New Obama Climate Push - Let Them Make Power
by David J. Unger
Aug. 24, 2015 – Energy in the 21st century is slowly but surely shifting from centralized, emissions-heavy generation to decentralized, cleaner generation.  The US government hopes to nudge that transition along, by incentivizing businesses and homeowners to play a larger role in producing and consuming electricity.
That's the aim of a new climate and energy package, released Monday by the White House.  The new initiatives are modest, especially when compared to the sector-wide Clean Power Plan finalized earlier this month.  But they emphasize an element of the 21st-century energy shift that is often overlooked in debates about our energy future: namely, that tomorrow's power won't just be cleaner or more efficient, it is also likely to be less concentrated in the hands of utilities.  Instead, it will be more distributed among everyday citizens across the country.
"We are seeing the beginning of this transformation," Energy Secretary Ernest Moniz said in a press call unveiling the initiatives Monday, "and we see a huge opportunity to expand it rapidly.
Emerging technologies like solar panels, smart thermostats, micro-grids, and advanced batteries give consumers more information about their energy use, and give them more control over the flow of electrons that powers their everyday devices.  Traditionally, electricity generation has been concentrated in the hands of massive power plants and the utilities that run them.  That power is beginning to expand out into decentralized networks of solar panels, wind turbines, and energy storage sites across the country. 
Still, these new forms of power face significant market barriers that have slowed their spread.  That includes everything from the complexities of installing residential solar panels, when so many Americans rent their homes, to figuring out how to pack more punch into a solar cell, so that it can better compete with an energy-dense lump of coal.  Despite much progress, producing their own power from solar panels remains relatively complicated and expensive for many Americans. 
Monday's initiatives aim to chip away at those barriers.  The Department of Energy is allocating $1 billion of its loan guarantee program specifically to projects that emphasize distributed generation.  It has also announced $24 million for early-stage research into technologies that would double the amount of energy each solar panel can produce from the sun.  The Department of Defense says it will spur deployment of solar panels across US military bases.  The Department of Urban and Housing Development plans to expand access to new clean-energy financing mechanisms.  Later today, President Obama will discuss the plan in a speech at the 8th annual National Clean Energy Summit in Las Vegas.
It's all part of an effort to reduce US emissions by 26 to 28% below 2005 levels by 2025, and demonstrate to the globe that the world's 2nd largest carbon-emitter is serious about combatting climate climate change.  The Clean Power Plan, which will regulate carbon emissions from the nation's power plants for the first time in US history, should make a significant dent in that goal.  But it will face significant challenges from the courts and Congress.  With or without it, analysts suggest that other steps will be needed to meet the nation's stated emissions targets.
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