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THE AMERICAS 
CALIFORNIA IN 2017

At the time of America’s great reces-
sion, California’s economy looked 
surprisingly jaded. Addicted to the 

car and overexposed to imported electricity 
(much of it from coal), the golden state felt 
more like an economy from the 1980s. 
Supportive policy and radical cost declines 
in wind and solar power have changed 
the picture. In 2017, it will be obvious: 
California is now once again the undisputed 
leader of America’s new energy economy. 

New solar installations were on track 
in 2016 to provide an astounding 10% of 
the state’s total electricity demand. Silicon 
Valley is pumping out innovations in 
energy storage and autonomous vehicles at 
speed. Beach cities like San Diego intend 
to go carbon-free by 2035. California is 
every bit as ambitious about energy tran-
sition as Germany, and is reaching for the 
kind of energy efficiency seen in Oslo or 
Copenhagen. For those who doubted the 
boom-potential of the green economy, 
California shows the answer.

The state’s abrupt change owes much 
to Jerry Brown’s return as governor in 
2011, which coincided with the advent of 
affordable electric vehicles (EVs), the pop-
ularity of rooftop solar, and a cultural con-
sensus about the harm of climate change 
– and the need to do something about it. 
Brown signed legislation that targeted 33% 
renewables in electricity generation by 
2020; established EV-charging infrastruc-
ture as a building standard; and set a goal to 
have 1m zero-emission vehicles in operation 
by the end of the decade. 

It was popular: Brown was overwhelm-
ingly re-elected to another term in 2014. 
This was the period when utility-scale solar 
giants like Desert Sunlight, Solar Star, and 
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Topaz began to come online in southern 
California deserts, each with approximately 
0.5 gigawatts of capacity.

Critics aren’t wholly satisfied. California 
imported 23% of its electricity supply in 
2008 and, eight years later, it still imports 
a fifth. Southern California remains deeply 
dependent on the automobile and electric 
cars still account for less than 1% of the 
state’s 29m-strong automobile market. 

But the numbers hardly capture the tip-
ping points now visible. The state’s GDP in 
2015 reached a new all-time high of $2.2 
trillion – yet total energy consumption is 

down by 8% from the highs of 2008. As 
electric cars become more popular across 
America, nearly half of all the country’s 
EVs already cruise the roads in California. 
In some places, like the San Francisco 
Bay area, EVs now hold 3% or more of the 
market. Ridership on LA Metro’s rapidly 
expanding rail network has risen by 10% 
in five years, dampening the growth in car 
numbers. 

Down the coast in San Diego, the 
local utility, SDGE, has bolted ahead of 
state-mandated targets, and now gets almost 
a third of its electricity from renewables 

(more even than global green-energy leader 
Germany). 

SDGE is on course to source 43% 
of its power from renewables by 2020. 
Unsurprisingly, California’s emissions are 
falling, down by 8% between 2008 and 
2012, and likely even lower today.

Many of these trends will accelerate 
in 2017. Solar generation is already sky-
rocketing – it allowed the state to import 
just 10% of its power in July. Thanks to 
California’s generation lead, total US emis-
sions in the first six months of 2016 were 
the lowest since 1991, says the Energy 
Information Administration.

The next breakthroughs in green energy 
will happen in the golden state too. First, 
because surplus generation from solar is 
already pressuring power prices, California 
will lead in deployment of storage – the 
essential infrastructure needed to underpin 
renewables. Second, California’s rising use 
of EVs will spur greater adoption, helping 
them to break through the 1% barrier across 
the US. As the brainy market disrupters 
of Silicon Valley say, “the first 1% is the 
hardest”. Finally, California will demon-
strate the network effect of tying all these 
innovations together. More demand for 
power from EVs will drive further deploy-
ment of renewable generation, as new grid 
technology rolls out to balance supply and 
demand. 

Brown won’t be running for re-election 
in 2018. But in September he upped the 
green ante, signing a bill to cut California’s 
emissions by 2030 to 40% below 1990 
levels. Cost deflation for solar and wind 
power, and new advances in batteries and 
grid technology, mean the target is not only 
aspirational, it’s now plausible. 

The state’s GDP in 
2015 reached a new 
all-time high of $2.2 

trillion – yet total energy 
consumption is down 8% 

from the highs of 2008


