
Why Renewable Electricity Standards (RES)?

Why RES is an issue for labor 

What RES policies for labor?

Labor’s role in RES

Table of Contents

Renewable Energy Standards 
A Labor Guide to

by the Labor Network for Sustainability

Appendix 1:  State Renewable Energy Standards

Appendix 2: Estimated jobs created by RES in selected states



Why RES?

In all the jargon-laden �eld of sustainability and climate change, some 
of the most common but most unnecessarily obscure terms are “Re-
newable Energy Standards” (RES), also known as “Renewable Electricity 
Standards” (RES) and “Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS).” All are 
essentially the same thing -- requirements that electric companies get a 
certain proportion of their energy from renewable sources like wind, 
solar, and geothermal. [1]

Currently 29 states have some form of binding RES policies.  [2]  Once 
implemented their RES programs will cover approximately half of retail 
electricity.  [3]  Yet under these programs less than 5% of total projected 
electricity generation will be renewable by 2025.  

Some states have gone much farther.  Maine law, for example, requires 
40 percent of electricity come from renewables by 2017.  But some 
politicians are trying to eliminate the RES policies that states have 
already implemented.   [4]

A national RES is under active debate in Congress. 

RES policies address several goals:

2.

For general background on RES, see “Renewable Portfolio Standards Fact Sheet,” US Environ-
mental Protection Agency website, updated April, 2009.
For detailed information on state programs, see “Database of state incentives for renewables & 
e�ciency” at http://www.dsireusa.org/Index.cfm?EE=1&re=1 
See Appendix 1 below for a summary of state RES programs. 
For details, see Jonathan Hiskes, “States have clean-energy momentum, but it’s under threat,” 
Grist, October 25, 2010.

1.

3.
4.

Diversifying energy sources to make prices more stable and supply more 
secure.

Reducing the greenhouse gas emissions that cause global warming.

Reducing pollution.

Increasing energy independence.

Creating new jobs.

A transition to renewable energy sources for electricity can play a major 
role in reducing greenhouse gasses and other pollution and health 
threats.  

http://www.dsireusa.org/Index.cfm?EE=1&re=1


Why RES is an issue for labor 

The public is often told that measures to prevent climate change by 
transitioning to “green energy” will threaten jobs and livelihoods.  
RES policies refute that belief.  A recent study estimates that RES 
policies already established by states will create two million new 
jobs.  [5] California’s 33 percent RES standard alone is predicted to 
produce a quarter million to half a million jobs.  It is estimated that a 
national RES will create between 300,000 and 850,000 new jobs. 

Not everyone supports RES.  For example, the Edison Electric Insti-
tute, the trade association for privately owned utilities, opposes a 
national RES.  So does the National Association of Manufacturers, 
whose president says, “an RPS will lead to higher electricity prices for 
all types of consumers, undermining the ability of U.S. businesses to 
compete in a global economy and reducing the take-home pay of 
American workers.”  [6] 

RES policies matter for workers and organized labor. 

Organized labor has supported the transition to a green economy, 
recognizing that it is not only necessary for protecting the earth’s 
climate, but that it can also provide a massive expansion of “green 
jobs.”  But clearly that transition – and the jobs it will create – is not 
happening on its own.  It requires public policy commitment and a 
substantial public role in regulation and investment.  RES policy is a 
crucial building block for that transition.

Appropriate public policy is also necessary to ensure that the green 
jobs are good jobs and that workers can choose to make them union 
jobs.

Renewable energy will provide a reliable source of safe, clean energy, 
which labor has long maintained is crucial for economic prosperity.

The individual and social costs of making the transition to green 
energy are small compared to the colossal but often disregarded 

Richard Caperton and Rebecca Lefton, “REPORT: Renewable Standards Will Create Two Million 
Jobs,” ThinkProgress, October 20, 1010.
http://wonkroom.thinkprogress.org/2010/10/20/gop-vs-clean-energy/
“U.S. Manufacturers and Electric Companies Remain Firmly United Against Federal Renewable 
Portfolio Standard,” Edison Electric Institute and National Association of Manufacturers, release, 
August 2, 2007. http://www.eei.org/newsroom/pressreleases/Press%20Releases/070802.pdf 

5.

6.

http://www.eei.org/newsroom/pressreleases/Press%20Releases/070802.pdf
http://wonkroom.thinkprogress.org/2010/10/20/gop-vs-clean-energy/


What RES policies for labor?

costs of not doing so.  However, public policy must ensure that there 
is a “just transition” in which the small proportion of workers and 
communities that might be adversely a�ected will be protected.

Making the green transition is essential to create the kind of sustain-
able world we want and need not only for ourselves but also for our 
children and their children.

RES policy is set at both national and state levels.  At present, the US 
has no binding national RES policy, although Congress and the 
Obama administration are discussing establishing one.  In the mean-
time, many states have gone ahead on their own.  Their policies are 
still evolving on the basis of experience.  Labor has a strong interest 
in a�ecting several dimensions of RES policy at the state level.  

One key issue is the level of binding targets set in RES policies.  State 
standards currently range from 4 percent by 2009 in Massachusetts 
to 40 percent by 2017 in Maine.  A goal often stated by RES advo-
cates is “20 by 20”:  a requirement for 20 percent renewables by 2020.  
Labor has a strong interest in raising the level of RES standards to 
create green jobs and hasten the transition to a green economy.

RES policy can a�ect the number of “green jobs” created locally or 
statewide.  In California, for example, the legislature has struggled 
over the percentage of jobs created by its RES that must be located 
in-state.  Labor and environmentalists have promoted a high level of 
in-state jobs.  Gov. Arnold Schwartznegger initially pushed for out-
of-state jobs, but has then supported a provision that guarantees 
that no less than 50 percent of the renewable energy be generated 
in California.  [7]

RES policy can also a�ect job quality.  For example, California de�nes 
state-funded renewable energy projects as “public works” projects; 
they thus must meet the standards of prevailing wage laws.  The 
state of Washington’s RES policy provides incentives for approved 
apprenticeship programs.

John Howard, “Drive over renewable energy picks up steam,” Capitol Weekly,” June 17, 2010 
http://www.capitolweekly.net/article.php?xid=yx4hvnklowhgne

7.

http://www.capitolweekly.net/article.php?xid=yx4hvnklowhgne


RES can be closely connected with other energy policies.  For 
example, New York State has supplemented its RES with an Energy 
E�ciency Portfolio Standard (EEPS).  It requires that electricity usage 
be reduced by 15 percent by 2015 – “15 by 15.”  Such programs have 
signi�cant implications for labor.  They promise to create substantial 
numbers of jobs.  They also require extensive worker training to 
create the necessary workforce.  [8]
 
RES policies have so far relied primarily on the private energy indus-
try.  But it remains to be seen whether the industry will in fact be able 
and willing to make the necessary changes.  Meeting the challenge 
of renewable energy may require an expanded public role.  This may 
enlarge the part long played by municipal, regional, and other public 
power companies – an important objective for public utility workers 
and unions.  And it may involve expanded public investment in 
renewable energy – perhaps through a Marshall Plan or TVA for 
renewable energy.   

National RES standards are currently under debate in Congress.  Cur-
rently about half of states and half of the electrical market are not 
covered by binding RES.  Federal standards would promote the shift 
to renewable sources in these states and markets.  

Most proposed Federal standards are far below those being pio-
neered by many states.  For example, Sen. Je� Bingaman recently 
submitted the “Renewable Electricity Promotion Act of 2010” requir-
ing utilities producing four million megawatt hours or more annually 
to get �fteen percent of their energy from renewable sources or 
increased energy e�ciency by 2021. [9]   While the bill as written 
does not prevent states from establishing higher standards, there is a 
danger that the electrical utilities will try to modify Federal legisla-
tion to preempt higher state standards.  Labor has an interest not 
only in promoting Federal RES standards, but in making sure that 
they don’t prevent states from developing higher standards of their 
own.   [10]

9.

“New York Seeks Aggressive Reduction in Energy Usage Through Expanded E�ciency Initia-
tives,” New York Public Service Commission release, May 16, 2007.
Elizabeth McGowen, “Renewable Electricity Promotion Act of 2010 Introduced into Senate,” 
SolveClimate, September 22, 2010.
A leaders from 35 states recently issued a statement endorsing a national RES as long as it 
supports rather than undermining state e�orts.  “State leaders want �exible, minimum US 
renewable energy standard,” Platts, October 20, 2010.
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Labor’s role in RES

Organized labor and worker concerns can play a signi�cant role in 
RES policy at both state and national levels.

At a state level, labor support of RES is likely to take di�erent forms 
depending on the current state of play for RES issues:

In states without RES, support is needed to establish them.

In some states, powerful politicians are demanding the repeal of RES 
policies; it is in labor’s interest to defend them.

In states with relatively low standards, the standards need to be raised.

In states where utilities are failing to meet interim standards or proceeding 
too slowly toward ultimate standards, public support is needed to insist on 
compliance and block weakening of standards and/or acquiescence in 
delay. 

In states where policy objectives are not being met by current policies, 
alternative approaches, such as New York State’s mandatory procurement 
by a state agency, need to be considered.

State RES campaigns can also be an important vehicle for educating the 
public on the value of renewable energy for climate protection, energy 
security, and job creation.
 
Public understanding of and support for RES at the state level can help lay 
the groundwork for a strong national RES policy that goes beyond existing 
state policies without weakening them. 

At a national level, labor can play an important role in supporting 
high RES standards that do not preempt states from requiring still 
higher standards. 



Appendix 1:  State Renewable Energy Standards

State Amount Year Notes 
Arizona 15% 2025 Of this percentage, 30% (i.e. 4.5% of 

total retail sales in 2025) must come 
from distributed renewable (DR) 
resources by 2012 and thereafter. One-
half of the distributed renewable energy 
requirement must come from residential 
applications and the remaining one-half 
from nonresidential, non-utility 
applications. 

California 33% 2020  
Colorado 30% 2020 Electric cooperatives: 10% by 2020 

Municipal utilities serving more than 
40,000 customers: 10% by 2020 

Connecticut 27% 2020  
District of Columbia 20.4% 2020 RECs retain a three-year trading lifetime 

from their generation date before they 
must be retired. [18] 

Delaware 20% 2019 Suppliers will receive 300% credit 
toward RPS compliance for in-state 
customer-sited photovoltaic generation 
and fuel cells using renewable fuels that 
are installed on or before December 31, 
2014. [19] 

Florida 7.5% 2015 In 1999, JEA signed a Memorandum of 
Understanding with Sierra Club and the 
American Lung Association of Florida 
detailing our commitment to generate at 
least 7.5 percent of our electricity from 
green energy sources by 2015. [20] 

Hawaii 40% 2030 HB 1464, signed by the governor in June 
2009, increased the amount of 
renewable electrical energy generation 
required by utilities to 40% by 2030. [21] 

Iowa 105 MW 1999 [22]  
Illinois 25% 2025  
Kansas 20% 2020 10% by 2010, 15% by 2019 
Massachusetts 15% 2020 Rises by 1% per year until revised by the 

legislature. [23] 
Maryland 20% 2022 [24]  
Maine 10% (new renewable 

resources; existing RPS 
is 30% and has been 
since 2000) 

2017 (increasing 1% 
every year for 10 
years, until reaching 
10% by 2017) 

 

Michigan 10% 2015 Detroit Edison: 300 MW of new 
renewables by 2013 and 600 MW by 
2015 
Consumers Energy: 200 MW of new 
renewables by 2013 and 500 MW by 
2015 [25] 

Minnesota 25% 2025 Xcel Energy has its own individual 
standard: 30% by 12/31/2020. [26] 

Missouri 15% 2020 In Nov. 2008 Missouri passed 
Proposition C, requiring the state's 3 
largest utilities to generate or 
purchase at least 15% of their energy 
from renewable sources by 2021. [27] 



Source: “Renewable Portfolio Standard,” Wikipedia http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_portfolio_standard#cite_note-8 

Appendix 1:  State Renewable Energy Standards

State Amount Year Notes 
Montana 15% 2015 For compliance year 2011 through 

compliance year 2014, public utilities 
(not applicable to competitive suppliers) 
must purchase both the renewable-
energy credits (RECs) and the electricity 
output from community renewable-
energy projects totaling at least 50 MW 
in nameplate capacity. [28] 

New Hampshire 23.8% 2025  
New Jersey 22.5% 2021 Alternate Compliance Credits (ACP) and 

Solar ACPs (SACP) can be purchased by 
retailers and used as RECs and Solar 
RECs. Starting on June 1, 2008, SACPs 
will be set according to the following 
schedule ($/MWh) decreasing by 3% per 
year until 2016: June 1, 2008 - May 31, 
2009, $711; June 1, 2009 - May 31, 2010, 
$693; June 1, 2010 - May 31, 2011, $675; 
June 1, 2011 - May 31, 2012, $658; June 
1, 2012 - May 31, 2013, $641; June 1, 
2013 - May 31, 2014, $625; June 1, 2014 - 
May 31, 2015, $609; June 1, 2015 - May 
31, 2016, $594. After May 31, 2016, the 
BPU will review the SACP annually in 
consultation with an advisory 
committee. . [29] 

New Mexico 20% 2020 Rural electric cooperatives: 10% by 
2020[30] 

Nevada 20% 2015 5% solar 
New York 30% 2015  
North Carolina 12.5% 2021  
Ohio 12.5% 2025 Additional 12.5% from alternative 

sources 
Oklahoma 15% 2015 Signed May 27, 2010 [31] 
Oregon 25% 2025  
Pennsylvania 18% 2020 0.5% solar 
Rhode Island 15% 2020  
South Dakota 10% 2015 Non mandatory. [32] Apparently the 

legislature thought it might not be 
possible to increase the current 
production from nonrenewables from 
50% to 90% in the short time period. 

Texas 5,880 MW 2015  
Utah 20% 2025 Voluntary 
Vermont 10% 2013 Voluntary 
Virginia 12% 2022 Voluntary 
Washington 15% 2020  
West Virginia 25% 2025  
Wisconsin 10% 2015  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Renewable_portfolio_standard#cite_note-8


Appendix 2: Estimated jobs created by RES in selected states

  Wind Solar Total 
State E�ective RES 

requirement 
Jobs created 
during the 
construction 
phase 

Jobs that 
are ongoing 

Jobs created 
during the 
construction 
phase 

Jobs that 
are 
ongoing 

Constructi
on phase 
jobs 

Ongoing 
jobs 

California 33% by 2020 53,628 2,189 469,802 736 523,430 2,925 
North Carolina 13% by 2021 - - 280,054 664 280,054 664 
Ohio 25% by 2025 6,749 379 267,017 313 273,767 692 
New Jersey 23% by 2021 479 20 200,363 338 200,843 358 
Arizona 15% by 2025 14,091 574 124,717 151 138,807 725 
New York 30% by 2015 50,775 2,126 28,198 44 78,973 2,170 
Nevada 25% by 2025 - - 74,094 105 74,094 105 
Illinois 25% by 2025 59,045 2,487 9,050 59 68,095 2,546 
Maryland 20% by 2022 21,862 932 30,155 43 52,017 975 
Pennsylvania 18% by 2021 31,057 1,121 13,081 83 44,138 1,204 
Delaware 25% by 2025 - - 37,436 214 37,436 214 
Colorado 22% by 2020 15,546 604 18,330 122 33,876 727 
Total  253,233 10,433 1,552,297 2,871 1,805,530 13,304 

 
Source:  Richard Caperton and Rebecca Lefton, “REPORT: Renewable Standards Will Create Two Million Jobs,” ThinkProgress, October 20, 1010.
http://wonkroom.thinkprogress.org/2010/10/20/gop-vs-clean-energy/

http://wonkroom.thinkprogress.org/2010/10/20/gop-vs-clean-energy/

