
 

 
 

Highlights:  
 

 America’s carbon emissions have increased 
by 20% since 1990, and are set to increase by 
an additional 15% by 2020.1 

 
 Electricity production accounts for over 40% of 

US emissions.2 
 
 Renewable Portfolio Standards require states 

to diversify their energy production with 
renewable energy in 26 states.3 

 
1State Environmental Resource Center 
2Weathervane, Resources for the Future 
3OPAR State Legislation Research 
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Overview 
 
In recent years climate change and the complications 
of global warming have received increasing amounts 
of attention from legislators across the country and 
around the world. As greenhouse gasses such as 
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and 
fluorinated gasi continue to fill the atmosphere and 
global temperatures begin to rise, governments 
worldwide and in the United States are looking to 
reduce pollution and prevent severe consequences. 
 

Historically the United States has been the largest 
contributor of greenhouse gas emissions in the world, 
only recently being surpassed by China in 2007ii. 
America’s carbon emissions have increased by 
20% since 1990, and without regulation are set to 
increase by an additional 15% by 2020iii. With carbon 
emissions in the United States showing no signs of 
decreasing, state and federal policy-makers are 
looking to create a legislative solution that would 
mandate a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. 
 

Currently electricity production accounts for over 
40% of US emissions, most of which comes from 
burning CO2-heavy coal.iv Although multiple sources 
of clean, renewable energy exist, most states 
continue to use coal energy due to its low cost and 
existing infrastructure. In order to overcome this, 
federal and state legislators are beginning to 
implement Renewable Portfolio Standards as a 
solution to diversify our energy sources. 
 
Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) require each 
retail energy seller to provide a certain percentage 
or wattage of their electricity from renewable 
energy sources, generally from solar, wind, hydro-
electric, geothermal, biogas, wave/tidal, fuel cells or 
biomass, although the sources vary by state and 
region.v Under an RPS system, electricity providers 
can either produce electricity from their own 
renewable energy sources, buy electricity from 
companies that produce renewable energy, or 
purchase energy in the form of Renewable Energy 
Credits allotted to production companies that produce 
renewable electricity.vi 
 

The implementation of an RPS at the state or national 
level brings many benefits beyond simply reducing 
harmful greenhouse gas emissions. Specific 
advantages include: 
 

• Advancing renewable energy technologies 
through the creation of an active, stable and 
demanding marketvii 

• Stabilized electricity prices 
• Lower natural gas prices 
• Energy independence and continuous 

availability 
• Diversified clean fuel supply 
• Creation of new job markets 
• Competition and low cost due to credit 

tradingviii 
 
While many have embraced the benefits of RPS 
systems for diversifying energy production, others 
point to several drawbacks when arguing against the 
system. In general, implementing an RPS system 
has an approximate $3.50/year bill increase on the 
average American household.ix Renewable Portfolio 
Standards also favor low-cost, current technologies, 
resulting in less investment and interest in newer, 
more advanced but higher-cost technologies. The 
most significant argument against RPS for every 
state is the varied availability of renewable 
resources in each state. While several states have 
access to significant solar, wind, and other 
renewable sources, other states claim that 
renewable energy in their state is limited and cost-
prohibitive.x 
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Major Findings 
 
State Level 
 
Renewable Portfolio Standards legislative activity has 
taken place both at the state and national levels, 
however presently all RPS legislation has been 
implemented voluntarily on a state level. 
 

 Twenty-six states plus the District of 
Columbia have implemented mandatory 
Renewable Portfolio Standards.xi 

 
 Six states have stated voluntary RPS goals.xii 

 
 Of the 33 states (including the District of 

Columbia) with RPS, 26 states implemented 
the standards through legislation, while 6 
have been implemented through a Public 
Utilities Commission and one has been 
implemented through voter initiative.xiii 

 
 Eleven states introduced legislation in 2008 

regarding Renewable Portfolio Standards.xiv 
 
Although all Renewable Portfolio Standards have the 
same purpose and general implementation, each 
state’s RPS varies in its goal date and percentage, 
renewable resources that qualify, trading rules, etc. 
Figure 1 shows the differences in state goals as well 

as the extent of RPS nationwide.  
 
Federal Level 
 
Renewable Portfolio Standards have also been an 
issue at the Federal level. HR 969, introduced into the 
US House of Representatives in February 2007, 
proposed an amendment to Title VI of the Public 
Utility Regulatory Act of 1978 to prescribe 
requirements for a Federal Renewable Portfolio 
Standard for calendar years 2010 through 2039. The 
bill would create a schedule mandating utilities to 
provide 20% renewable energy by 2020. Although 
this bill has stalled in the House it received significant 
support across the country.xv 
 
Policy Trends 
 
Although each state independently and voluntarily 
sets their own RPS goals, OPAR has identified trends 
among the RPS policies made nationwide. Of the 
states which have implemented RPS, all of them 
have consistent goals with regard to what percentage 
of renewable energy they will try to obtain in the next 
10-15 years.  (See Figure 1.)  Most are striving for 10-
20% renewable energy, with the variances based on 
several factors including the availability of resources 
in the state, how much renewable energy is already 
produced, as well as the willingness of the voters and 
taxpayers.  
 

Figure 1:  State Goals for RPS 



 

 
 

It is a trend for states that are uncertain about the 
consequences of Renewable Portfolio Standards to 
opt for voluntary standards while they evaluate the 
system and decide whether or not to mandate an 
RPS.  Iowa and Illinois are both examples of states 
that tested RPS with a voluntary system and have 
now moved to mandatory standards. 
 
When creating RPS policies, some states including 
Arizona, New Mexico, and New York have bypassed 
the legislative system and implemented Renewable 
Portfolio Standards through State Regulatory 
Commission rulemaking. Other states have relied on 
the Public Utilities Commission to enact the 
standards, often partnering with legislative action.   
 
Policy Innovations 
 
With several states struggling to meet their RPS 
goals through renewable energy, some have decided 
to supplement this energy by including improvements 
in energy efficiency. 
 
 Texas pioneered the idea of an Energy 

Efficiency Portfolio Standard when it enacted a 
law in 1999 that required Texas utility to meet at 
least 10% of each year's annual growth in 
demand through energy efficiency rather than 
electricity sales.xvi 

 
 The Vermont legislature, along with the Public 

Service Board, created the non-profit energy 
efficiency utility Efficiency Vermont, designed to 
help all Vermonters save energy, reduce energy 
costs, and protect the environment. The 
program, in addition to Vermont’s voluntary 
RPS, has resulted in 60,359 MW energy saved 
each year through educational campaigns, new 
construction, and consumer awareness.xvii 
 

 Laws used internationally for energy 
diversification legislation, Feed-in Tariffs, have 
recently been implemented in California, the first 
state in the United States to implement such 
legislation. The laws, common in Europe, 
Canada and Australia, require energy utilities to 
buy renewable energy that is produced by an 
individual or a private facility at much higher 
than market rates. This method has been 
extremely successful in creating a market 
through incentives for producing renewable 
energy and is seen as having comparable 
effects as an RPS.xviii On February 14th 2008, 
the California Public Utilities Commission was 
the first state in the United States to approve a 
Feed-in Tariff which, effective immediately, 
provides an above-market fixed rate allowing 

small renewable energy facilities to sell energy 
to large utilities. This Feed-in Tariff will help 
ensure that California reaches its RPS goal and 
could be considered by similar states looking to 
boost their small-scale renewable energy 
market.xix  

 
 
What is Georgia Doing? 
 
Currently coal supplies three-fifths of Georgia’s power, 
while nuclear energy supplies one-quarter. All coal and 
uranium primary products for this energy generation 
are imported from other states.xx  
 
Although Georgia has not yet established a Renewable 
Portfolio Standard, the state has taken several steps to 
increase the use of renewable energy. Georgia 
residents who are customers of Georgia Power can 
purchase “Green Energy Blocks”, which bring 100 kW 
of renewable energy into Georgia for each $4.50/month 
block bought by a Georgia Power consumer.xxi  
Nonprofit organizations such as the Southern Alliance 
for Clean Energy (www.cleanenergy.org) and the 
Georgia Solar Energy Association (www.gasolar.us) 
are also working to increase renewable energy 
production in the state through education, research and 
advocacy. 
 
In 2006, HB 1438 was introduced into the Georgia 
House of Representatives as the “Georgia Renewable 
Portfolio Standard Act.” This bill established a 
Renewable Portfolio Standard for certain utilities. This 
bill was died in committee. 
 
A 2005 study by the Georgia Environmental Facilities 
Authority determined that with moderate education and 
financial incentives, Georgia could save $1.6 billion 
through energy efficiency over a 10 year period.xxii 
Although there is debate about Georgia’s availability of 
renewable resources, Georgia’s biomass potential from 
southern pines and other resources could cover 12% of 
the state’s energy needsxxiii , while wind resources off of 
the Georgia Coast could provide over 10,000 MW of 
energy (enough to power 3 million households per 
yearxxiv).xxv 
 
 

Methodology 
 
The research for this bulletin was conducted from 
June 4th through June 20th 2008. It was prepared for 
the purpose of the 2008 Legislative Roundtable.  
 
Research was conducted by searching online news 
sources, government agencies’ websites as well as 



 

 
 

state legislative websites. Some of these sites include 
the National Conference for State Legislatures, the 
State Environmental Research Center, and the 
National Caucus of Environmental Legislators.  
 
When conducting research into legislation regarding 
this topic the keywords “renewable portfolio 
standards”, “renewable energy legislation”, “energy 
efficiency”, and other variations of such subject areas 
were used.  
 
It should be noted that certain individual state 
legislative websites were not user friendly and were 
difficult to maneuver. Some sites provided unrelated 
search results, and other sites provided contradictory 
information. All legislative information has been 
gathered correctly to the best of our knowledge and 
abilities. 
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