renewable fuels
such as corn ethanol to
reduce air pollution, green-
house gas emissions and
dependence on foreign oil.
The mandate transformed
rural economies across the
Midwest. Between 2008
and 2016, corn prices rose
by 30%, and 26% more land
was converted to crop-
land than would have been
otherwise, according to a
2022 study published by
the National Academy of
Sciences.

Ethanol plants quickly
sprang up around corn
fields, due largely to invest-
ments from farmers eager
for the new market to
succeed.

“It’s just another avenue
of capturing some of that
value of my product,” said
Thompson, whose parents
and grandparents were early
shareholders in One Earth
Energy, an ethanol plant 15
miles east of his primary
farm that he sells to today.

The six states that grow
the most corn — all in the
Midwest — also account
for 70% of the nation’s fuel
ethanol production, and
it’s a huge market. More
than 98% of U.S. gasoline
contains ethanol, and 94%
of domestic ethanol is made
from corn starch. The rest of
the ethanol is mostly derived
from wood and field resi-
dues, including stalks, stems
and leaves.

According to a 2021 U.S.
Department of Energy
analysis, corn ethanol offers
40% tailpipe emissions
reductions compared with
gasoline. But, the National
Academy of Science study
suggests carbon emissions
from using land to grow
corn may negate, or even
reverse, tailpipe emissions
reductions. When land use
changes are factored in, corn
ethanol may be more than
24% more carbon intensive
than gasoline, according to
the 2022 study.

Electric vehicles, on the
other hand, have no tailpipe
emissions. So, in pursuit
of the national mission to
achieve net zero by 2050,
the federal government has
shifted its efforts from clean-
ing gasoline-powered cars
to promoting battery-pow-
ered cars with emissions
mandates and tax credits.
Electric and hybrid cars
accounted for over 16% of
new light-duty vehicle sales
last year, more than a 3%
increase from 2022.

In March, the EPA final-
ized “the strongest-ever”
pollution standards for
passenger cars, light-duty
trucks and medium-duty
vehicles. The rule was
designed to accelerate the
adoption of hybrid and elec-
tric vehicles.

The EPA’s decision will
also “decimate the ethanol
industry and corn demand,”
the Illinois Corn Growers
Association said in a state-
ment shortly after the stan-
dards were announced.

Today, roughly 30% of I1li-
nois corn production and
40% of all U.S. corn produc-

Reid Thompson, a fourth-generation farmer, checks equipment for corn planting near Gibson City on May 8. E. JASON WAMBSGANS/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

The One Earth Energy ethanol plant in Gibson City is shown on May 8. E. JASON WAMBSGANS/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

tion is used to make ethanol.

While corn farmers are
cognizant of the threat
battery-powered vehicles
pose to their family busi-
nesses, they’re quick to
mention the volatility and
infrastructure challenges
the emergent industry faces.
Ford and GM recently scaled
back production of electric
vehicles and Tesla had mass
layoffs.

“I look at the whole EV
(electric vehicle) segment
as asegment that gets blown
around with the winds of
change. It may be popular
now, but who knows what
the future may be harbor-
ing,” said Jared Gregg, a
seventh-generation farmer
from east central Illinois.
“EVs have infrastructure
challenges that they’ve got
to be able to clear to make
this a functional reality”

Regardless of how much
electric and hybrid vehicles
decrease demand for etha-
nol in the auto sector, Gregg
is looking to opportunities
in aviation like Thompson.

“I can’t control how tech-
nology comes forward in
the future. What I can do is
step up to the plate and meet
the challenges that are laid
before us here and now and
adaptlike all farmers always
have over time,” said Gregg.

The ‘Grand
Challenge’

Non-military flights
within and departing from
the U.S. account for 11%
of the nation’s transpor-
tation-related emissions.
But, aircraft are more diffi-
cult to electrify than motor
vehicles because of how
heavy today’s batteries are.
All of the passenger and
cargo space in a twin jet
airliner would have to be
replaced with batteries for
it to take off, and even then,
the plane could only fly for
under an hour, according
to the University of Michi-
gan’s aerospace engineering
department.

Corn and other biomasses
such as animal fat, forestry
residue, municipal waste
and sugar cane offer an
alternative to the dirty crude
oil in conventional jet fuel.
After additional processing,
corn ethanol canbe blended
with, or entirely replace,
petroleum-based kerosene
in existing jet engines.

The Biden administra-
tion established a “Grand
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Aplane is refueled outside Terminal 5 at O’Hare International Airport on May 9.
BRIAN CASSELLA/CHICAGO TRIBUNE

Challenge” to produce 3
billion gallons of sustain-
able aviation fuel — defined
as jet fuel with 50% less
emissions than conven-
tional jet fuel — annually by
2030. The ultimate goal is
to make enough of this fuel
to meet all national demand
— estimated to be 35 billion
gallons — by 2050.

Airlines are on board.
United and Delta have both
signed advance purchase
agreements with numerous
aspiring sustainable aviation
fuel producers. Currently,
however, sustainable fuel
only accounts for 0.1% of
the jet fuel used by major
U.S. airlines, according to
the latest federal govern-
ment data.

The challenge is that
creating sustainable avia-
tion fuel costs three to five
times more than conven-
tional jet fuel and securing
biomasses at scale is chal-
lenging. Most of the 24.5
million gallons produced
last year were created with
discarded cooking oil and
animal fat, which are avail-
able in limited quantities.

“When you think of the
scale of something like this
— of the amount of feedstock
that’s required — it’s billions
of pounds of raw materials,”
said Gruber, CEO of Gevo.
“Just fundamentally a lot of
stuft”

The 90 million acres of
homegrown corn could
be a solution to the supply
shortage. But, the finan-
cial feasibility of the addi-
tional processing required
to create aviation fuel from
corn hinges on access to

government incentives,
including generous new
Inflation Reduction Act tax
credits.

Corn ethanol-to-jet fuel
doesn’t meet the 50% emis-
sions reduction benchmark
for sustainable aviation
fuel under most environ-
mental impact models.
Significant emissions come
from clearing land for corn
fields, applying fertilizer to
the field and biorefining to
isolate the corn starch used
to make ethanol.

Climate-smart agri-
culture practices such as
planting cover crops, prac-
ticing no-till and using less
fertilizer can reduce emis-
sions associated with corn
production. But, there isn’t
a uniform methodology to
determine how much yet.

Inlate April, long-awaited
criteria for an aviation fuel
tax credit for 2023 and 2024
were announced.

While it’s too late for most
fuel producers to make plans
to cash in on this credit, the
guidance signals that the
Biden administration is
keen to foster the corn etha-
nol-to-jet fuel market with
future incentives, including
atax credit for 2025 to 2027.

However, environmental
interest groups caution that
there must be a peer-re-
viewed methodology to
measure the precise impact
of climate-smart practices
on emissions before the
federal government can
write any longer term policy.

“We have to hand out
rewards based on the
measurable ability to have
an impact on reducing

climate pollution into the
environment,” said Mark
Brownstein, senior vice
president of energy transi-
tion at the Environmental
Defense Fund.

On the farm

Gevo has been working
with farmers to monitor
how climate-smart agricul-
ture practices affect emis-
sions and distill the impact
into a carbon intensity score,
a number that reflects how
much carbon is emitted per
bushel of corn produced.

“Agriculture has under-
gone a revolution. It’s not
what it was,” Gruber said.
“We now have the ability
to measure stuff we could
never measure before, track
things like we’ve never
tracked before.”

Gevo is using a $30
million federal grant to
reward farmers for lower-
ing their scores. Eventually,
the company anticipates the
money will flow naturally as
less carbon-intensive corn
becomes more valuable in
the aviation fuel market-
place. Tax incentives will
help spur this.

“We have to do a better
job for the planet, but we
also have to be financially
stable,” said Shawn Feikema,
a third-generation farmer
in the southwestern corner
of Minnesota and an early
participant in Gevo’s track-
ing program. “Sustainability
doesn’t work in any sense of
the word unless it’s finan-
cially sustainable.”

He appreciates the
program and believes a

marketplace based on
corn’s carbon intensity
will encourage more farm-
ers to adopt climate-smart
practices. Illinois farmers
Thompson and Gregg, who
aren’t being paid for carbon
reductions but are experi-
menting with climate-smart
practices, agree.

“As a producer, you’ll
evolve to participate in it
if you want to stay viable,”
Gregg said.

Climate-smart agricul-
ture practices also increase
yield over time, so farm-
ers can be more productive
on less land. Converting
forests and grasslands into
agricultural production is a
significant source of farm-
ing emissions and threatens
native ecosystems.

Planting cover crops,
reducing tillage and mini-
mizing fertilizer applica-
tion are also solutions to
other environmental chal-
lenges like water pollution
from fertilizer run-off that
contributes to the dead zone
in the Gulf of Mexico.

“Everything that a farmer
does to produce a crop of
lower carbon intensity is
good for the soil and good
for the plants,” said Chan-
dler Mazour, who leads
Gevo’s tracking program.

At the plant

Just changing how corn
is grown won’t lower the
carbon intensity of ethanol
enough. Changes will also
have to be made at the etha-
nol plant.

One key way ethanol
producers are looking
to drive down emissions
at their plants is carbon
sequestration: capturing
carbon dioxide and storing
itunderground.

However, the nascent
process is controversial.
Securing carbon under-
ground is energy intensive
and many environmental
groups warn sequestration
may encourage the contin-
ued use of fossil fuels over
renewable fuel sources.

Carbon sequestration has
a particular appeal for the
ethanol industry, though —
especially those in Illinois.
The carbon dioxide released
during ethanol production
is nearly pure, and porous
sandstone formations filled
with salty water deep under
central Illinois are optimal
storage sites.

One Earth Energy, an
ethanol plant in Gibson
City, seeks to build a 6-mile
pipeline from its plant to
an injection site in a neigh-
boring county. The pipeline
would significantly lower
emissions from One Earth
Energy’s plant and open the
door for it to get a corner on
the burgeoning aviation fuel
industry, an opportunity the
plant is uniquely positioned
to seize, said Steve Kelly, the
company’s CEO.

“With Chicago O’Hare,
Midway and Rockford
— a major freight airport
— we’ve got huge opportu-
nities within 120 miles of
this plant right now;” he said.

Illinois is also one of the
first states with its own
per-gallon tax incentive for
airline carriers using avia-
tion fuel that reaches the
same 50% emissions reduc-
tion benchmark as the
federal credit.

The benefits would trickle
down to Illinois family farm-
ers such as Thompson and

Turn to Ethanol, Page 5
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Gregg.

However, One Earth
Energy’s pipeline and others
have faced significant local
backlash, primarily due to
unknown health impacts of
the relatively new technol-
ogy and eminent domain
concerns.

Last fall, after fierce
community opposition and
difficulty securing permits,
Navigator CO2 Ventures
withdrew its application to
build a 1,350-mile pipeline
across five states to capture
carbon dioxide from over 30
Midwest ethanol plants and
store it in Illinois.

Kelly says One Earth
Energy’s project is differ-
ent. Its pipeline would only
be a few miles, within state
borders, avoid local aquifers
and alllandowners along the
pipeline route signed volun-
tary agreements so eminent
domain wouldn’t be used.

The pipeline would also
bring Illinois an estimated
$367.2 million in economic
impact from 2025 to 2030,
according to a recent anal-
ysis by Sandy Dall’Erba, an
environmental economist at
the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign.

Powering plants with
renewable energy, such as
wind and solar, will offer
some emission reductions,
but

U.S. Agriculture Secre-
tary Tom Vilsack said in an
interview with Reuters last
fall that the ethanol indus-
try willneed carbon capture
and sequestration for corn
ethanol-to-jet fuel to reach
the 50% emissions reduc-
tions benchmark.

“(If the pipeline isn’t
approved) we’re kinda stuck
injust producing what we’re
producing today and selling
into that market, and then
we’ve kind of lost control of
our destiny here,” Kelly said.

In the future

Freedom Pines Fuels, the
world’s first-ever ethanol-
to-jet aviation fuel plant,
opened in Soperton, Geor-
gia, in January. The facility,
which is owned and oper-
ated by the Illinois-based
sustainable fuels company
LanzalJet, has pledged to

produce nine million gallons
of aviation fuel this year, a
modest start compared to
the 35 billion that the White
House has set out to produce
by 2050.

LanzaJet’s CEO Jimmy
Samartzis hopes the federal
government updates policy
and provides more emis-
sion reductions incentives to
ensure domestic corn etha-
nol qualifies for sustainable
aviation fuel production.

For now, the company is
only using domestic corn-
based ethanol for testing
and will begin commercial
production at the Geor-
gia-based plant with sugar-
cane ethanol from Brazil,
which has a lower carbon
intensity score than corn
ethanol across emissions
models.

LanzaJet hopes to
use a variety of low-car-
bon domestic ethanol in
the future and entered a
partnership to create a
120-million-gallon-per-year
corn ethanol to aviation fuel
plant with Illinois-based
ethanol producer Marquis
Energy in 2022. Both
companies are still assess-
ingthe project’s feasibility as
the government determines
its long-term standards for
sustainable aviation fuel.

LanzalJetis also exploring
new ways to create ethanol
from corn.

“We are doubling down
onthe U.S. ethanol industry;”
Samartzis declared.

The company has part-
nered with Southwest
Airlines to explore whether
ethanol can be made more
sustainably from corn stalks,
leaves and cobs left over
after harvest. The collabo-
ration is in the early stages
but he believes this could
be another opportunity
for American corn farm-
ers. And, if it is, farmers are
eager.

“Agriculture is the best
kept secret on all of these
environmental mitigation
issues, and we’re where
we’ve always been: right
underneath your nose,” said
Gregg, the seventh-genera-
tion farmer in east central
Illinois. “If they put the
infrastructure and the rules
in place and all the pieces
line up, there’s no doubt in
my mind that the American
farmer can meet this chal-
lenge, goal and demand.”

US energy panel OKs rule
to aid wind, solar projects

Associated Press

WASHINGTON —
Federal energy regulators
on Monday approved a
long-awaited rule to make
it easier to transmit renew-
able energy such as wind
and solar power to the elec-
tric grid — a key part of
President Joe Biden’s goal
to eliminate carbon emis-
sions economy-wide by
2050.

The rule, under develop-
ment for two years, is aimed
at boosting the nation’s
aging power grid to meet
surging demand fueled by
huge data centers, electrifi-
cation of vehicles and build-
ings, artificial intelligence
and other uses.

The increased demand
comes as coal-fired power
plants continue to be
retired amid competition
from natural gas, and other
energy sources face increas-
ingly strict federal pollu-
tion rules, setting up what
experts say could be a crisis
for electric reliability.

The grid is also being
tested by more frequent
service disruptions during
extreme weather events
driven by climate change.

The rule is intended to
streamline how power lines
are sited and how costs are
shared between states. It
could accelerate construc-
tion of new transmission
lines for wind, solar and
other renewable power and
add huge amounts of clean
energy to the grid.

Biden has set a goal of a
carbon-free power sector by
2035, and net-zero carbon
emissions economy-wide
by 2050.

To meet those targets,
the U.S. needs to more than
double current regional
transmission capacity and
increase by fivefold the
transmission lines between
regions, according to an
Energy Department study
last year.

Under current rules,
a large queue of utili-
ty-scale renewables cannot
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Wind turbines in McLean County, lllinois, in 2022. As part of President Joe Biden’s goal to
eliminate carbon emissions by 2050, federal energy regulators approved a rule intended to
make it easier to transmit renewable energy to the electric grid. BRIAN CASSELLA/TRIBUNE

be connected to the grid
because of a lack of avail-
able transmission capacity.

The Tribune recently
reported that long wait-
lists for new wind and solar
projects to connect to the
electric grid have emerged
as a major barrier to clean
energy, both in the nation
as a whole, and in the PJM
Interconnection region,
which includes northern
Tllinois.

Experts say that more
transmission capacity and
better long-term transmis-
sion planning would help.

The time for a new
energy project to get PJM’s
approval to connect to the
grid has risen rapidly, from
amedian of just 20 months
in 2005 to a median of
more than five years in
2022, according to reports
from Lawrence Berkeley
National Laboratory.

And a recent first-of-its
kind report on the grid-con-
nection processes in seven
major U.S. regions gave PJM
the worst grade, aD-minus.
The report, the Generator
Interconnection Scorecard,
was prepared for the busi-
ness association Advanced
Energy United.

PJM, a federally regu-
lated private company
that manages part of the
high-voltage electric grid,
issued a written statement
saying the scorecard report
“is an assessment of condi-

tions and practices that no
longer existin PJM.”

“Over three years ago,
PJM and its stakeholders
identified improvements
to the interconnection
process and developed
landmark reforms in record
time. These new rules are
enabling PJM to process
New Service Requests
faster and more efficiently;”
the statement said.

PJM expects to process at
least 72 gigawatts of mostly
renewable-energy projects
by mid-2025.

There were 290 giga-
watts of power waiting to
connect to the PJM grid at
the end of 2023, according
to reports from Lawrence
Berkeley National Labora-
tory.
The Federal Energy
Regulatory Commission
approved the new rule, 2-1,
with Chairman Willie Phil-
lips and fellow Democratic
Commissioner Allison
Clements voting in favor.
Republican Mark Christie
opposed the rule, dismiss-
ing it as a gift to solar and
wind power operators.

The sprawling, 1,300-
page rule, which addresses
transmission planning
and cost allocations, will
enhance the country’s
aging grid and ensure U.S.
homes and businesses keep
the lights on for decades to
come, Phillips said.

“This rule cannot come

fast enough,” he said at a
packed commission meet-
ing at the agency’s Washing-
ton headquarters. “There
is an urgent need to act to
ensure the reliability and
the affordability of our grid.”

Construction of
high-voltage power lines
declined to a record low
in 2022, “and much of that
construction was simply
Band-Aid fixes, rather than
building a visionary grid of
the future,” Phillips said.

Many power companies
and Republican-led states
don’t want to spend money
on new transmission lines
or upgrades for renewable
energy, creating conflicts
with Democratic states that
have ambitious clean-en-
ergy goals.

Christie, the lone Repub-
lican on the three-member
panel, said the rule “utterly
fails to protect consum-
ers” and ensure reliable,
low-priced power for
American homes and busi-
nesses.

“Instead, this rule is a
pretext to enact a sweeping
policy agenda that Congress
never passed,” he said.
The rule will likely result
in “a massive transfer of
wealth from consumers to
for-profit special interests,”
primarily wind and solar
operators, he said.

Chicago Tribune’s Nara
Schoenberg contributed.
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