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Modern society requires a tremendous amount of electricity to function, and one of this generation’s greatest chal-
lenges is generating and distributing energy efficiently. Electricity generation is energy intensive, and each source 
leaves its own environmental and ecological footprint. Although many studies have considered how electricity 
generation impacts other aspects of the environment, few have looked specifically at how much land different energy 
sources require. 

This report considers the various direct and indirect land requirements for coal, natural gas, nuclear, hydro, wind, 
and solar electricity generation in the United States in 2015. For each source, it approximates the land used during 
resource production, by energy plants, for transport and transmission, and to store waste materials. Both one-time 
and continuous land-use requirements are considered. Land is measured in acres and the final assessment is given in 
acres per megawatt. 

Specifically, this report finds that coal, natural gas, and nuclear power all feature the smallest physical footprint of 
about 12 acres per megawatt produced. Solar and wind are much more land intensive technologies using 43.5 and 
70.6 acres per megawatt, respectively. Hydroelectricity generated by large dams has a significantly larger footprint 
than any other generation technology using 315.2 acres per megawatt. 

While this report does not attempt to comprehensively quantify land requirements across the entire production and 
distribution chain, it does cover major land components and offers a valuable starting point to further compare var-
ious energy sources and facilitates a deeper conversation surrounding the necessary trade-offs when crafting energy 
policy. 

Chart 1: Land Use by Electricity Source in Acres/MW Produced

Electricity Source Acres per Megawatt Produced

Coal 12.21

Natural Gas 12.41

Nuclear 12.71

Solar 43.50

Wind 70.64

Hydro 315.22

Coal
In 2015, the United States (US) was home to 427 coal-fired power stations that generated 1.4 trillion megawatt 
hours of electricity, accounting for 33 percent of the nation’s total electricity production.12 Coal produces electricity 
at a capacity factor of 54.7 percent.3 Capacity factor is the ratio of actual energy production to theoretical maximum 
output for a given power plant. This means that while U.S. coal-fired power stations had a total capacity of approxi-
mately 282,236 megawatts, they only actually produced 154,383 megawatts. Coal is currently the most widely used 
electricity source in the US, but that figure is declining with the growing natural gas industry.4 In addition, America’s 

1   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Count of Electric Power Industry Power Plants, by Sector, by Predominant Energy Sources 
within Plant, 2005 through 2015. Table 4.1. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/electricity/annual/html/epa_04_01.html [Accessed 26 Jan. 
2017].

2   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for October 2016. pp. 15, Table 1.1. Available online: 
http://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/pdf/epm.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

3   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly. Table 6.7.A. Avaliable online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/
monthly/epm_table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_6_07_a [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

4   Institute for Energy Research (2014). History of Electricity. Available online: http://instituteforenergyresearch.org/history-electricity/ 
[Accessed 20 Oct. 2016].
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coal plants are nearing retirement. Almost three quarters of coal plants in the US are 30 years old or older while a 
coal plant’s average lifespan is only 40 years.5 

Coal produces cheap, reliable electricity, but it comes with necessary environmental considerations. This report focus-
es specifically on the land requirements at various stages of coal electricity generation including resource production, 
energy plant size, transmission and transportation, and waste storage.

Energy Plant Land Use
The Natural Gas Supply Association (NGSA) divides coal plants into two categories. “Standard coal burning 
operations using advanced pollution control (APC) technology” are currently the most prevalent category, while 
“coal plant[s] using carbon capture & sequestration (CCS) technology” are much less common.6 The Center for 
Climate and Energy Solutions notes that eight CCS plants currently operate in the US, meaning the remaining 419 
coal plants use APC technology.7 The NGSA estimates the acreage for APC plants is between 200 and 250 acres 
and CCS plants is about 400 acres.8 Assuming a high end estimate for APC plants, coal plants in the US required 
approximately 107,950 acres of land in 2015, or 0.699 acres per megawatt of electricity produced.

Resource Production Land Use
The vast majority of the US coal supply is mined domestically. Because imports account for less than two percent of 
the nation’s coal consumption, this report only takes into account the land used to produce the nation’s domestic coal 
supply.9

According to the United States Energy Information Administration (EIA), coal is typically mined by one of two 
methods. Surface mining is used to extract seams of coal that are up to 200 feet deep where “large machines remove 
the topsoil and layers of rock known as overburden to expose coal seams.” Fortunately, areas disturbed by surface 
mining can be recovered by filling them with topsoil and vegetation. Underground mining is used to access coal that 
can be up to 1,000 feet below ground.10 Underground mining improves access to more resources, however, it can lead 
to multiple problems including tunnel collapses, land subsidence, and environmental pollution.11 Because surface 
mining is cheaper than underground mining, most coal mines in the US are surface mines.12

Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews found that surface mining in the US transforms an average of 0.000099 
acres of land per megawatt hour (400 m2 per gigawatt hour) of electricity and that underground mining transforms 
an average of 0.000049 acres per megawatt hour (200 m2 per gigawatt hour).13 According to the EIA, surface min-
ing accounted for 66.2 percent of coal production in 2015 and underground mining accounted for 33.8 percent.14 

5   Woody, T. (2013). Most coal-fired power plants in the US are nearing retirement age. Quartz. Available online: https://qz.com/61423/coal-
fired-power-plants-near-retirement/ [Accessed 19 Dec. 2016].

6   Natural Gas Supply Association (2013). Comparison of Fuels Used for Electric Generation in the U.S. Available online: http://www.ngsa.
org/analyses-studies/beck-data-rev/ [Accessed 22 Oct. 2016].

7   Center for Climate and Energy Solutions (n.d.). Carbon Capture Use and Storage. Available online: https://www.c2es.org/technology/
factsheet/CCS [Accessed 10 Dec. 2016]. 

8   Natural Gas Supply Association (2013). Comparison of Fuels Used for Electric Generation in the U.S. Available online: http://www.ngsa.
org/analyses-studies/beck-data-rev/ [Accessed 22 Oct. 2016].

9   Koch, W. (2014). U.S. coal imports surge while exports plummet. USA Today. Available online:  http://www.usatoday.com/story/money/
business/2014/08/02/us-coal-imports-up-but-exports-down/13368199/ [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

10   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Coal Mining and Transportation. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/
index.cfm?page=coal_mining [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

11   The Future of Strategic Natural Resources (2016). Environmental Risks of Mining. Available online: http://web.mit.edu/12.000/www/
m2016/finalwebsite/problems/mining.html [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

12   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Coal Mining and Transportation. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/
index.cfm?page=coal_mining [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

13   Fthenakis, V. and Kim, H. (2009). Land use and electricity generation: A life-cycle analysis. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 13 
(6–7): 1465–1474. Table 1. Available online: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2008.09.017 [Accessed 22 Oct. 2016].

14   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Annual Coal Report. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/coal/annual/index.php 
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Because coal-fired power stations generated 1,352,398,000 megawatt hours of electricity in 2015, surface mines 
transformed approximately 88,513 acres of land and underground mines transformed approximately 22,581 acres of 
land for a total of 111,093 acres, or 0.720 acres per megawatt. 

It should be noted, however, that coal resource production land use is likely higher than this report estimates. Renew-
able and Sustainable Energy Reviews assumed that coal had a capacity factor of 85 percent, but the EIA reported that 
in 2009, the year Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews published their report, the capacity factor for coal steam 
generators was about 65 percent and that in 2015, it was 54.6 percent.1516

Transmission/Transportation Land Use
Coal relies on trains, trucks, barges, and pipelines to be transported from mine to plant. In the US, trains are the 
most widely used means of transportation for coal. The EIA estimates that “Trains transport nearly 70% of coal 
deliveries in the United States for at least part of the way from mines to consumers.”17 Coal travels an average of 
628 miles from the mine to the plant, and an average coal-fired power station requires 14,600 railroad cars a year to 
keep it supplied.1819 However, because rails serve for multi-use transportation purposes, the land used specifically to 
transport coal cannot reasonably be quantified. It is also impossible to determine whether rail is used because it is 
available, or to what degree the coal industry led to the expansion of the US rail system. While this report does not 
attempt to quantify rail use as a coal specific resource, it could be a relevant consideration in broader energy policy 
discussions and a possible source for future evaluation.

Transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high voltage transmission lines with safety 
buffer zones a minimum of 44 feet (13.5 meters) on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.2021 Because 
coal accounted for 33.17 percent of the nation’s electricity production in 2015, approximately 1,592,160 acres of land 
were required to transmit coal energy in 2015, or 10.31 acres per megawatt.

It should be noted, though, that this estimate does not account for the land requirements for local distribution lines 
and is likely lower than the actual number. Reliable data does not exist for the land around local distribution lines, 
and that land can many times be used for multiple purposes. For these reasons, this report does not account for dis-
tribution lines when quantifying land use for any electricity source.  

Storage Land Use
Coal waste, or gob, is “the low-energy-value [discard] of the coal mining industry.”22 After gob is removed from the 
mine, it is typically dumped in massive piles that can increase at a rate of 500 tons per day.23 Gob can retain up to 60 

[Accessed 26 Jan. 2017].

15   Fthenakis, V. and Kim, H. (2009). Land use and electricity generation: A life-cycle analysis. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 13 
(6–7): 1465–1474. Available online: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2008.09.017 [Accessed 22 Oct. 2016].

16   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Today In Energy: Average Utilization for Natural Gas Combined-Cycle Plants Exceeded 
Coal Plants in 2015. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=25652 [Accessed Oct. 25 2016].

17   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Coal Mining and Transportation. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/
index.cfm?page=coal_mining [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

18   ZME Mining Equipment (2016). How much does a coal mine cost. Available online: http://analitikalab.co.in/11/23/how-much-does-a-
coal-mine-cost/ [Accessed 28 Jan. 2017]. 

19   Union of Concerned Scientists (n.d.). Environmental impacts of coal power: fuel supply. Available online: http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_
energy/coalvswind/c02a.html [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016].

20   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016]. 

21   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

22   Energy Justice Network (n.d.). Waste Coal. Available online: http://www.energyjustice.net/coal/wastecoal [Accessed 4 Nov. 2016].

23   Thomas, L. (2002). Coal Geology. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. pp. 290. Available online: https://books.google.com/books?id=4oY-
Wx90ybY8C&pg=PA250&lpg=PA250&dq=average+size+of+a+spoil+tip&source=bl&ots=2rnoTlL3d1&sig=Lf5CnQgkMFcom7UtzERf1mXw-
Z0U&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjE4vPu-9DPAhVnwYMKHXXNDBwQ6AEIJjAC#v=onepage&q=spoil%20tip&f=false [Accessed 4 Nov. 2016].
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percent of coal’s energy potential, so some plants use it as either a primary or a secondary power source. However, 
much of it remains in piles that “look like hills or small mountains that are dark and barren.”24 Because most of these 
piles formed between 1900 and 1970, and coal waste is now disposed through impoundments and landfills, this 
report assumes that they do not contribute significantly to current land-use requirements.25 

Coal combustion waste (CCW) is what remains after coal has been burned. CCW is mostly composed of ash, and 
the majority of it is disposed of in landfills if it is solid or in surface impoundments if it is liquid.2627 Some coal-fired 
power stations are allowed to dispose ash into local waterways, and approximately 20 percent of CCW “is injected 
into abandoned coal mines.”2829 Because waterways are not exclusively used to dispose of CCW, this report will not 
attempt to quantify their land-use requirements. The average CCW landfill requires about 120 acres of land, and the 
average CCW surface impoundment requires about 50 acres. Because there are about 310 active CCW landfills and 
735 active CCW surface impoundments in the US, disposing of CCW requires approximately 73,950 acres of land, 
or 0.479 acres per megawatt.30

Conclusion
Producing the US’s supply of coal energy in 2015 required approximately 1,885,153 acres of land, or 12.211 acres 
per megawatt. The vast majority of that land was used to transmit electricity. The activities that led directly to energy 
production accounted for only 15.54 percent of coal’s total land requirements.

In 2015, the United States consumed 376,826.5 megawatts of electricity (3.301 billion megawatt hours).31 Because 
coal energy accounted for 33.17 percent of the nation’s electricity production, approximately 4,601,428 acres of land 
would have been required for coal energy to be the sole provider of electricity in the United States in 2015. This land 
mass is approximately the same size as the state of New Jersey.32 

Natural Gas
In 2015, natural gas plants in the US produced 1,333,482,000 megawatt hours of electricity,33 accounting for 32.70 
percent of the nation’s total electricity production.34 Natural gas is the second most widely used electricity source in 
the US and growing due to lower prices, improved technology, and aging coal plants.35 When natural gas is used by 

24   Energy Justice Network (n.d.). Waste Coal. Available online: http://www.energyjustice.net/coal/wastecoal [Accessed 4 Nov. 2016].

25   Ibid. 

26   Keating, M. (2001) Cradle to Grave: the Environmental Impacts from Coal. Boston, MA: Clean Air Task Force. pp. 7. Available online: http://
www.catf.us/resources/publications/files/Cradle_to_Grave.pdf [Accessed 4 Nov. 2016].

27   Ibid. pp. 7.

28   U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2016). Coal Ash Basics. Available online: https://www.epa.gov/coalash/coal-ash-basics#02 
[Accessed 18 Dec. 2016].

29   Epstein, P. R., Buonocore, J., Eckerle, K., Hendryx, M., Stout III, B., Heinberg, R., Clapp, R., May, B., Reinhart, N., Ahern, M., Doshi, S., 
Glustrom L. (2011). Full cost accounting for the life cycle of coal. Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences 1219: 73-98. pp. 81. Available online: 
http://www.chgeharvard.org/sites/default/files/epstein_full%20cost%20of%20coal.pdf [Accessed 18 Dec. 2016].

30   U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (2015). Disposal of Coal Combustion Residuals (CCR) from Electric Utilities and Independent 
Power Producers: Overview of Final Rule. pp. 4. Available online: https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-03/documents/ccr_webinar_
slides_508.pdf [Accessed 18 Dec. 2016].

31   U.S. Energy Information Administration (n.d.). Total Electricity Net Consumption. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/beta/
international/ [Accessed 27 Jan. 2017].

32   StateMaster. Geography Statistics. Available online: http://www.statemaster.com/graph/geo_lan_acr_tot-geography-land-acreage-total 
[Accessed 27 Jan. 2017].

33   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_
table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_1_01 [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

34   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Frequently Asked Questions. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.
cfm?id=427&t=3 [Accessed 27 Jan. 2017]. 

35   Zaretskaya, V. (2016). Many natural gas-fired power plants under construction are near major shale plays. Available online: http://www.eia.
gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=26312 [Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].
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consumer appliances, only about 10 percent of its energy is lost, while burning gas at an energy plant and transmit-
ting the electricity is much less efficient.36

The EIA tracks data for four types of natural gas plants: natural gas fired combined cycle (FCC), natural gas fired 
combustion turbine (FCT), steam turbine (ST), and internal combustion engine (ICE). Each of these plant types 
produces electricity at a different capacity factor—FCC plants at 55.9 percent, FCT plants at 6.9 percent, ST plants 
at 11.5 percent, and ICE plants at 8.9 percent.37 Based on their total in-service capacities at the end of September 
2016, FCC plants accounted for 53.49 percent of natural gas’s generating capacity, FCT plants for 27.88 percent, ST 
plants for 17.73 percent, and ICE plants for 0.85 percent.38 Assuming these numbers are also representative of 2015, 
natural gas plants had an average capacity factor of 33.94 percent. In total, natural gas had a generating capacity of 
448,529 megawatts and produced a total of 152,224 megawatts during 2015.

Energy Plant Land Use
The US was home to 1,740 natural gas power plants in 2015.39 According to the Natural Gas Supply Association, the 
average natural gas plant requires between 20 and 40 acres of land.40 Assuming a median of 30 acres as the average, nat-
ural gas plants in the US required approximately 52,200 acres of land in 2015, or 0.343 acres per megawatt produced.

Resource Production Land Use
The land natural gas uses for resource production is minimal. Excluding the land needed to mine fracking rig materi-
als, the average initial disturbance of a single-well pad is 3.7 acres during production.41 However, the average multiple 
well-pad size is five acres as shown in a study of the Pinedale natural gas field in Wyoming.42 The EIA reported that 
most well pads are multi-well pads with four to six wells.43 This study will use multi-well pads for calculating acreage. 
This report does not include access roads due to the large number of roads, and variations in land requirements. This 
study will assume land use based on multi use well-pads containing five drills using five acres each. 

In the US, 27.31 trillion cubic feet of natural gas were consumed in 2015. 35 percent of that, or 9.67 trillion cubic 
feet, was used in electricity generation.44 In 2015, the US imported 2.718 trillion cubic feet and exported 1.783 
trillion cubic feet of natural gas, making imports about 12 percent of the total amount of natural gas used.45 For the 
purpose of this paper, imports will not be calculated due to the large amount of natural gas that is produced domes-
tically. In 2015, there were 555,364 producing gas wells in the US.46 Assuming the average of five wells per five acres, 

36   Alagasco (2013). Benefits of Natural Gas. Available online: http://www.alagasco.com/safety---education/benefits-of-natural-gas-189.html 
[Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].

37   U.S. Energy Information, (2016). Electric Power Monthly. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.
cfm?t=epmt_6_07_a [Accessed 16 Jan. 2017].

38   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for October 2016. pp. 134, Table 6.1. Available online: 
http://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/pdf/epm.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

39   Muyskens, J., Keating, D., Granados, S. (2015). Mapping how the United States Generates its Electricity. Available online: https://www.
washingtonpost.com/graphics/national/power-plants/ [Accessed 12 Jan. 2017].

40   Natural Gas Supply Association, (2013). Comparison of Fuels Used for Electric Generation in the U.S. [online] Available online: http://www.
ngsa.org/analyses-studies/beck-data-rev/ [Accessed 12 Jan. 2017].

41   U.S. Bureau of Land Management (n.d.). Pinedale RMP: Appendix 10. pp. A10-1. Available online: https://www.blm.gov/style/medialib/
blm/wy/programs/planning/rmps/pinedale/feis/appendices.Par.41737.File.dat/Appendix10_OilandGasSurfaceDisturbance.pdf [Accessed 16 Jan. 
2017].

42   Ibid. pp. A10-1.

43   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Trends in U.S. Oil and Natural Gas Upstream Costs. Available online: https://www.eia.
gov/analysis/studies/drilling/pdf/upstream.pdf [Accessed 17 Jan. 2017].

44   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). How much natural gas is consumed in the United States. Available online: https://www.
eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=50&t=8 [Accessed 19 Dec. 2016].

45   U.S. Energy Information Administration, (2016). U.S. Natural Gas Imports & Exports 2015. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/
naturalgas/importsexports/annual/ [Accessed 23 Dec. 2016].

46   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Number of Producing Gas Wells. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/dnav/ng/ng_prod_
wells_s1_a.htm [Accessed 23 Dec. 2016].
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each gas well used around one acre. Multiplying the total well pad land use by the percentage of natural gas used for 
electricity generation equates to approximately 194,377.4 acres, or 1.28 acres per megawatts produced.

In order to extract natural gas from the earth, silica sand or “frac sand” is mixed with water and pumped into wells. 
Frac sand is used to break into the earth and keep it open, allowing the gas to reach the surface.47 Silica sand needs 
to be mined, which increases the amount of land needed to extract natural gas. The majority of silica sand is pro-
duced domestically, therefore this study will use silica mines and processing stations in Wisconsin as a model to 
calculate land requirements per acre.48 In Wisconsin, there were roughly 128 sand mines, processing stations, and 
rail loading stations in 2016.49 To find the average size of a mine and associated facilities, this study used a report 
that averaged the mine acreage of over 100 operational mines and processing stations. The average silica mine and 
processing facility in Wisconsin covers 327.079 acres.50 The estimate includes sand mines other than frac sand mines, 
but also includes the amount of land displaced by processing and transport stations. In Wisconsin, there are 78 frac 
sand mines.51 Multiplying 327.079 acres by the total number of frac mines produces a total of 25,512.162 acres used 
for frac mining in Wisconsin. Wisconsin alone was responsible for 44 percent of silica sand production used in the 
fracking industry in 2014.52 Assuming that Wisconsin’s average mine size is comparable to the national average, the 
land disturbed by frac sand mining and processing was 57,982.186 acres total, or 0.381 acres per megawatt produced.

Transmission/Transportation Land Use
Natural gas is transported by pipeline. In the US, 210 natural gas pipelines span 305,000 miles and service 48 states.53 
Most natural gas pipelines are underground or lack data on land use, therefore this report will not attempt to quanti-
fy land use requirements for pipelines. It should be noted that this report is a conservative estimate and land use for 
transportation is likely higher than these results. Further detailed work could be produced highlighting the land use 
requirements of US pipeline networks.

As noted in the previous section, transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high volt-
age transmission lines with safety buffer zones of 44 feet on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.5455 
Because natural gas accounted for 33 percent of the nation’s total energy production, approximately 1,584,000 acres 
of land were required to transmit natural gas energy in 2015, or 10.406 acres per megawatt.56 

Storage Land Use 
Natural gas emits gaseous waste, but it does not emit solid waste that requires specialized storage. Thus, we assume 
land requirements for storage to be minimal.

47   King, H. (n.d.). What is Frac Sand?. Available online: http://geology.com/articles/frac-sand/ [Accessed 13 Jan. 2017].

48   U.S. Geological Survey (2012). Sand and Gravel (industrial). pp. 1. Available online: https://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/commodity/
silica/mcs-2012-sandi.pdf [Accessed 11 Jan. 2017].

49   Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (2016). Locations of Industrial sand mines and processing plants in Wisconsin. Available 
online: http://dnr.wi.gov/topic/Mines/ISMMap.html [Accessed 16 Jan. 2017].

50   Ibid. Data set.

51   Auch, T. (n.d.). Changing Soil Quality and Ecosystem Services Associated with Sand Mining in Northern Mississippi Valley. Cleveland 
State University. pp. 17. Available online: http://nemc.us/docs/2015/presentations/Thu-Topics%20in%20Shale%20Gas-25.5-Auch.pdf [Accessed 
27 Jan. 2017]. 

52   Bleiwas, D. (2015). Estimates of Hydraulic Fracturing Sand Production, Consumption, and Reserves in the United States. Available online: 
http://www.rockproducts.com/frac-sand/14403-estimates-of-hydraulic-fracturing-frac-sand-production-consumption-and-reserves-in-the-
united-states.html#.WIAIJLGZNsY [Accessed 17 Jan. 2017].

53   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2008). About U.S. Natural Gas Pipelines. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/pub/oil_gas/
natural_gas/analysis_publications/ngpipeline/index.html [Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].

54   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016]. 

55   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

56   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Frequently Asked Questions. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.
cfm?id=427&t=3 [Accessed Jan. 26 2017]. 
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Conclusion
In 2015, the US consumed 376,826.5 megawatts of electricity (3.301 billion megawatt hours).57 Natural gas in the 
US used roughly 12.41 acres per megawatt. The bulk of land use comes from transportation, but natural gas well pads 
used a considerable amount of land as well.

If the US were to use natural gas as its only power source, it would require 4,676,417 acres of land, which is the 
equivalent of 93.3 percent of the state of Massachusetts.58

Nuclear
Nuclear energy is generated by nuclear fission reactions that release heat to boil water, spin steam turbines, and pro-
duce electricity. Besides the actual reactor, nuclear functions similar to coal and natural gas plants.59 The US is home 
to 61 nuclear power stations with 99 reactors that generated 797,178,000 megawatt hours of electricity in 2015, 
accounting for 19.55 percent of the nation’s total net electricity production.6061 

Nuclear power stations produced at a capacity factor of 92.3 percent in 2015, which is significantly higher than all 
other power sources in the US.62 Nuclear energy is also more efficient in terms of BTUs per kilowatt hour than other 
steam-generated power sources like coal, petroleum, and natural gas.63 However, storing nuclear waste is challeng-
ing because it can be highly radioactive for a prolonged period of time. Additionally, events like the Chernobyl and 
Fukushima disasters have magnified people’s fears about the safety of nuclear energy, even though statistics indicate 
that it is one of the safer modes of electricity production.64

Because nuclear power stations generated 797,178,000 megawatt hours of electricity in 2015 at a capacity factor of 
92.3 percent, they produced 91,002 megawatts of electricity and had a collective capacity of approximately 98,594 
megawatts. The land required to support this capacity comes mainly from energy plants, resource production, elec-
tricity transmission, and waste storage.

Energy Plant Land Use
Nuclear power stations do not require as much land per megawatt as other low-carbon methods of electricity pro-
duction. The Arkansas Nuclear One Station requires only 1,100 acres (1.7 square miles) to produce 1,800 megawatts 
operating at a 90 percent capacity factor. A study by Entergy Arkansas estimates that for modern wind and solar 
plants operating at the same capacity, they would require 108,000 acres (169 square miles) and 13,320 acres (21 
square miles) of land respectively to produce the same amount of power.65 

57   U.S. Energy Information Administration (n.d.). Total Electricity Net Consumption. Retrieved from http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/ 
[Accessed 27 Jan. 2017].

58   StateMaster. Geography Statistics. Available online: http://www.statemaster.com/graph/geo_lan_acr_tot-geography-land-acreage-total 
[Accessed 16 Jan. 2017].

59   World Nuclear Association (n.d.). How a nuclear reactor makes electricity. Available online: http://world-nuclear.org/nuclear-basics/how-
does-a-nuclear-reactor-make-electricity.aspx [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

60   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS: How many nuclear plants are in the United 
States, and where are they located?. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=207&t=3 [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

61   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for October 2016. pp. 15. Available online: http://www.
eia.gov/electricity/monthly/pdf/epm.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

62   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_
table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_6_07_b [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

63   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2014). Table 8.2. Average Tested Heat Rates by Prime Mover and Energy Source, 2007 - 2014. 
Available online: http://www.eia.gov/electricity/annual/html/epa_08_02.html [Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].

64   Landau, E. (2011). Why does ‘nuclear’ scare us so much? CNN. Available online: http://www.cnn.com/2011/HEALTH/03/28/nuclear.fears.
psychology/ [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

65   Entergy (n.d.). -A Comparison: Land Use by Energy Source - Nuclear, Wind and Solar. Available online: http://www.entergy-arkansas.
com/content/news/docs/AR_Nuclear_One_Land_Use.pdf  [Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].
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Other nuclear power stations in the US are similar. There are 61 nuclear power stations in the US, but four of 
them—the Salem and Hope Creek plants in New Jersey and the Nine Mile Point and James A. Fitzpatrick plants 
in New York—share sites.666768 The 59 nuclear sites in the US require an average of 832 acres (1.3 square miles) for 
every 1,000 MW of installed capacity for a total of 82,030 acres, or 0.901 acres per megawatt.69

Resource Production Land Use
The primary fuel used in nuclear reactors is an isotope of uranium called U-235. In 2015, owners and operators 
of nuclear power stations in the US purchased 56.6 million pounds of uranium, and only six percent of that was 
produced domestically. The other 94 percent was produced in Kazakhstan, Russia, Uzbekistan, Canada, Australia, 
Malawi, Namibia, Niger, and South Africa.70 Mining uranium is land intensive, but the World Nuclear Association 
noted that: 

Mining is generally considered a temporary land use, and upon completion the area with any waste rock, 
overburden, and covered tailings needs to be left fit for other uses, or its original use. In many parts of 
the world governments hold bonds to ensure proper rehabilitation in the event of corporate insolvency.71

In the United States, mine owners are required to pay upfront for any reclamation efforts needed over the entire life 
of mining operations.72 Still, current land-use requirements will be considered.

The Rössing Uranium Mine in Namibia is one of the world’s largest uranium producers. In 2015, it produced 2.7 
million pounds (1,245 tonnes) of uranium, representing 2.06 percent of the world’s total uranium production of 
133.4 million pounds (60,496 tonnes).7374 Including the mining pit, waste rock dumps, storage facility, processing 
plant, roads, railways, and other infrastructures, the mine’s activities used 6,286 acres (2,544 hectares) of land.75 As-
suming similar land-use requirements for other uranium mines, an estimated 305,444 acres of land were required to 
produce the world’s uranium supply in 2015. Because the US purchased 42.44 percent of the world’s supply, approxi-
mately 129,632 acres of land were required to produce the US’s supply of uranium in 2015. The land used to produce 
America’s uranium divided by total nuclear energy produces a land use estimate of 1.42 acres per megawatt.

66   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). How many nuclear power plants are in the United States, and Where are they Located? 
Available online: https://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=207&t=3 [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017].

67   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2010). New Jersey Nuclear Profile 2010
Available online: https://www.eia.gov/nuclear/state/newjersey/ [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017].

68   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2010). New York Nuclear Profile 2010. Available online:
https://www.eia.gov/nuclear/state/NewYork/ [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017].

69   Nuclear Energy Institute (n.d.). Land Needs for Wind, Solar Dwarf Nuclear Plant’s Footprint. Available online: http://www.nei.org/News-
Media/News/News-Archives/Nuclear-Power-Plants-Are-Compact,-Efficient-and-Re [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

70   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Where Our Uranium Comes From. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/
index.cfm?page=nuclear_where [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

71   World Nuclear Association, (2016). Uranium Mining Overview. Available online: http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/
nuclear-fuel-cycle/mining-of-uranium/uranium-mining-overview.aspx [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

72   Virginia Uranium, Inc. (2017). Reclamation and Financial Assurances. Available online: http://www.virginiauranium.com/uranium-101/
reclamation-and-financial-assurances/ [Accessed 1 May 2017].

73   Rio Tinto (2016). Rössing Uranium Limited: Report to stakeholders 2015. pp 2. Available online: http://www.riotinto.com/
documents/2015_RUL_Stakeholder_Report.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

74   World Nuclear Association (2016). World Uranium Mining Production. Available online: http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-
library/nuclear-fuel-cycle/mining-of-uranium/world-uranium-mining-production.aspx [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

75   Rio Tinto (2016). Rössing Uranium Limited: Report to stakeholders 2015. pp. 53. Available online: http://www.riotinto.com/
documents/2015_RUL_Stakeholder_Report.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].



9

Transmission/Transportation Land Use
As noted in previous sections, transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high volt-
age transmission lines with safety buffer zones of 44 feet on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.7677 
Because nuclear energy accounted for 19.55 percent of the nation’s electricity production in 2015, approximately 
938,388 acres of land were used to transmit nuclear energy in 2015, or 10.312 acres per megawatt.

Storage Land Use
Nuclear energy produces high and low-level radioactive wastes. According to the United States Nuclear Regulatory 
Commission (NRC), “High-level radioactive wastes are the highly radioactive materials produced as a byproduct of 
the reactions that occur inside nuclear reactors.”78 They can take hundreds of thousands of years to decay and become 
harmless to the public.79 Other countries recycle high-level wastes, but nuclear reprocessing was prohibited in the US 
by Jimmy Carter in 1977.80 Instead, nuclear operators must cool high-level wastes in storage pools for up to 10 years 
before they can be shipped to permanent storage sites in containers that reduce the heat and contain the radioac-
tivity.8182 Although it is a complex process, thousands of shipments have been made over the past 40 years with no 
radiological releases or harm to either the environment or the public.83

The two acceptable methods for storing high-level wastes on-site are spent fuel pools and dry cask storage. Accord-
ing to the NRC, “most spent nuclear fuel is safely stored in specially designed pools at individual reactor sites around 
the country.”84 Because of this, most of the land used for spent fuel pools is factored into energy plant land use. How-
ever, three nuclear plants listed on the NRC’s Spent Fuel Pool Criticality Management database are in various stages 
of decommissioning and have not yet been factored in.85  The Crystal River Nuclear Plant was one of five power 
plants at the Crystal River Generating Complex, and it occupies approximately 671 of the 4,700 acres the complex 
sits on.86 The Kewaunee nuclear plant occupies 900 acres, and the San Onofre nuclear plant occupies 84 acres.8788 
Collectively, they require an additional 1,655 acres of land, or 0.018 acres per megawatt, for spent fuel pools.

Dry casks are stored at independent spent fuel storage installations (ISFSIs) that are typically located at existing 
nuclear sites, although some are located on the sites of decommissioned nuclear plants or at independent locations.89 

76   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016].

77   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

78   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2015). High-Level Waste. Available online: http://www.nrc.gov/waste/high-level-waste.html 
[Accessed 24 Nov. 2016].

79   Ibid. 

80   Shughart, W. (2014). Why Doesn’t U.S. Recycle Nuclear Fuel? Forbes. Available online: http://www.forbes.com/sites/realspin/2014/10/01/
why-doesnt-u-s-recycle-nuclear-fuel [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

81   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2015). Spent Fuel Storage in Pools and Dry Casks Key Points and Questions & Answers. Available 
online: http://www.nrc.gov/waste/spent-fuel-storage/faqs.html [Accessed 24 Nov. 2016].

82   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Transportation of Spent Nuclear Fuel. Available online: http://www.nrc.gov/waste/spent-fuel-
transp.html [Accessed 24 Nov. 2016].

83   Ibid. 

84   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Storage of Spent Nuclear Fuel. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/waste/spent-fuel-
storage.html [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

85   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2013). Management of Spent Fuel Pool Criticality. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/docs/
ML1321/ML13212A064.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

86   Duke Energy (2015). Crystal River Nuclear Plant. Available online: https://www.duke-energy.com/our-company/about-us/power-plants/
crystal-river [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

87   Bosman, J. (2015). Rural Wisconsin Community Laments Nuclear Power Plant’s Closure. The New York Times. Available online: http://
www.nytimes.com/2015/08/12/us/rural-wisconsin-community-laments-nuclear-power-plants-closure.html [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

88   Southern California Edison (2014). SONGS Units 2 and 3 Environmental Impact Evaluation. pp. ES-2. Available online: https://www.
songscommunity.com/docs/eieaug1.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

89   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Storage of Spent Nuclear Fuel. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/waste/spent-fuel-
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ISFSIs are authorized by the NRC, and they must be licensed under a general license or a site-specific license to op-
erate.90 As of October 6, 2016, 62 ISFSIs operate under general licenses, 15 operate under site-specific licenses, and 
four operate under both.91 Of the 73 existing ISFSIs, 16 are not located on the sites of currently operating nuclear 
plants. Two of these, one at the Kewaunee nuclear plant and one at the San Onofre nuclear plant, have already been 
accounted for in the spent fuel pools section. Land requirements for the remaining 14 must be considered.

The Maine Yankee, Vermont Yankee, Yankee Rowe, Haddam Neck, Big Rock Point, and LaCrosse nuclear stations 
are each home to generally licensed ISFSIs and are each in various stages of decommissioning.92 Their ISFSIs require 
11 acres, 125 acres, two acres, five acres, 107 acres, and 164 acres of land respectively.939495969798 The Fort Saint Vrain, 
Trojan, Humboldt Bay, and Rancho seco nuclear stations are each home to site-specifically licensed ISFSIs and are 
also each in various stages of decommissioning.99 Their ISFSIs require four acres, 30 acres, six acres, and 11 acres of 
land respectively.100101102103 The Department of Energy (DOE) operates two independent ISFSIs in Idaho, one of 
which stores the waste from the Three Mile Island Unit 2 reactor.104 These two ISFSIs require two acres and eight 
acres of land.105106 General Electric and Private Fuel Storage operate two private ISFSIs in Illinois and Utah, and 

storage.html [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

90   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Spent Fuel Storage Licensing. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/waste/spent-fuel-
storage/licensing.html [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

91   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). U.S. Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installations (ISFSI). Available online: https://www.nrc.
gov/docs/ML1628/ML16286A019.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

92   Ibid.

93   Maine Yankee (n.d.). Spent Fuel Storage/Removal. Available online: http://www.maineyankee.com/storage/Default.htm [Accessed 30 Dec. 
2016].

94   Entergy (2016). Vermont Yankee; Site Assessment Study October 2014. Aailable online: http://vydecommissioning.com/wp-content/
uploads/2014/10/Final-VY-SAS.pdf [Accessed 6 Feb. 2017].

95   Yankee Rowe (n.d.). Yankee Rowe Property. Available online: http://www.yankeerowe.com/future_use.htm [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

96   Connecticut Yankee (n.d.). CY Property. Available online: http://www.connyankee.com/html/future_use.asp [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

97   Consumers Energy (2007). Big Rock Point Nuclear Power Plant: BWR Decommissioning and ISFSI Implementation Project Profile. pp. 1. 
Available online: [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

98   LaCrosseSolutions (2016). La Crosse Boiling Water Reactor Request for Partial Site Release. pp. 16. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/
docs/ML1618/ML16181A068.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

99   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). U.S. Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installations (ISFSI). Available online: https://www.nrc.
gov/docs/ML1628/ML16286A019.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

100   U.S. Department of Energy (2010). Docket No. 72-09 Response to Nuclear Regulatory Commission Request for Additional Information 
to Support the Environmental Review of the Renewal Request for the Fort St. Vrain Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installation Site Specific 
License (EM-FMDP-I 0-121). pp 6. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML1103/ML110380111.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

101   Portland General Electric Company (1996). Environmental Assessment Related to the Construction and Operation of the Trojan 
Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installation. pp. 4. Available online:
https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML0604/ML060410416.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

102   Pacific Gas and Electric Company (2015). Initial Study and Mitigated Negative Declaration for the Humboldt Bay Power Plant Final Site 
Restoration Plan Implementation. pp. 2-2. Available online: http://humboldtbay.org/sites/humboldtbay2.org/files/HBPP%20Final%20Site%20
Restoration%20-%20Initial%20Study.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

103   Turner, M. (2009). Cleanup complete on 80 acres at Rancho Seco. Sacramento Business Journal. Available online: http://www.bizjournals.
com/sacramento/stories/2009/10/19/daily95.html [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

104   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). U.S. Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installations (ISFSI). Available online: https://www.
nrc.gov/docs/ML1628/ML16286A019.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

105   U.S. Department of Energy (2011). Three-Mile Island Unit 2 Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installation License Renewal. Available 
online: https://www.emcbc.doe.gov/SEB/NRC/Documents/Document%20Library/PLN-3660TMI-2%20ISFSI%20License%20Renewal.pdf 
[Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

106   U.S. Department of Energy (2004). Environmental Impact Statement for the Proposed Idaho Spent Fuel Facility at the Idaho 
National Engineering and Environmental Laboratory in Butte County, Idaho. pp. xvi. Available online:  https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML0404/
ML040490135.pdf [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].
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they require 892 acres and 820 acres of land respectively.107108109 These 14 ISFSIs collectively require an additional 
2,202 acres of land, or .024 acres per megawatt, to store high-level nuclear waste.

Low-level wastes are the lightly irradiated by-products of nuclear production such as gloves, lab supplies, and water 
purification filters, and they account for about 90 percent of the volume of all radioactive wastes.110 According to 
the Nuclear Energy Institute (NEI), “Low-level waste generally has levels of radioactivity that decay to background 
radioactivity levels in less than 500 years. About 95 percent decays to background levels within 100 years or less.”111 
Some low-level wastes will decay enough to be treated as regular trash, but others will accumulate until they can be 
shipped to low-level waste disposal sites.112 In 2011, roughly 1.8 million cubic feet of low-level wastes were disposed 
of in the US.113

Low-level wastes are disposed of in one of four sites across the US. Energy Solutions operates two of these in Clive, 
Utah and Barnwell, South Carolina, and the other two are operated by US Ecology in Richland, Washington and by 
Waste Control Specialists near Andrews, Texas.114 The Clive facility occupies 640 acres, the Barnwell facility occupies 
235 acres, the Richland facility occupies 100 acres, and the Andrews facility occupies 1,338 acres.115116117118 Collec-
tively, they require 2,313 acres of land to store low-level wastes, or 0.025 acres per megawatt.

In total, storing nuclear waste in the US requires approximately 6,145 acres of land, or 0.0708 acres per megawatt. 

Conclusion
In total, the United States supply of nuclear energy in 2015 required approximately 1,156,195 acres of land, or 
12.71 acres per megawatt. The vast majority of that land was used to transmit electricity. Activities involved in actual 
production of nuclear energy, including mining and physical plant operations, accounted for only 18.84 percent of 
nuclear energy’s total land requirements.

107   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). U.S. Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installations (ISFSI). Available online: https://www.
nrc.gov/docs/ML1628/ML16286A019.pdf [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

108   General Electric (2004). Environmental Assessment for the License Renewal of the General Electric Morris Operation Independent 
Spent Fuel Storage Installation In Morris, Illinois. pp. 1-2. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/docs/ML0433/ML043360415.pdf [Accessed 
31 Dec. 2016].

109   Office of the Federal Register (2000). Private Fuel Storage, L.L.C., Independent Spent Fuel Storage Installation, Skull Valley Indian 
Reservation, Tooele County, UT; Notice of Intent To Cooperate in the Preparation of an Environmental Impact Statement. Available online: 
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2000/02/09/00-2930/private-fuel-storage-llc-independent-spent-fuel-storage-installation-skull-
valley-indian-reservation [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

110   World Nuclear Association (2016). Radioactive Waste Management. Available online: http://www.world-nuclear.org/information-library/
nuclear-fuel-cycle/nuclear-wastes/radioactive-waste-management.aspx [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

111   Nuclear Energy Institute (n.d.). On-Site Storage of Nuclear Waste. Available online: http://www.nei.org/Knowledge-Center/Nuclear-
Statistics/On-Site-Storage-of-Nuclear-Waste [Accessed 19 Nov. 2016].

112   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Low-Level Waste. Available online: http://www.nrc.gov/waste/low-level-waste.html 
[Accessed 24 Nov. 2016].

113   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2015). Low-Level Waste Disposal Statistics. Available online: http://www.nrc.gov/waste/llw-
disposal/licensing/statistics.html [Accessed 24 Nov. 2016].

114   U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (2016). Locations of Low-Level Waste Disposal Facilities. Available online: https://www.nrc.gov/
waste/llw-disposal/licensing/locations.html [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

115   Christensen, V. (2009) Testimony of Val Christensen, President, EnergySolutions, to the Environment and Energy Subcommittee of 
the House and Energy Commerce Committee. pp. 13. Available online: http://maplight.org/files/map_research/2013-10/energysolutions.pdf 
[Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

116   EnergySolutions (n.d.). Barnwell Facility Details. Available online: http://www.energysolutions.com/waste-management/facilities/barnwell-
facility-details/ [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

117   Washington State Department of Ecology (n.d.). Non-Hanford Work. Available online: http://www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/nwp/llrw/llrw.
htm [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].

118   Waste Control Specialists (2016). About WCS. Available online: http://www.wcstexas.com/about-wcs/overview/ [Accessed 31 Dec. 2016].
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Because the US consumed 376,826.5 megawatts in 2015, approximately 4,789,465 acres of land would have been 
required for nuclear energy to be the sole provider of electricity in the US that year.119 This area of land is larger than 
Connecticut and Rhode Island combined.120

Hydro
Hydro is the most widely used renewable energy source in the US. In 2015, conventional hydroelectric plants 
produced 249,080,000 megawatt hours of electricity, accounting for 6.11 percent of the nation’s total electricity 
production. All other renewables accounted for only 7.24 percent combined.121 Hydroelectric plants produced at a 
capacity factor of 35.8 percent in 2015.122  They had a total generation and storage capacity of 101,000 megawatts 
and produced a total of 28,433.79 megawatts.123124 

The first hydropower dam that allowed for long distance electrical transmitting was built in California in 1893.125 The 
United States is home to more than 87,000 dams, but less than 2,200 of them “both generate electricity and serve 
non-generating needs like flood control, irrigation, recreation, navigation, and drinking water supply.”126 Most large 
scale dams are already in operation as hydropower plants, which limits the potential growth of hydropower. Howev-
er, in 2014, the DOE estimated that hydropower could produce an additional 12,000 megawatts of electricity from 
existing dams and 65,000 megawatts from new hydropower sites.127

There are three different types of hydroelectric plants in the US. The most common type is an impoundment power 
plant where a dam slowly releases water into a turbine to create electricity. The second type is a diversion facility, 
sometimes called run-of-the-river, which “channels a portion of a river through a canal or penstock.” The third type 
is a pumped station, which is mostly used to store energy for other renewable energy sources.128 Hydropower is the 
easiest type of energy source to use when electricity demand rises or falls in a short period of time because other 
sources require more start-up time and energy.129 In addition to the different types of stations, most stations range 
in size from small to large. A small hydropower plant can produce at a capacity of less than 10 megawatts while 

119   U.S. Energy Information Administration (n.d.). Total Electricity Net Consumption. Retrieved from http://www.eia.gov/beta/international/ 
[Accessed 27 Jan. 2017].

120   StateMaster. Geography Statistics. Available online: http://www.statemaster.com/graph/geo_lan_acr_tot-geography-land-acreage-total 
[Accessed 16 Jan. 2017].

121   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for October 2016. pp. 15. Available online: http://
www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/pdf/epm.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

122   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for January 2013-October 2016. Available online: 
https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_6_07_b [Accessed 25 Jan. 2017].

123   U.S. Department of Energy ( July 2016). Hydropower Vision. pp. iii. Available online: https://energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/07/f33/
Hydropower-Vision-Executive-Summary.pdf. [Accessed 25 Jan. 2017].

124   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly: Table 1.1 Net Generation by Energy Source. Available online: 
http://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/epm_table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_1_01 [Accessed 25 Jan. 2017].

125   U.S. Department of Energy (n.d.) History of Hydropower. Available online: http://energy.gov/eere/water/history-hydropower [Accessed 
25 Jan. 2017].

126   Trabish, H. K. (2016, Aug. 9). A lot of dam potential: Renewables growth could drive massive hydro buildout. Utility Dive. Available 
online: http://www.utilitydive.com/news/a-lot-of-dam-potential-renewables-growth-could-drive-massive-hydro-buildou/423984/ [Accessed 28 
Jan. 2017]. 

127   U.S. Department of Energy (2014). Energy Department Report Finds Major Potential Grow Clean, Sustainable U.S. Hydropower. 
Available online: https://energy.gov/articles/energy-dept-report-finds-major-potential-grow-clean-sustainable-us-hydropower [Accessed 28 Jan. 
2017]. 

128   U.S. Department of Energy (n.d). Types of Hydropower Plants. Available online: https://energy.gov/eere/water/types-hydropower-plants 
[Accessed 28 Jan. 2017]. 

129   U.S. Department of Interior: Bureau of Reclamation Power Resources Office ( July 2005). Reclamation Managing Water in the West: 
Hydroelectric Power. pp. 11. Available online: https://www.usbr.gov/power/edu/pamphlet.pdf [Accessed 22 Jan. 2017]. 
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larger dams can produce up to 22,500 megawatts.130131 Because diversion facilities and pumped stations are fairly 
infrequent, this section will focus mainly on impoundment power plants and large hydropower plants due to a lack 
of information on smaller sizes as well as the pumped stations. The rough estimate of acres per megawatts in each 
section is based on gathered data of 338 large hydropower plants, which are either run-of-the-river or conventional 
hydro plants.132 

Energy Plant Land-Use 
The land used by hydropower dams differs vastly, but most are land intensive. Some dams are built in natural reser-
voir areas, while others are built in relatively flat areas, which causes large changes in the natural habitat. Construct-
ing a new dam impacts the environment in many ways, however, most of the US dams have existed for years, mean-
ing the impacts on the ecosystem have already been realized. As most of the large-scale dam sites in the US have 
been developed, few new hydropower construction sites are available. Instead, most of hydropower’s future increases 
will come from efficiency improvements, which can increase a hydropower plant’s energy production by 50 percent.133 

For example, one of the largest hydropower plants in the world is the Grand Coulee Dam in Washington.134 The 
complex includes three power plants, one pumped power station, three switchyards, and two reservoirs.135 Because the 
Grand Coulee Dam and hydropower plant are built almost entirely on top of a river, as most hydropower plants are, its 
land use comes mainly from the switchyards and reservoirs. Data could not be found for the dimensions of the switch-
yards, so this estimate takes into account the Grand Coulee Dam’s reservoirs. Franklin D. Roosevelt Lake occupies 
82,300 acres and Banks Lake occupies 26,888.3 acres for a total of 109,188.3 acres, or 23.8 acres per megawatt.136137138

Based on data compiled for 338 hydropower plants in the US, the average size of a reservoir that runs a large hy-
dropower plant producing 30 megawatts or more is 17,855.18 acres.139 This number does not account for pumped 
storage plants or other plants for which information is unavailable. These 338 hydropower plants produced 25,405.36 
megawatts in 2015 and occupied 6,035,043.27 acres of land.140 Thus, the energy plant land use for large hydropower 
is 237.55 acres per megawatt.141

130   U.S. Department of Energy (n.d.). Types of Hydropower Plants. Available online: https://energy.gov/eere/water/types-hydropower-
plants#sizes [Accessed 21 Jan. 2017]. 

131   Power-Technology (n.d.). The 10 biggest hydroelectric power plants in the world. Available online: http://www.power-technology.com/
features/feature-the-10-biggest-hydroelectric-power-plants-in-the-world/ [Accessed 26 Jan. 2017].

132   Strata Policy (2017). List of Hydro Plants in the U.S. Available Online: https://www.strata.org/pdf/2017/dam-database. 

133   Kosnik, L. (2008, June 24). The potential of water power in the fight against global warming in the US. Energy Policy 36 (9): 3252-3265. pp. 
6. Available online: http://www.umsl.edu/~kosnikl/Saved%20Emissions.pdf [Accessed 18 Jan. 2017]. 
134   Harrison, J. (2008). Grand Coulee Dam: History and Purpose. Northwest Power and Conservation Council. Available online: https://www.
nwcouncil.org/history/GrandCouleeHistory [Accessed 4 Jan. 2017]. 

135   Ibid. 

136   U.S. Department of the Interior Bureau of Reclamation (n.d.). Grand Coulee Dam Statistics and Facts. Available online: https://www.usbr.
gov/pn/grandcoulee/pubs/factsheet.pdf [Accessed 22 Dec. 2016]. 

137   Washington Department of Fish & Wildlife (n.d.). Banks Lake. Available online: http://wdfw.wa.gov/fishing/washington/373/ [Accessed 
27 Dec. 2016]. 

138   This number is calculated by dividing the plant’s total acres by the megawatt hours it produced (4,583.3 MW) rather than its capacity 
generation, which is about 92 percent due to upgrades. 
Power-Technology (n.d.). Grand Coulee, United States of America. Available online: http://www.power-technology.com/projects/coulee/ 
[Accessed 14 Dec. 2016]. 

139  Strata Policy (2017). List of Hydro Plants in the U.S. Available Online: https://www.strata.org/pdf/2017/dam-database. 

140   Strata Policy (2017). List of Hydro Plants in the U.S. Available Online: https://www.strata.org/pdf/2017/dam-database. This number is 
based on an incomplete sampling, covering only 338 plants. The total generating capacity of the plants in the study is 70,964.7, which results in 
25,405.3626 megawatts when multiplied by hydro’s capacity factor of 35.8 percent.

141   Total acreage (6,029,517.399 acres) divided by total megawatts produced (25,405.3626 megawatts).
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Resource Production Land Use
Although hydropower plants use no resources during the production of electricity, hydroelectric plants can be 
resource intensive in the construction process. Massive amounts of land are excavated during the process of dam 
construction, but fortunately, excavated dirt can be used elsewhere.142 Several different products are used to construct 
dams. However, this section will focus on the most prevalent materials: concrete and earthen material. The largest 
hydroelectric power plant in the US, the Grand Coulee Dam, took 11,975,521 cubic yards of concrete to build, or 
about 16,765,729.4 tons.143144 The concrete used in the Grand Coulee Dam is enough “to build a four lane highway 
stretching from Los Angeles to New York.”145 Concrete production requires large amounts of land for the quarries 
and gravel pits that produce aggregate, which makes up about 60 percent of concrete, and most of the earthen dams 
use aggregate materials as well. Using the information from the 20 top producing aggregate quarries and pits, the 
average acres used to produce one ton of concrete is 0.0085, and the average acres used to produce one ton of earthen 
material is 0.0051.146 The average number of acres needed to produce materials for one concrete dam is 8,033.97, 
and to produce the materials for one earthen type dam is 66,245.41 acres.147 Adding the total materials required for 
the 338 large dams studied, and dividing that tonnage by the total megawatts produced, results in an estimate for 
concrete dams of 67.36 acres per megawatt of produced hydropower.148 

Transmission/Transportation Land Use
As noted in previous sections, transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high voltage 
transmission lines with safety buffer zones of 44 feet on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.149150 Be-
cause hydro accounted for 6.11 percent of the nation’s total energy production, approximately 293,280 acres of land 
were required to transmit hydro energy in 2015, or 10.31 acres per megawatt.151 

It should be noted, however, that this total does not include local distribution land use. Additionally, hydro power 
plants are usually in more rural locations and thus the total land use for transmission lines may be higher depending 
on the hydropower station. For example, the Snettisham hydro power plant in Alaska requires a 44 mile long trans-
mission line to transport electricity to its consumers.152

142   Depillis, L. (2011). Dirty Deeds Done Dirt Cheap. Washington City Paper. Available online: http://www.washingtoncitypaper.com/news/
housing-complex/blog/13122174/dirty-deeds-done-dirt-cheap [Accessed 5 Dec. 2016]. 

143   U.S. Department of the Interior: Bureau of Reclamation (n.d.). Grand Coulee Dam Statistics and Facts. Available online: https://www.
usbr.gov/pn/grandcoulee/pubs/factsheet.pdf [Accessed 21 Jan. 2017]. 

144   Plaisted Companies Incorporated (n.d.). Calculator. Available online: http://www.plaistedcompanies.com/Calculator.aspx [Accessed 15 
Dec. 2016]. 

145   Marks, E. (2013). Grand Coulee Dam’s Third Power Plant Undergoes Refurbishment. Power Engineering. Available online: http://www.
power-eng.com/articles/print/volume-117/issue-10/features/grand-coulee-dam-s-third-power-plant-undergoes-refurbishment.html [Accessed 15 
Jan. 2017]. 

146   Table of Aggregate Quarries. This number was derived from 1.41 billion aggregates produced (total aggregate production) by 5,475 mines 
(total mines) which results an average production of 257,534.25 tons per mine. An average of the top 20 producing mines equals 1,305.87 acres 
per mine. Average acres divided by average tons produced is 0.0051. Average tons of aggregate (257,534.25) multiplied by 60% gives the aggregate 
tons for concrete is 154,421. The acres per aggregate for ton of concrete is 0.0085 (1,305 divided by 154,421).

147   List of Hydro Plant in US. Average cubic yards of aggregate (9,278,068.91) for the 338 dams converted to average tons of aggregate 
per acre (multiplied by 1.4 and 0.0051). Average cubic yards of concrete (675,123.21) for the 338 dams converted to tons of concrete per acre 
(multiplied by 1.4 and 0.0085)..

148   Total acreage to produce concrete of hydropower plants used in study (1,711,234.792) divided by total megawatts produced by the 
hydropower plants used in study (25,405.3626) is equal to 67.36.

149   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016].

150   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

151   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly with Data for October 2016. pp. 15. Available online: http://
www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/pdf/epm.pdf [Accessed 30 Dec. 2016].

152   Alaska Industrial Development and Export Authority (October, 2016). Snettisham Hydroelectric Facility. pp. 1. Available online: http://
www.aidea.org/Portals/0/PDF%20Files/PFS_Snettisham.pdf [Accessed 28 Jan. 2017]. 
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Storage Land Use
Hydroelectricity production does not generate any waste products that need to be stored as is common with other 
forms of electricity generation. Dams, however, produce waste after they are deconstructed. Several dams have been 
removed in the US, mostly due to faulty construction, and evidence has shown that the environment returns mostly 
to its natural state.153 The concrete and steel used to build the dam does not decompose easily meaning dams have an 
expected lifespan of approximately 150 years before they need to be removed.154 This may, however, cause problems in 
the near future as many dams in the US were built during the early 1900s.155 At this time, however, hydropower has 
little to no storage land use and is not factored in this report.

Conclusion
The total estimated land used per megawatt of hydroelectricity produced is estimated at 315.22 acres per megawatt 
of electricity produced. According to the estimates in this report, in order for the US to be powered exclusively by 
hydropower, it would require 118,783,249 acres of land, or more than Utah, Idaho, and Maryland combined.156157 If 
hydroelectric produced at 100 percent capacity, and if both existing and potential hydropower sources were produc-
ing in the US, hydropower would generate 178,000 megawatts.158 If the US produced 178,000 megawatts, hydro-
power alone would account for over 47 percent of all US electricity demand.

Wind
Wind energy is produced by offshore and onshore wind turbines. Although European nations have substantial 
offshore wind capacity, the US does not.159 Consequently, this study focuses only on the land use requirements for 
onshore wind energy. Wind added 8,000 megawatts of capacity by September of 2016, making it the fastest growing 
renewable in the US.160 By the end of 2015, the US had a total installed capacity of 75,714 megawatts, which pro-
duced 21,771.575 megawatts (190,719,000 megawatt hours).161162 However, despite being the fastest growing renew-
able energy, wind produces only 4.7 percent of total electricity demand.163 Each wind turbine has an estimated lifes-

153   Access Science (2015). Effects of dam removal. Available online: http://www.accessscience.com/content/effects-of-dam-removal/
BR0617151 [Accessed 28 Jan. 2017]. 

154   Flury, K. and Frischknecht, R. (2012). Lifecycle Inventories of Hydroelectric Power Generation. ESU Services LTD. pp. 8-9. Available 
online: http://treeze.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/downloads/Publications/Case_Studies/Energy/flury-2012-hydroelectric-power-generation.pdf 
[Accessed 20 Jan. 2017]. 

155   Billington, D. P., Jackson, D., and Melosi, M. V. (2005). The History of Large Federal Dams: Planning, Design, and Construction. 
U.S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation. Pp. 384 Available online: https://www.usbr.gov/history//HistoryofLargeDams/
LargeFederalDams.pdf [Accessed 28 Jan. 2017].

156   In 2015 total electricity consumption in US was 376,826.5 (3.301 billion MWh). (see previous sections).

157   StateMaster. Geography Statistics. Available online: http://www.statemaster.com/graph/geo_lan_acr_tot-geography-land-acreage-total 
[Accessed 16 Jan. 2017]. In 2015 total electricity consumption in US was 376,826.5 (3.301 billion MWh).

158   U.S. Department of Energy (2014). Energy Dept. Report Finds Major Potential to Grow Clean, Sustainable U.S. Hydropower. Available 
online: https://energy.gov/articles/energy-dept-report-finds-major-potential-grow-clean-sustainable-us-hydropower [Accessed 10 Jan. 2017]. 
This is the 101,000 MW of existing energy plus the 65,000 MW of potential energy without infrastructure already in place and the 12,000 MW 
of potential energy that already has infrastructure.

159   Snyder, B. and Kaiser, M. J. (2009). A comparison of offshore wind power development in Europe and the U.S.: patterns and drivers 
of development. Applied Energy 86 (10): 1845-1856. Available online: http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306261909000580 
[Accessed 12 Oct. 2016]. 

160   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016, March 23). Wind adds the most electric generation capacity in 2015, followed by natural 
gas and solar. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=25492 [Accessed 12 Oct. 2016]. 

161   U.S. Department of Energy (2016). Installed Wind Capacity. Available online: http://apps2.eere.energy.gov/wind/windexchange/wind_
installed_capacity.asp [Accessed 14 Oct. 2016]. 

162   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Electric Power Monthly. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/monthly/
epm_table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_1_01_a [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

163   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). What is U.S. electricity generation by energy source? Available online: https://www.eia.
gov/tools/faqs/faq.cfm?id=427&t=3 [Accessed 12 Oct. 2016]. 



16

pan of up to 25 years, but some studies estimate that the actual lifespan of wind turbines is closer to 12-15 years.164165 
Wind energy produces at an average of 32.2 percent capacity, making wind the least efficient energy source other 
than solar.166 In addition, wind is intermittent and relies heavily on weather conditions to generate electricity. 

Energy Plant Land Use
Like all forms of energy production, wind turbines impact the environment through their use of land. The scope of 
this impact varies from site to site due to various site specific factors such as the topography of the area.167 Wind 
farms have two separate forms of land impact: the total land area and the direct impact area. According to the Na-
tional Renewable Energy Laboratory, large wind facilities use between 24.7 and 123.6 acres per megawatt of output 
capacity.168 Most of the area is due to necessary spacing between turbines, which is typically five to 10 rotor diameter 
lengths.169 According to Tom Gray of the American Wind Energy Association, the average total land use for wind 
is 60 acres per megawatt.170 Such extensive land use requirements become staggering when considered on a nation-
al scale. For example, for a wind facility to match the output of a 1.3 square mile 1,000 megawatt nuclear plant, it 
would need an area of approximately 85,240 acres or 133 square miles.171 Although wind is land intensive in total 
land use requirements, the land in and around wind farms can be used for other purposes. Wind farms are commonly 
located on existing farms or ranches and allow most agricultural activities to continue unimpeded. However, con-
struction and other buildings in and around wind turbines are restricted.172 

Within the total land use requirements are direct impact areas. Permanently disturbed land amounts to less than one 
acre and only 3.5 acres are temporarily disturbed by construction and other activities.173 Wind turbines require vast 
tracts of land to operate, but the direct impact area is often comparable to other power sources. Despite smaller direct 
impact areas, this study will rely on the total land use requirements of 60 acres per megawatt due to the restrictions 
on development that the presence of wind turbines causes. 

Resource Production Land Use 
One of the severely understudied land use requirements for wind is the resource production process. Wind turbines 
are one of the largest consumers of neodymium magnets, which is a rare earth element.174 According to a study by 
the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, the average wind turbine uses 377 pounds (171 kilograms) of neodymium 

164   Myers, M. (2014, February 14). New research blows away claims that ageing wind farms are a bad investment. Imperial College London. 
Available online: http://www3.imperial.ac.uk/newsandeventspggrp/imperialcollege/newssummary/news_20-2-2014-9-18-49 [13 Oct. 2016]. 

165   Hughes, G. (2012). The Performance of Wind Farms in the United Kingdom and Denmark. Renewable Energy Foundation. pp. 7. Available 
online: http://www.ref.org.uk/attachments/article/280/ref.hughes.19.12.12.pdf [Accessed 20 Oct. 2016]. 

166   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016, August 14). Electric Power Monthly. Available online: https://www.eia.gov/electricity/
monthly/epm_table_grapher.cfm?t=epmt_6_07_b [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016]. 

167   Union of Concerned Scientists (2013, March 5). Environmental Impacts of Wind Power. Available online: http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_
energy/our-energy-choices/renewable-energy/environmental-impacts-wind-power.html#.V4sJq7grLIU [Accessed 21 Oct. 2016]. 

168   Denholm, P., Hand, M., Jackson, M., Ong, S. (August, 2009). Land-Use Requirements of Modern Wind Power Plants in the United 
States. National Renewable Energy Laboratory. pp. 14. Available online: http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy09osti/45834.pdf [Accessed 24 Oct. 2016].

169   Ibid. pp. 15.

170   Sklar, S. (2006, November 14). Environmental Footprints of Renewable Energy vs. Nuclear. Renewable Energy World. Available online: 
http://www.renewableenergyworld.com/articles/2006/11/environmental-footprints-of-renewable-energy-vs-nuclear-46546.html [Accessed 24 
Oct. 2016].

171   Nuclear Energy Institute (2015). Land Requirements for Carbon-Free Technologies. Available online: http://www.nei.org/CorporateSite/
media/filefolder/Policy/Papers/Land_Use_Carbon_Free_Technologies.pdf?ext=.pdf [Accessed 24 Oct. 2016].

172   U.S. Department of Energy (n.d.). Advantages and Challenges of Wind Energy. Available online: http://energy.gov/eere/wind/advantages-
and-challenges-wind-energy [Accessed 25 Oct. 2016]. 

173   Union of Concerned Scientists (n.d.). Environmental Impacts of Wind Power. Available online: http://www.ucsusa.org/clean_energy/our-
energy-choices/renewable-energy/environmental-impacts-wind-power.html#.V4sJq7grLIU [Accessed 25 Oct. 2016]. 

174   Rowena, R. (2015, April 17). Baotou is the world’s biggest supplier of rare earth minerals and it’s hell on earth. Available online: http://
www.news.com.au/travel/world-travel/asia/baotou-is-the-worlds-biggest-supplier-of-rare-earth-minerals-and-its-hell-on-earth/news-story/3713
76b9893492cfc77d23744ca12bc5 [Accessed 25 Oct. 2016]. 
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per megawatt of capacity.175 China currently controls approximately 89 percent of the global rare earth production 
and the US consumes 13 percent of the global supply.176 A recent study of China’s rare earth mines found that for 
every ton of rare earth metals, 0.074 acres of vegetation and topsoil is destroyed, 2,000 tonnes of solid waste (tail-
ings) is produced, and 1,000 tonnes of toxic wastewater is created.177 This study does not include mine waste land use 
requirements, however storage of tailings and toxic waste do contribute the wind energy’s land use footprint. Tailing 
ponds and toxins leaching into surrounding soil and agricultural land have proven problematic in and around China’s 
major rare earth element mines. 

A study by the United States Geological Survey found that China’s five major rare earth mines were made up of 
14.74 percent neodymium on average.178 Consequently, for every ton of rare earth minerals produced, only 294.8 
pounds are neodymium. According to the above estimates, to mine the neodymium necessary for one megawatt of 
wind capacity, 0.09 acres of land are directly harmed. Thus, the land use total for mining wind resources is 0.279 acres 
per megawatt of energy produced.

Neodymium processing is an energy intensive process that adds land use requirements to wind’s total, however this 
report does not attempt to quantify every aspect of resource production and processing. Neodymium mining was 
considered due to the wind industry’s heavy consumption of this resource, however there are multiple resources that 
are not being considered in each section of this report. 

Transmission/Transportation Land Use
As noted in previous sections, transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high voltage 
transmission lines with safety buffer zones of 44 feet on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.179180 
Because wind accounted for 4.7 percent of the nation’s total energy production, approximately 225,600 acres of land 
were required to transmit wind energy in 2015, or 10.362 acres per megawatt.181  

Solid Waste Land Use
Most of a decommissioned windmill can be recycled and requires little storage land. Disposing the blades has proven 
to be the most serious issue. Both the blades and the plastics are completely landfilled, which will create increasing 
issues for wind’s future land use requirements as wind grows and more turbines require decommissioning.182 Accord-
ing to the EPA, the average landfill requires 33 acres and can store 1.08 million tons (four million cubic yards) of 

175   Alonso, E., Sherman, A., Wallington, T., Everson, P., Field, F., Roth, R., Kirchain, R. (2012). Evaluating Rare Earth Element Availability: 
A Case with Revolutionary Demand From Clean Technologies. Environmental Science Technology 46: 3406-3414. pp. 3408. Available online: 
http://www.rareearthassociation.org/MIT-Ford%20Study.pdf [Accessed 27 Oct. 2016].

176   Simmons, L. (2016, July 12). Rare Earth Market. Foreign Policy. Available online: http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/07/12/decoder-rare-earth-
market-tech-defense-clean-energy-china-trade/ [Accessed 27 Oct. 2016].

177   Yand, J. X., Lin, A., Li, X., Wu, Y., Zhou, W., Chen, Z. (2013). China’s ion-adsorption rare earth resources, mining consequences and 
preservation. Environmental Development 8: 131-136. Available online: http://tmrcorp.com/_resources/pdf/China_Ionic_Clay_Pollution.pdf 
[Accessed 30 Oct. 2016]. 

178   Gambogi, J. (February, 2016). 2013 Minerals Year Handbook: Rare Earths. United States Geological Survey. pp. 60.10. Table 2. Available 
online: http://minerals.usgs.gov/minerals/pubs/commodity/rare_earths/myb1-2013-raree.pdf [Accessed 22 Oct. 2016]. 
Added trace totals for neodymium from each of the five Chinese mines listed and took the average. 

179   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016].

180   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 

181   U.S. Energy Information Administration (2016). Frequently Asked Questions. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/tools/faqs/faq.
cfm?id=427&t=3 [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016]. 

182   Martinez, E., Sanz, F., Pelligrini, S., Jimenez, E., Blanco, J. (2008). Life cycle assessments of a multi-megawatt wind turbine. 
Renewable Energy 34: 667-673. pp. 669. Available online: http://www.ewp.rpi.edu/hartford/~ernesto/S2013/MMEES/Papers/
ENERGY/6AlternativeEnergy/Martinez2009-LCAWindTurbines.pdf [Accessed 1 Nov. 2016]. 
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waste.183 However, the current solid waste land use requirements for wind energy are minimal and thus not included 
in these estimates. 

Conclusion
The total estimates for land use per megawatt of wind capacity is 70.641 acres per megawatt of electricity produced. 
In 2015, the total electricity consumption for the US was 376,826.5 megawatts (3.301 billion megawatt hours).184 
According to the estimates in this report, for the US to be powered exclusively by wind power it would require 
26,619,401 acres of land, an area nearly equivalent to the state of Tennessee.185

Solar
There are two types of solar power, photovoltaics and concentrated solar systems. Photovoltaics (PV) work by trans-
forming pure sunlight into energy, similar to how plants perform photosynthesis.186  Concentrated solar systems, or 
thermal systems, differ from photovoltaics by using mirrors or lenses to heat up water to drive turbines which gen-
erate electricity.187 Today, solar produces roughly 0.65 percent of the nation’s energy, or 24,893,000 megawatt hours 
(2,841.7 megawatts).188189 Solar power is the most inefficient of all renewable energy sources with an average capacity 
factor of 25.8 percent for PV solar and 22.1 percent for thermal (concentrated) solar.190 Solar is also intermittent and 
depends on weather conditions, daylight, and seasons for production. 

Energy Plant Land Use
One major drawback of solar energy is the large amount of land required to produce electricity. Solar power is unable 
to transform all the energy stored in sunshine into power. Consequently, utility scale solar requires an average of 8.1 
acres per megawatt capacity of electricity generation and thermal solar plants require 10 acres per megawatt capaci-
ty.191 These estimates include land used for access roads and transmission lines. Unlike wind, this land is unusable for 
other purposes. An environmentally positive aspect of solar is small scale rooftop panels, which improve solar’s land 
use footprint by utilizing otherwise dormant space on existing buildings. In 2015, “distributed solar,” or small scale 
private generation, produced almost 36 percent of the total solar electricity output.192 With almost a third of all solar 
output requiring little to no land use, this renewable energy source can continue to grow with reduced impact on 
land. But, future growth of large scale utility plants remain land intensive. The majority of utility scale solar power is 
produced by PV panels rather than the thermal technology, therefore this paper will use the estimate of 8.1 acres per 
megawatt of solar capacity or 31.347 acres per megawatt of solar electricity produced.193

183   U.S. Environmental Protection Agency ( June, 2014). Municipal Solid Waste Landfills. pp. 2-15. Available online: https://www3.epa.gov/
ttnecas1/regdata/EIAs/LandfillsNSPSProposalEIA.pdf [Accessed 1 Nov. 2016]. 

184   U.S. Energy Information Administration (n.d.). Total Electricity Net Consumption. Available online: http://www.eia.gov/beta/
international/ [Accessed 27 Jan. 2017].
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Resource Production Land Use
Quartz Production
PV solar panels are manufactured from polysilicon, which is produced through several high temperature treatments of 
quartz. To produce one megawatt of PV solar, 13 tons of solar grade polysilicon is needed, which would require 18.21 
tons of silicon metal due to the conversion rate of 0.714 from silicon metal to polysilicon.194195 To produce silicon 
metal, also known as metallurgical silicon, the conversion rate from raw quartz is 80-90 percent.196 Thus, to produce 
the 13 tons of solar grade polysilicon needed for one megawatt of PV solar, roughly 20 tons of quartz is needed. The 
U.S. PV solar industry currently has 34,000 megawatts of installed solar capacity, which required roughly 600,000 
tons of quartz to manufacture.197198 According to estimates from India, which is a major upcoming quartz exporter, the 
land necessary to produce one ton of raw quartz was 0.00717 acres, with the US PV solar industry affecting a total 
of 4,800 acres through quartz mining.199 To produce one megawatt of PV solar, 0.143 acres are directly affected by 
quartz mining. Because quartz is such a common resource, there is not a substantial amount of tailings produced. 

Solar Manufacturing
In addition to the resource production process, manufacturing solar panels is an energy intensive process, which 
increases energy demand and consequently, solar’s land use. A one megawatt solar plant requires 3,240 solar panels, 
with the average solar panel at about 1.626 square meters.200201 The total area of actual solar cells required to produce 
one megawatt is 5,268.24 square meters. PV solar is estimated to require 0.25 megawatt hours of energy to produce 
one square meter, which would require a total of 1,317 megawatt hours to produce the panels for one megawatt of 
solar.202 America purchases the majority of its solar panels from China, which largely uses coal power in the pro-
duction process. Assuming that the energy used to produce solar panels came from coal power, the land used for 
manufacturing one megawatt of solar is an additional 1.836 acres per megawatt. 

These estimates do not consider additional factors that could increase solar’s land use such as the actual land used for 
solar panel factories, land necessary to store waste from these facilities, and land used to produce additional chemicals 
and resources for production. 

194   Blake, D. and Touryan, K. (August, 2002). New method of solar grade silicon production. National Renewable Energy Laboratory. pp. 1. 
Available online: http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy02osti/35650.pdf [Accessed 8 Nov. 2016]. 

195   Gunther, E. A. (2011, June 6). Securing Silicon Metal for Solar. Available online: http://guntherportfolio.com/2011/06/securing-silicon-
metal-for-solar/ [Accessed 9 Nov. 2016]. 
Calculated from 100,000 MT of silicon metal producing 71,400 MT of polysilicon. 

196   The Quartz Corp (2014, August 26). Silicon for Solar Cells: Part 1. Available online: http://www.thequartzcorp.com/en/blog/2014/08/26/
silicon-for-solar-cells-part-1/87 [Accessed 21 Nov. 2016]. 

197   The source claims 32 gigawatts of installed capacity, two gigawatts of which come from thin film solar, which will not be accounted for 
in this report. Solar Energy Industries Association. (n.d.). Solar Industry Data. Available online: http://www.seia.org/research-resources/solar-
industry-data [Accessed 22 Nov. 2016]. 

198   Ibid.

199   Venkata Sai Minerals. (n.d.). Final Environmental Impact Assessment Report. pp. 9. Available online: http://environmentclearance.nic.in/
writereaddata/FormB/EC/EIA_EMP/09112015CTC0QW8HAnnexure-FinalEIAReport.pdf [Accessed 22 Nov. 2016]. 
Divided proposed mine size by annual production. 

200   Mandal, A. (n.d.). A Report on Design Estimation of 1MW Solar PV Plant. Available online: https://www.academia.edu/3369336/A_
Report_on_Design_Estimation_of_1MW_Solar_PV_Plant_Utility_Scale_ [Accessed 28 Jan. 2017]. 

201   Solar Power Rocks (n.d.). How many square feet do I need for solar panels on my roof? Available online: https://solarpowerrocks.com/
square-feet-solar-roof/ [Accessed 7 Nov. 2016].

202   Fthenakis, V. M., Kim, H. C., Alsema, E. (2008). Emissions from Photovoltaic Life Cycles. Environmental Science Technology 42 (6): 2168-
2174. Available online: http://pubs.acs.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1021/es071763q [Accessed 26 Jan. 2017]. 
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Transmission/Transportation Land Use
As noted in previous sections, transmitting electricity in the US requires an estimated 450,000 miles of high voltage 
transmission lines with safety buffer zones of 44 feet on each side, or approximately 4,800,000 acres of land.203204 Be-
cause utility-scale solar energy accounted for 0.6 percent of the nation’s electricity production in 2015, approximately 
28,800 acres of land were used to transmit solar energy in 2015, or 10.135 acres per megawatt. It should be noted 
that this estimate does not include electricity produced from distributed rooftop solar because it does not require 
substantial land for transmission. 

Storage Land Use
Solar panels produce little solid waste in comparison to other energy sources. The greatest solid waste comes from 
retiring solar panels, which must be disposed of as electronic waste to minimize environmental damage. Solar panels 
include rare earth minerals and chemicals that are toxic if not properly disposed, including lead, arsenic, telluride 
and different types of silicons and selenides.205 If solar panels are landfilled, these chemicals can leach into ground-
water and if incinerated, they release harmful toxins into the atmosphere. Currently, there is no national regulation 
concerning solar panel disposal. Each state is responsible for regulating the disposal of spent panels. Despite some 
states regulating solar’s disposal, many find their way to landfills. In 2015 alone, the US generated 60,000 tons of PV 
waste and is expected to generate 20 million tons in 2050.206 According to estimates by the International Renewable 
Agency, by the year 2050 the US is estimated to grow waste production between 7.5 and 10 million tons.207 Utility 
scale solar panels vary in weight, but using 2010 estimates from the Institute of Electrical and Electronic Engineers, 
the average weight of a panel was 40.8 pounds.208 

Half of the world’s panels are produced in China, which is problematic because there are fewer protections on waste 
disposal and regulations concerning environmental policies.209 In addition to producing the majority of solar pan-
els, the US ships large quantities of its electronic waste (e-waste), including retired solar panels, to China and other 
foreign countries to be disposed of.210 The EPA estimates that only 25 percent of electronic waste is recycled, which 
increases the likelihood that a vast majority of solar panels are being improperly disposed.211 Guiyu, China is known 
as one of the major e-waste dumping grounds for the world. Studies show that the 12,849.5 acre city is home to over 
300 e-waste factories as well as 3,000 workshops and processes 20 million tons annually.212 According to the land 

203   Harris Williams & Co. (2014). Transmission and Distribution Infrastructure. pp. 2. Available online: http://www.harriswilliams.com/sites/
default/files/industry_reports/ep_td_white_paper_06_10_14_final.pdf [Accessed 19 Oct. 2016].

204   Electrical Power Energy (2014). How to Right of Way in Power Transmission Line. Available online: http://www.electricalpowerenergy.
com/2014/08/how-to-manage-right-of-way-in-power-transmission-line/ [Accessed 30 Jan. 2017]. 
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http://solarindustrymag.com/online/issues/SI1507/FEAT_02_Act-Now-To-Handle-The-Coming-Wave-Of-Toxic-PV-Waste.html [Accessed 28 
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to ton ratio in Guiyu, each ton of e-waste requires 0.000642 acres of land to process. One megawatt of solar (3,240 
panels at 40.8 pounds each) equals 66.096 tons of waste. The tonnage multiplied by land use returns a land use esti-
mate for solid waste storage of 0.0424 acres per megawatt of solar.

These estimates do not include the solid waste that is created during the solar manufacturing process, which are sub-
stantial. For instance, California solar manufacturers produced 46.5 million tons of contaminated sludge and water 
from 2007 to 2011.213 This paper, however, does not have adequate data to quantify the total manufacturing waste 
from the solar industry. This may be an area for further examination.

Conclusion
Solar power is a land intensive energy source. Although it carries many advantages in cutting emissions, all impacts 
must be considered when choosing whether or not to encourage one energy source over another. This report does not 
claim to quantify the comprehensive land use footprint of solar power, however it does attempt to quantify some of 
the more significant land aspects of solar. From the above estimates for each section, solar’s overall land use estimate 
is 43.503 acres per megawatt produced.

Currently, there is disagreement over the land requirements to power the US exclusively with solar power. The 
National Renewable Energy Laboratory released a 2008 report estimating that solar would require 13,601,207 acres 
(181 square meters per capita) to power the US.214 Tom Tamarkin, President of USCL Corp, estimates that for solar 
to cover all of America’s electricity needs it would require 7.2 million acres, which would cover all of Maryland and 
Delaware.215 

In 2015, the total electricity consumption for the US was 376,826.5 megawatts (3.301 billion megawatt hours).216 
This study estimates that for solar to exclusively power the US it would require 16,393,234 acres, an area larger than 
West Virginia and Rhode Island combined.217

Conclusion
Electricity generation is energy intensive, and each source leaves its own environmental and ecological footprint. This 
report has considered the various direct and indirect land requirements for coal, natural gas, nuclear, hydro, wind, and 
solar electricity generation in the United States in 2015. The land used by each source was approximated to account 
for that expended during resource production, by energy plants, for transport and transmission, and to store waste 
materials. The final assessment can be seen below as the chart shows how many acres per megawatt each source of 
electricity uses. 
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Coal, natural gas, and nuclear power all feature the smallest, and nearly identical physical footprint, of about 12 acres 
per megawatt produced. Solar and wind are much more land intensive technologies using 43.5 and 70.6 acres per 
megawatt, respectively. Hydroelectricity generated by large dams has a significantly larger footprint than any other 
generation technology using 315.2 acres per megawatt. 

By understanding the physical footprint impacted by electricity production, effective policy action can be taken that 
hopes to balance environmental impact, reliability, economy, and security.  Realizing that these impacts go further 
than just the visible activities taking place onsite at generating power plants is essential for understanding the larger 
picture. If minimizing the overall land use in the electricity generation process is a priority, land efficient sources like 
coal, natural gas, and nuclear power should be considered while land intensive sources like hydro, wind, and solar 
power should be weighed against competing priorities. 


