Renewable Energy Isn’t Just Cutting Costs, It’s Saving Lives
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Clean Energy, Clean Air
Renewable energy is very much in the limelight these days, as country after country experiences how these sources can keep at par with fossil fuels.  Various places have shown how renewables are capable of supplying a huge chunk of their electricity demands.  One Austrian state is powered by 100% renewables, while the UK is nearing 50%, and the United States has reached 19% [including hydro].  Renewables do so much more, though, as a recent study published in the journal Nature Energy now shows.
Analyzing the impact of solar and wind energy in the U.S, the paper’s authors focused on how these renewables have saved both lives and money during a 9-year period (from 2007 to 2015).  By reducing greenhouse gas emissions, increased dependence in solar and wind energy sources have improved air quality in the U.S., at a rate that varies between region to region.
“We find cumulative wind and solar air-quality benefits of … US$29.7–112.8 billion, mostly from 3,000 to 12,700 avoided premature mortalities,” wrote the researchers, led by Dev Millstein from the Lawrence Berkeley National Laboratory in California, in their report.
The premature deaths referred to here are from air pollution.  The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that air pollution causes around 3 million premature deaths worldwide per year, and that 92% of people live in places with air quality that does not meet WHO standards for health.  Deaths from air pollution increased globally in 2015, a separate study showed.
That wasn’t the case in the U.S., however, where particulate pollution in 2015 was down by 27% from 1990 levels — which matches Millstein’s findings.  Thanks to an increase in solar and wind energy generation, the U.S. saw a drop a 20% drop in CO2, while fine particulate pollutants were down by 46%, the study showed.
Clean Energy, Cheaper Energy
Interestingly, solar and wind generation also led to what the study calls “cumulative climate benefits.”  These cover energy use, changes in agricultural productivity, losses from disasters (like flooding) that impact human health, and general ecosystem services.  The total monetary benefit of lowered carbon CO2 emissions from 2007 to 2015 , the study said, is $5.3 billion to $106.8 billion.
The authors also noted that their “analysis does not incorporate benefits outside of air quality and climate benefits, such as energy, capacity or transmission impacts.”  It’s worth pointing this out, since other reports do cover these impacts.  Nations have better access to renewables now compared to 2015, thanks to cheaper costs.  Solar energy has become increasingly affordable, because of drops in the price of solar panels, while wind is now cheaper than fossil fuels.
Renewables have become the more economically viable option.  Renewables have become so attractive that they a generated global investment total of $264 billion in 2016, nearly twice the investments made in fossil fuels that year.  Another benefit worth highlighting is job creation.  In the U.S., for instance, renewable energy now employs more people than the fossil fuel industry does — and even more than Google, Apple, and Facebook combined.
It’s safe to say that the world is taking the right step, as more move away from fossil fuels.  Renewable energy is the future.  To get to that future, we have to start investing in renewables now, instead of reviving an industry which nations are already turning their backs on.
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