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Understanding Pumped Hydro's Dominance in Energy Storage

When we talk about energy storage solutions that keep our lights on during peak demand, pumped hydro

energy storage (PHES) remains the undisputed heavyweight champion. Imagine if all the world's battery

storage facilities decided to arm wrestle - PHES would still be sipping its victory coffee while others struggled

to lift their elbows.

The 2016 Capacity Snapshot

By the end of 2016, global PHES capacity reached approximately 150-160 gigawatts (GW) - enough to power

every household in Japan for 24 hours. To put this in perspective:

  This accounted for 97% of all utility-scale energy storage worldwide

  Equivalent to storing the energy from 60 million Tesla Powerwalls

  Enough water movement to fill 12 Olympic swimming pools every minute

Why Pumped Hydro Ruled the Roost

The technology's dominance wasn't accidental. Unlike battery technologies that were still in their awkward

teenage phase in 2016, PHES offered:

  Proven track record (first facility built in 1907)

  Massive energy storage durations (6-20 hours)

  Ability to ramp up to full power in under 2 minutes

The Geography of Storage

Regional distribution told an interesting story:

  Asia-Pacific: 45% of global capacity

  Europe: 35%

  North America: 15%

  Rest of World: 5%

China's aggressive infrastructure development added more PHES capacity in 2016 than the entire African

continent possessed. Meanwhile, Switzerland's Linth-Limmern complex became the world's highest-altitude

PHES facility at 2,450 meters - proving engineers weren't afraid of heights.

Technological Evolution in 2016

Page 1/3



The Global Landscape of Pumped Hydro Energy
Storage Capacity in 2016

While capacity numbers tell part of the story, 2016 saw exciting developments:

  Variable-speed turbines increased efficiency by 10-15%

  Seawater PHES prototypes emerged in Okinawa

  Underground "energy caves" concept gained traction

The average round-trip efficiency reached 80%, comparable to lithium-ion batteries but with 50-year lifespans

versus 15 years for batteries. One facility in Germany even experimented with using abandoned coal mines as

lower reservoirs - turning environmental liabilities into energy assets.

The Economics of Water Storage

Capital costs in 2016 ranged from $1,500 to $2,500 per kW, with project timelines stretching 5-10 years. But

once operational, these facilities became cash cows:

  Operating costs: $2-5/MWh

  Cycling capability: 30,000+ full cycles

  Market price arbitrage potential: $100+ per MWh daily swings

A study of the Bath County Pumped Storage Station in Virginia showed it could pay back its $1.7 billion

construction cost in just 12 years through capacity markets and energy trading - better returns than most Wall

Street investments during that period.

Environmental Considerations and Innovations

While PHES is cleaner than fossil fuels, 2016 saw increased focus on:

  Fish-friendly turbine designs

  Sediment management in reservoirs

  Integration with renewable energy farms

The Taum Sauk facility in Missouri demonstrated how PHES could pair with wind farms, storing excess

overnight wind energy for daytime use. Meanwhile, Australian engineers developed "pump-back" systems that

could operate efficiently with just 50 meters of elevation difference - opening up new geographic possibilities.

Looking Beyond the Numbers

While 150-160 GW sounds impressive, it's the flexibility that made PHES invaluable. During a 2016

heatwave in California, PHES facilities:

  Provided 80% of grid flexibility needs

  Prevented 12 potential blackout events
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  Saved consumers $350 million in peak pricing

As one grid operator quipped, "PHES is like having a giant water battery that never complains about

overtime." The technology's ability to shift energy demand while maintaining grid stability became

increasingly crucial as renewable penetration grew.
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