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North Carolina has over 9.5 million people, and they have energy needs linked to four main 
sectors: transportation, residential, commercial, and industrial. Energy use is fairly well 
balanced between these four sectors. Not as balanced, however, is the supply of this 
energy, which is dominated by petroleum and coal. 
Although North Carolina is one of the top nuclear power producers in the United States, most of this power goes to the 
larger metropolitan regions around Raleigh and Charlotte. The percentage of power generation in the west is 
very different than the state as a whole.
As of 2008, the Mountain Resources Commission (MRC) region hosted 2,435 megawatts of 
electricity generation capacity – 8.3 percent of the state’s total generating capacity. Half the 
region’s generating capacity is powered by coal, about 31 percent by water, and 17.4 
percent by natural gas. The region’s counties are home to 39 percent of the state’s 
hydroelectric power capacity, 9.4 percent of the state’s coal-fired capacity, and 
about 5 percent of natural gas-fired generation.
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State and MRC Region Dependence on Imported Fuels

Household Energy
Household energy expenditures in the MRC region averaged 5.6 percent of median 
household income – 13.7 percent higher than the state average of 4.9 percent. 
Households located in the MRC counties are heated with a greater diversity of fuels than 
those in the state as a whole. While about 73 percent of households in North Carolina 
are heated with electricity or natural gas, in the MRC region 72 percent of households are 
heated with electricity or fuel oil. Twice as many households in the MRC region use wood or 
solar heating as do other areas across the state.

Rising Cost of 
Petroleum (Oil)
For over 100 years, oil was 
plentiful and cheap. During 
this period, the price of oil 
stayed almost flat, at about 
$20 per barrel. The car 
and airplane were invented 
to take advantage of this 
cheap and efficient source 
of energy, and most of our 
current infrastructure was 
designed based on this low-
cost source of energy. Now, however, the global oil supply has diminished, and as population 
and development have increased, so has the demand for petroleum. This has caused the 
baseline cost for oil to rise to over $80 per barrel, and it is unlikely to return to its previous 
price level.
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With no local deposits of coal, petroleum, or natural gas, the vast majority of 
energy resources for North Carolina’s mountain region must be imported.
U.S. government data indicates that electric power generation companies spend 
an amount equivalent to nearly one percent of the state’s total economic output on 
fossil fuels mined in other states. Most of the coal is mined in West Virginia and 
Kentucky, and the petroleum products come in by pipeline from the Gulf Coast.
Due to this dependence on imported fuels for our electricity, the MRC region 
is starting to convert to renewable energy sources. In addition to utility-
based electricity generation, individuals and small businesses throughout the 
region operate about 165 renewable energy systems that produce more than 
9,000,000 kilowatt hours per year. Besides substantial hydropower resources, 
the MRC region hosts plentiful biomass resources in its forests and the country’s 
southernmost land-based wind power resource. 
Energy demand and energy costs are expected to increase into the near future in 
Western North Carolina. A greater share of family income will have to be budgeted 
for this rising cost, whether it is for gasoline for our cars or heat and light for our 
houses.
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