Texas Leads US in Clean Energy, Almost in Spite of Itself
by Dan Gearino
Feb. 17, 2022 – In the race to build renewable energy projects in 2021, Texas lapped the competition.
The state had 7,352 MegaWatts (MW) of new wind, solar and energy storage projects come online during the year, according to a report issued this week by the American Clean Power Association, a trade group.
The runner-up, California, brought 2,697 MW online.
But what got my attention wasn’t Texas’ dominance in 2021.  It was that Texas also is the leader when ranking the states on how much wind, solar and storage they have under construction or in advanced development.  Texas has 19,918 MW, followed in the distance by California, with 13,663 MW.
Texas can claim, with ample evidence, to be the renewable energy capital of the United States.  This is despite also being the fossil fuel capital of the United States and having political leaders who go out of their way to defer to oil and gas.
Joshua Rhodes, of the University of Texas at Austin, told me that the state’s rise as a renewable energy leader is notable because it happened almost completely because of the low costs of renewable energy, not because of concerns about climate change.  “We’re doing this because it makes financial sense,” he said.  “As long as it continues to make financial sense, we’ll do it.”
But there is some altruism.  Many of the energy buyers contributing to the boom in wind and solar development in Texas are large corporations that are trying to meet their own goals for relying on clean energy and reducing emissions.
Texas helped to set the stage for the current boom with legislation in the 1990s that deregulated the electricity market in most of the state, forcing owners of power plants to compete based on who could offer the lowest prices.  As the costs of wind and solar power have plummeted, those sources gained an edge in the market over older fossil fuel power plants.
In contrast, most other states have fully regulated electricity systems, in which utilities have monopolies and guaranteed profits, so power plants can continue to operate as long as regulators allow them to.
But Texas’ success in developing wind and solar power is not just about the structure of the market.  The most important factors may be that the state has some of the strongest winds and brightest sun in the country—resources that many other states wish they had in such abundance.
“There’s some dumb luck there,” Rhodes said.  “I won’t say there’s not.  But I do think the market structure does help.”
While clean energy industries are growing in Texas, they do not have the entrenched political influence of the oil and gas industry.  A year ago, when a winter storm led to power outages for millions of Texans, political leaders placed much of the blame on wind energy and did little to acknowledge that most of the problem was due to failures in the natural gas industry.
Texas leaders’ reaction to the 2021 power crisis showed that the state may not realize what it has in the wind and solar industries.  By simply staying out of its own way, Texas could solidify its status as the leader of the U.S. clean energy economy.
The American Clean Power Association report shows that the United States installed 27,773 MW of wind, solar and energy storage in 2021, which was down 3% from 2020.
Solar was up 19% and energy storage was up 196%, while wind was down 25% compared to 2020.  The association said development of all resources was constrained because of challenges with getting parts from the global supply chain and uncertainty about whether Congress will pass the clean energy provisions of the Build Back Better proposal.
The association noted that cumulative wind, solar and energy storage capacity reached 200,000 MW, or 200 GigaWatts, in 2021.  “Surpassing over 200 GigaWatts of clean energy is a significant milestone for the United States and shows that we can achieve even more with strong public policy support for the industry,” said Heather Zichal, American Clean Power’s CEO, in a statement.  “Although the U.S. has reached this incredible achievement, more needs to be done, at a faster pace, to reach the climate goals and targets our country needs to achieve.”
Federal policy support for wind and solar have led to tremendous economic benefits for Texas, a state that doesn’t have any substantial clean energy requirements.
One question going forward is how much Texas’ electricity market will be able to decarbonize without some prodding from the state—a state whose current leaders are unlikely to do any prodding.
“Is Texas going to get to zero-carbon electricity on its own?  Probably not,” Rhodes said.  “That would probably take federal policy.”
But he thinks the state can continue to make substantial progress.
“Let’s not let the perfect be the enemy of the good here,” he said.  “We are deploying a lot of clean energy sources.”
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