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Nuclear Power
Nuclear Generation

Conventional power plants burn fossil fuels like coal or natural 
gas to heat water and create steam.  The steam spins a 
turbine which generates electricity.  Cooling towers, like those 
shown in the picture condense the steam back into water so it 
can be heated again to generate more electricity.  In a nuclear 
power plant controlled nuclear fi ssion reactions release heat 
which vaporizes water into steam to power the turbines.
There are currently 104 nuclear reactors in the U.S. which 
supply about 20% of the nation’s electricity.  Illinois has eleven 
nuclear reactors, which is more than any other state.

Pumped Storage
Hydroelectric Storage

Power utilities must generate electricity just when people 
need it, but the amount of electricity that is needed is 
constantly changing and as utilities add more wind and 
solar power the generation also varies.  Researchers are 
experimenting with energy storage systems that help keep 
the system balanced.  Hydroelectric pumped storage is 
currently the most common storage method.  Some power 
plants pump water uphill to a storage reservoir when power 
demand is low and then allow it to fl ow downhill through a 
turbine/generator when demand is higher.

Solar Trees
Photovoltaic Generation

Solar panels can produce electricity anywhere where 
there is sun.  On sunny days people often look for shady 
parking places.  Solar trees can give us power and 
shade.  Solar trees, like these, provide shade while slowly 
rotating to face the sun for maximum power production.  
This station can charge two plug-in electric cars, but 
some parking lots have trees that can each charge 
six electric cars.  Solar trees represent one future of 
alternative energy and urban planning.
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