Solar Could Outpace Natural Gas for New US Generation in 2016
by Katherine Tweed
Dec. 21, 2016 – Utility-scale solar photovoltaic power added more than 9 GigaWatts (AC) of capacity to the U.S. power grid in 2016.  That makes it the most dominant new fuel source for the 1st time in a calendar year, according to the U.S. Energy Information Administration.
Natural gas was not far behind, at 8 GW of new capacity, and wind added nearly 7 GW, according to the EIA.  Wind, solar and natural gas made up 93% of new capacity.  Some hydropower and nuclear rounded out the fuel mix of new additions.
When distributed solar is included in the tally, solar’s role in new U.S. capacity is even stronger.  GTM Research forecasts about 2.5 GW (DC) of distributed residential solar PV projects in 2016, and an estimated total for the year of 14 GW (DC) -- or 11.2 GW (AC) to use EIA terms -- when utility, commercial and residential solar projects are tallied.
EIA acknowledges that its annual total could be a little low, given that it's only based on reported additions and not projections.  There are discrepancies that might not put solar ahead of natural gas in the end.  “This year, as is the case in many years, expected capacity additions in December are much higher than in any other month,” EIA states.
In past years, the rush of December additions has been because of the looming expiration of tax credits at the end of the year.  With the extension of the federal solar Investment Tax Credit at the end of 2015, however, there could be fewer clean energy projects rushing to come on-line by year’s end.  In fact, there is already quite a bit of spillover of solar projects from 2016 into 2017.
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