Biden’s Climate Plan Shows that Net Zero is Now Mainstream
by Dan Gearino
Aug. 13, 2020 – We're in the midst of a big moment in the clean energy transition.  But you might not have noticed.
Democratic Presidential nominee Joe Biden recently proposed a climate and clean energy plan that aims to get the country to net-zero emissions by 2050.  Although there was predictable opposition from the Trump administration and fossil fuel interests, there was little backlash to speak of otherwise.
The lack of broad-based objection to the plan shows that the idea of net-zero emissions by 2050 has gone from the fringes to near the mainstream of U.S. politics.
How did that happen?
I asked experts at 2 leading energy policy non-profits about this: Sonia Aggarwal, vice president at Energy Innovation in San Francisco, and Carla Frisch, a principal at the Rocky Mountain Institute in Colorado.
Aggarwal said the big change has been the growing competitiveness of clean energy, demonstrating that the clean energy transition is a boon to the economy, Aggarwal said.  "We are just in such a different place with technology readiness and cost than we were in the last go-around," she said.
She told me that some of the most striking contrasts were between the way politicians talk about the energy transition today and the way they did in 2009.  Back then, Congress was debating the Waxman-Markey bill, which would have started a national carbon-trading system.  The bill passed the House, but never came up for a vote in the Senate.
In that debate, supporters of the bill said the long-term benefits of carbon trading outweighed the costs of not addressing climate change, but they had to concede that there would be substantial costs in the short-term.
Today, the economics have changed so much that this debate would be different in fundamental ways.  Utilities have shown that replacing old fossil-fuel plants with wind, solar and battery storage can lead to a net savings for consumers.  State and local policies also have changed substantially.  About 1 in 3 Americans live in a state or city that has adopted a plan to get to 100% carbon-free electricity.
"We can decarbonize while also delivering incredible economic benefits," Aggarwal said.
Frisch said one of the key factors is that Americans are feeling the effects of climate change much more than before, with extreme heat and weather, which makes the issue seem more real to them.  "We know there will be more extreme weather, more extreme storms, more extreme impacts," she said.
While the federal government has done little to act on climate change during the Trump administration, others have risen up to fill the void.  Cities, states, corporations and churches have become the leaders in addressing climate change, she said.  Many made commitments to get to 100% renewable energy and net-zero emissions.  Those commitments have helped to push the idea of net-zero emissions into the mainstream, to the point that Biden's proposal isn't nearly as controversial as it would have been a few years ago.
When Trump talks about energy, he tends to focus on preserving fossil fuel jobs and he often makes unsubstantiated claims about the perils of wind energy.  Biden is "against God, he's against guns, he's against energy, our kind of energy," Trump said last week in Ohio. 
In addition to being nonsensical—Biden isn't "against energy"—it's notable that Trump is framing this as a matter of tribal loyalty rather than a pocketbook issue.  It shows how the pocketbook arguments against renewable energy have mostly vanished. 
Aggarwal was co-author of a June report that showed the policies to support moving the economy to 90% clean energy by 2035.  A companion report from the Goldman School of Public Policy at the University of California, Berkeley, found that this transition could be done with no increase in costs for consumers.
The findings in those reports help to explain why Biden can say that his $2 trillion climate plan will lead to a net financial benefit for consumers, in addition to benefits for the climate and environment.
This doesn't mean climate change and clean energy are top-tier issues for the candidates.  But it is remarkable how the playing field has shifted to now favor the clean energy transition.
Rural Texas Still Loves Oil, But Renewables Are Increasingly Paying the Bills
Renewable energy continues to rise in Texas, providing desperately needed incomes for land owners and local governments, at a time when the oil industry is faltering.
Texas is the nation's leader by a mile in wind energy, and also is among the top 5 states for installed solar power capacity.  2 new reports this week help to explain what's happening and how locals benefit.
"For ranchers, renewables can act basically as a kind of insurance," said Joshua Rhodes, author of a report by IdeaSmiths, a Texas-based research firm.  "It's a diversification of their investment in their land.  I was told point blank that this is a drought-proof source of revenue."
His report looks at how wind and solar energy are helping the finances of local people and governments; an estimated 70% of taxes and landowner payments go to rural counties.
He found that existing solar and wind projects in the state will pay landowners between $4.8 billion and $7.3 billion over the lifetime of the projects.
The report was financed by 2 groups—Conservative Texans for Energy Innovation and Powering Texas—that advocate for expanding renewable energy.  While the sponsors clearly have an agenda, the findings are well-documented and Rhodes is a well-known writer and researcher.
The 2nd report comes from the Institute for Energy Economics and Financial Analysis.  It focuses on how the wind industry has helped Nolan County, Texas, in a way that is much more dependable than the booms and busts of the oil and gas industry.  Wind farms are 6 of the top 10 property tax payers in this rural county and the county seat, Sweetwater, has attracted new businesses in renewable energy.  Texas State Technical College in Sweetwater now has a program to train wind turbine technicians, with 50 to 75 graduates per year.
Rhodes told me that Texas can be looked at as an energy state.  Wind and solar are part of that to an extent that is not widely appreciated.  He doesn't expect income from wind and solar to surpass oil and gas any time soon, but he expects to see a gradual shift, as more people in the state realize what they have and can build upon in renewable energy.
The Covid-19 Resurgence Put the Brakes on Recovery of Clean Energy Jobs
The recovery of U.S. clean energy jobs slowed almost to a stop in July.  This is not a surprise, considering the surge in coronavirus cases.
The clean energy sector did add 3,200 jobs for the month, according to the new edition of a monthly report from BW Research Partnership, issued on Wednesday.  But after 5 months of chaos across the economy, the clean energy sector has had a net loss of 511,075 jobs, or 15%.  California, the country's leader in clean energy jobs, gained 723 jobs, or 0.2%, in July.  The state's total over 5 months is a loss of 89,158 or 16.2%.
This follows large gains across the country and in California in June, following job losses in March, April and May.  But even as some jobs returned, analysts were saying that the recovery was likely going to happen in fits and starts.
"The economy is currently reacting to viral resurgence, as well as the drag from extended unemployment and related economic losses," said Philip Jordan, of BW Research, in a memo.
"The continued viral spread, reversal of travel advisories and reopening plans, and the exhaustion of many programs from earlier stimulus have added to this volatility," he said.
The clean energy sector was a fast-growing source of jobs before the pandemic, and it can be an important part of the recovery.  But at this point, it's anyone's guess when the recovery will begin in earnest.
insideclimatenews.org/news/12082020/inside-clean-energy-joe-biden-renewable-energy
