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In the absence of an effective national policy to combat cli-
mate change, states have enacted renewable portfolio stan-
dards (“RPS”) to require a percentage of supplied power 

with renewable resources which, among other things, reduces 
greenhouse gas (“GHG”) emissions.1 As Congress considers a 
national RPS, it must be aware of the role of energy efficiency. 
Renewable energy production may not be sufficient to meet new 
demand for electricity. However, if electricity demand stabilizes 
because of greater efficiency, renewables can replace conven-
tional sources and reduce U.S. GHG emissions.2 A standard 
that requires renewable resources alongside greater efficiency is 
more effective and economically efficient than a renewable stan-
dard alone.3 

Energy efficiency can 
reduce GHG emissions while 
renewable technologies become 
cost-effective. Renewable 
sources alone could result in a 
22 percent drop in conventional 
electricity generation and com-
bining renewables with effi-
ciency increases could result in 
a 44 percent reduction in con-
ventional generation by 20204 
and cut GHG emissions in half.5 
While a renewable energy stan-
dard initially increases energy costs, it reduces consumer costs 
when combined with an efficiency standard.6 Additionally, lower 
demand reduces conventional fuel costs, potentially offsetting a 
future tax on GHG emissions.7

Of states with renewable energy requirements, fifteen have 
created or are considering energy efficiency targets.8 Each state 
has different standards of renewable energy, and different tar-
gets.9 Among those states, Texas established a requirement that 
utilities offset ten percent of demand growth with increased 
energy efficiency. The state’s utilities are currently exceed-
ing that target.10 Connecticut, Nevada, and Pennsylvania have 
adopted legislation requiring the use of “white tags,” which rep-
resent one mega-watt-hour (MWh) of energy conserved, and can 
be traded on a market like GHG emissions or renewable energy 
credits.11 

GHG emissions are much more than a state problem and 
a national policy is necessary to bring about national reduc-
tions in emissions. A federal policy on renewable energy and 
efficiency would provide regulatory clarity and direct innova-
tion.12 However, a federal law should not adopt a weak national 
standard that would preempt stricter state standards.13 An effec-
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tive national energy policy needs to include elements such as 
improved appliance efficiency standards, building efficiency 
standards, decoupling utilities’ profits from electricity sales, 
promotion of combined heat and power systems, and a public 
benefits charge to fund efficiency programs. 

Appliance efficiency standards eliminate the least efficient 
portion of the market. In the United States, homes and commer-
cial buildings are responsible for over two-thirds of electric-
ity use14 and large savings are possible. Because builders and 
designers are not ultimately responsible for future energy costs, 
they have little incentive for more efficient designs.15 Regula-
tions mandating building efficiency standards will increase effi-

ciency and educate consumers in 
possible energy savings.16 

Decoupling utility prof-
its from sales eliminates the 
incentive to sell more energy.17 
Combined heat and power sys-
tems increase the efficiency of 
fossil fuels by converting waste 
heat produced by electricity 
generation into usable energy, 
increasing the efficiency from 
about thirty to ninety percent of 
the fuel’s potential energy.18 A 
public benefits charge provides 

funding for state or federal agencies to implement and monitor 
efficiency programs.19 

The next administration should assume global leadership by 
aggressively supporting innovative solutions to climate change. 
While renewable energy sources are a vital and effective tool 
in the effort to reduce GHG emissions, energy efficiency is a 
source of immediate and extensive benefits. The next national 
energy policy must require both renewable energy sources and 
greatly increased energy efficiency. 

Endnotes:
1 Marilyn A. Brown et al., Reduced Emissions and Lower Costs: Combining 
Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency into a Sustainable Energy Portfolio 
Standard, The Electricity Journal, May 2007, at 62, 63. 
2 Joel N. Swisher, Potential Carbon Emissions Reductions from Energy Effi-
ciency by 2030, in Tackling Climate Change in the U.S. 39, 48 (Charles F. 
Kutscher ed., 2007). 
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