Renewables Up from 18 to 22% of Electricity, and Will Accelerate
by David J. Unger
Sept. 16, 2014 - The clean-energy world of the future is still a long way off, but it is arriving faster than ever before.
Last year, new global capacity of hydroelectricity, wind, solar, and other renewable power grew by more than in any year before, according to a new report by the Paris-based International Energy Agency.  That continue a run of record-breaking additions that stretches back to 2000.  Renewable electricity now accounts for about 22% of power generation worldwide, up from 18.4% in 2005.  The rise is largely due to the emergence of the onshore wind industry and the spread of solar photovoltaic technology.  By decade’s end, the IEA projects that more than 1/4 of the world’s electricity will come from sources that are carbon-free and naturally replenishable.
That’s good news for the planet.  As world leaders prepare for climate talks in Paris next year, scientists continue to issue dire warnings about the way humans have long harnessed energy for development.  Burning fossil fuels releases greenhouse gases that trap heat in Earth’s atmosphere and warm the planet.  If the world continues to release these gases at current rates, most scientists agree the results for civilization would be devastating.
Renewable energy is far from perfect, but it offers a cleaner, more sustainable alternative for keeping the lights on.  Countries around the globe are increasingly embracing the technology not only for environmental ends, but also as a means to foster innovation, grow new industries, and bolster energy security.  “The realization is gradually growing that climate protection is not costly but profitable, because it’s cheaper to save energy than to buy it, let alone burn it,” says Amory Lovins, chief scientist at Rocky Mountain Institute, a Colorado-based nonprofit that promotes efficiency and renewables.  “And you don’t need a treaty to get countries to do what’s in their economic self-interest.”
The price differential, already shrinking, will continue to narrow in coming decades.  Extracting coal and other carbon-heavy fuels will get more expensive as resources dwindle, analysts say, just when new inventions, policies, and business models continue to make renewable power cheaper, more reliable, and more efficient.  That promises to accelerate the expansion of a smarter, cleaner, 21st-century power grid.
“If you think about the first portable phones, they were the size of a loaf of bread,” says Steven Cohen, executive director of The Earth Institute at Columbia University.  “Now we have a phone that is smaller than your wallet.” cA similar progression will happen for rooftop solar panels and batteries, Mr. Cohen says, making them cheaper and more convenient than buying power from conventional utilities.
More promising yet, the rise of wind and solar is happening most dramatically where the need is greatest.  China is the world’s largest carbon emitter, and has fueled its dramatic growth with coal, the world’s dirtiest fuel.  That’s changing.
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