Arizona’s Net-Zero Plan Unites Democrats and Republicans
by Dan Gearino
Nov. 19, 2020 – Arizona is showing the rest of the country how to set the terms for a transition to clean energy that is substantial and nonpartisan.
Considering that the state is controlled by Republicans and was known until recently for the way its largest utility, Arizona Public Service (APS), was willing to go to great lengths to oppose progress, that fact in itself is incredible.
With a 4 to 1 vote last week, the Arizona Corporation Commission approved a plan requiring regulated utilities in the state to move to 100% carbon-free electricity by 2050.  The plan includes interim targets of 50% carbon-free energy by 2032, and 75% by 2040.
The vote was a capstone of sorts for Bob Burns, a Republican, the commission chairman.  Because of term limits, he will leave office at the end of this year.  "I'm about done.  I'm a short-timer.  I'm a lame duck," Burns told me.
In many if not most states, a utility commission could not make a big change without  direction from the legislature or the Governor.  Arizona is different, in that this elected commission has broad powers over utility rates, acting as its own branch of government.
The plan is not a done deal, but it's pretty close.  It now will go through a public comment period in January, followed by a final vote sometime next year by the newly elected commission.
Commissioners made a last-minute change to the plan, to virtually guarantee that it will have enough votes to pass next year.  They got rid of a provision that said Arizona needed to get 50% of its electricity from renewable sources by 2035, while retaining steps toward getting to 100% carbon-free electricity by 2050.  Carbon-free electricity can include nuclear and other technologies that have no emissions but are not renewable.
By making this change, the plan won the support of Commissioner Lea Márquez Peterson, a Republican, who supported the 2050 target but was against the 2035 renewable energy requirement.  She wanted to give utilities more leeway to decide the best mix of technologies.The plan is much more than the 2050 target.  Among the other provisions, it includes a change in policy for energy storage that opens the door to groups of customers with energy storage to band together and sell electricity to the grid.  It also increases the state's requirements for energy efficiency, which means utilities need to expand programs that help customers reduce their electricity use.
Finally, the plan changes the process that utilities must use to develop new power plants, requiring utilities to solicit proposals that can include any technology.  When used in other states, this approach has usually led to utilities realizing that renewable sources are the least expensive options, which is what Burns expects to happen in Arizona.
As evidence of how far Arizona has come, Burns has spent nearly all of his time on the commission fighting with APS over a series of legal and regulatory issues.  In 2016, Burns issued a subpoena asking the utility to disclose any secret campaign donations it used to help elect friendlier commissioners.  APS responded by suing him to stop the disclosure, a case that remains active and is likely to outlast his tenure on the commission.  "APS went out and turned it into a street fight," Burns said.
The legal wrangling was in addition to the utility's long-term push to preserve its fossil fuel power plants and hinder the development of solar.  A low point came in 2018, when the company spent heavily to help persuade voters to defeat a ballot measure that would have required the state to get 50% of its electricity from renewable sources.  
But the company's position has changed in a big way.  In January, APS said it was committing to getting all its electricity from carbon-free sources by 2050.  The company has softened its stance on issues that have made it difficult to develop solar.  There are many reasons for the changes, including the continuing decrease in the costs of developing solar and energy storage projects.
An APS spokeswoman told me that her company supports the commission's plan and looks forward to working to implement it.
The likely passage of the state carbon-free electricity requirement will mean that the state and its largest utility are sending clear messages that the path forward does not include fossil fuels.
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