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The Union of Concerned Scientists has been in the renewable 
energy vanguard for decades, championing its benefits and 
pioneering strategies to steer the country toward a clean 
energy future. 
 The organization’s entry into the field came in the early 
1980s, when we began exploring renewables as an alternative 
to nuclear power in the wake of the Three Mile Island accident.  
But our efforts intensified in 1988, then the hottest year on 
record at the time. A summer heat wave and drought in 40 
states were responsible for as many as 10,000 deaths and some  
$71 billion in agriculture-related losses. In June of that year, 
with temperatures in Washington, DC, approaching 100°F, 
NASA scientist James Hansen made headlines when he testified 
before Congress about the dangers of global warming. 
The UCS board and staff recognized that climate change 
presented an existential crisis, and renewables appeared to be 
a viable solution. “It was a good issue,” says then-UCS Research 
Director Michael Brower, now vice president for renewable 
energy at UL, formerly known as Underwriters Laboratory.  

“It was technical,” which played to UCS’s strengths.
 In January 1989, Alden Meyer, former director of the 
League of Conservation Voters, joined UCS to start a climate 
change and energy program. “We decided to focus our initial 

work on renewable energy and clean vehicle technologies,” 
says Meyer, who, 30 years later, is still at UCS as its director of 
strategy and policy. 
 Under Meyer’s watch, UCS analysts co-produced a report  
in 1991, America’s Energy Choices, which debunked the 
prevailing assumption that renewables could not contribute 
significantly to the nation’s energy mix. Brower and his research 
team then followed up two years later with the pathbreaking  

[ then and now ]

Leading the Way on  
Renewable Energy

COAL POWER 
IN 1998 COMPRISED 

52% 
OF THE US 

ELECTRICITY MIX; 
BY 2018, 

ITS SHARE DROPPED 
NEARLY IN HALF, 

TO 27%.

BY ELLIOTT NEGIN

Photo: Karsten Wuerth/Unsplash



catalyst summer 2019 |  21

report Powering the Midwest, which used a geographic 
modeling system to identify wind power opportunities in  
12 states, estimate the costs of connecting wind farms  
to the transmission grid, and pinpoint counties that could  
grow a significant amount of fast-growing switchgrass  
for energy use. At the time, 74 percent of the electricity 
produced in the region came from burning coal. 
 While Brower and his coauthors were working on their 
analysis, UCS field organizers met with state legislators, 
environmental activists, and farmers across the Midwest to 
build support for renewable energy. “We were able to show 
that siting wind turbines on farms would be an economic boost 
for local economies,” says Wenonah Hauter, who oversaw UCS 
Midwest outreach efforts and is now the executive director of 
Food and Water Watch. “There was a lot of excitement about 
moving to renewables.”
 What was missing, however, was a policy mechanism to 
encourage renewables. By happenstance, Nancy Rader, an 
energy consultant who later went to work for the American 
Wind Energy Association, hatched a brilliant idea shortly 
after the Midwest report came out: require utilities to supply 
a percentage of their electricity from wind, solar, or other 
renewable energy resources by a specific year. She called it a 
renewable portfolio standard (RPS). In subsequent years, UCS 
also referred to it as a renewable electricity standard (RES). 
 UCS quickly became the national leader in promoting 
the concept and persuading states to adopt standards, which 
collectively has proven to be one of the most effective 
approaches for curbing global warming emissions. 

BUILDING MOMENTUM
Since those earliest reports, UCS has produced dozens of 
studies demonstrating the benefits of renewables, advocated 
for renewable standards across the country, and developed 
regulations to implement them. Today, 29 states and 
the District of Columbia have an RES. Seven states and 
Washington, DC, have a requirement of 50 percent or more by 
2030, while Washington, DC, is the most aggressive with a  
100 percent target by 2032. 
 The standards have had a major impact. According to a 
2016 Department of Energy report, they cut carbon pollution 
nationally by 59 million metric tons in 2013 alone—akin 
to closing 15 average-sized coal-fired power plants—and 
dramatically reduced emissions of sulfur dioxide, nitrogen 
oxides, and particulate matter, producing health and 
environmental benefits equivalent to an estimated  

$5.2 billion. Likewise, the standards have helped drive  
down the cost of wind and solar by at least 70 percent over  
the last decade, when US wind capacity increased by nearly  
400 percent and solar power boasted an average growth  
rate of 50 percent. 
 Building on the momentum of state standards, UCS 
continues to lead the way on clean energy, demonstrating 

how electric grids can accommodate even higher levels of 
renewables, and emphasizing the importance of energy storage. 
 UCS also has been pushing for a national RES. Currently 
we are backing the Renewable Electricity Standard Act 
of 2019, recently introduced by New Mexico Senator Tom 
Udall, requiring utilities in every state to increase their use 
of renewables to supply at least 50 percent of the nation’s 
energy by 2035. The legislation would put the United States 
on a path toward decarbonizing its power sector by 2050, in 
line with emissions reductions recommended in the latest UN 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change report. {C}
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For more than a quarter-century, UCS has been advocating for, and charting 
the progress of, clean energy development in states across the country.




