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Lead in clean and 
efficient energy

Steve Royall, senior plant manager of 
Pacific Gas & Electrics Colusa Generating 
Station, climbs the stairs on one of the 
facilties Heat Recovery Steam Generator, 
near Maxwell, California, Nov. 15, 2011. 
AP PHOTO/RICH PEDRONCELLI
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Capturing the energy opportunity by ensuring we have 

reliable sources of energy that are both sufficient 

and sustainable is a critical element of our strategy 

to grow the U.S. economy. We stand at a crossroads that will 

define our competitiveness—as well as our national security—

for generations. 

Do we invest in infrastructure and technol-
ogy that will see the continued expansion 
of green jobs and manufacturing, or do 
we allow this race to be won by China and 
Europe? Do we continue an unsustainable 
trade deficit fueled by foreign oil imports, 
or do we become more self-sufficient? Do we 
stand as helpless bystanders to the devastat-
ing effects of climate change, or do we shape 
the future and protect our people by creating 
a low-carbon economy? 

If our 300 million engines of growth live in a 
country that is failing to compete in the biggest 
growth industry of the 21st century; if they live 
in a country that is increasingly vulnerable to 

volatile energy prices and has no plan for the 
coming years of rising long-term energy costs; 
and if they live in a country where the health 
and climate costs of fossil-fuel pollution con-
tinue to take an incalculable toll, then we will 
fall short of our economic potential.

It is likely that clean energy is the only possible 
energy of the future. The continued accelera-
tion of climate change and the continued disap-
pearance of finite fossil-fuel resources, which 
will likely be felt in the economy not as scarcity 
but as price increases, together will cause the 
world to switch to a clean energy economy. The 
policies outlined in this report to get us to a 
clean energy future are needed, notwithstand-
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ing the growth in natural gas. After all, the 
problem is not only the finite nature of fossil-
fuel reserves but also that we must constrain 
their use to avoid climate catastrophe and we 
must prepare and encourage the clean energy 
revolution that will bring new technologies and 
jobs. We need to plan for the transition to a 
clean energy economy or risk falling behind the 
rest of the world in these technologies.

This switch will be one of the greatest eco-
nomic opportunities of our lifetimes. That’s 
why Germany, China, Saudi Arabia, India, 
South Korea, Japan, Spain, France, and other 
countries around the world are positioning 
themselves to capture this opportunity.1 

The United States is currently a leader in this 
field. In 2011 we invested more in clean energy 

than any other country in the world.2 But the 
rest of the world is not complacently sitting on 
the sidelines. It is catching up rapidly and, in 
some cases, has begun to pass us by. To main-
tain our leading position and take advantage of 
this tremendous opportunity, we need to build 
on what’s gotten us this far. Fundamentally, 
we need a policy environment that encourages 
investment in clean energy.

There are three pieces to this policy environ-
ment: demand, financing, and infrastruc-
ture. The Center for American Progress first 
laid out this three-pronged approach in its 
2009 report, “The Clean Energy Investment 
Agenda.”3 Recent years have validated this 
approach. Demand (primarily through state-
level renewable energy standards) paired 
with financing (through tax credits and tools 
such as the Department of Energy’s Loan 
Guarantee Program) and infrastructure 
(such as new transmission lines to carry 
wind energy and workers trained for clean 
energy jobs) can rapidly move clean energy 
forward.

Now is the time to take the next step in the 
transition to a clean energy future. With 
stronger demand drivers, more large-scale 
financing, and a continued commitment to 
the necessary infrastructure, we can be on a 
path for getting 35 percent of our electricity 
from renewables by 2035.

At the same time that we make new invest-
ments in our electricity sector, we can 
take similar steps and cut our oil imports 
in half by 2020. Doing this will keep more 
American money at home, rather than send-

With stronger demand 

drivers, more large-scale 

financing, and a continued 

commitment to the necessary 

infrastructure, we can be on 

a path for getting 35 percent 

of our electricity from 

renewables by 2035.



Problem: The United States is currently dependent on imported foreign oil, faces volatile energy 

prices, and is starting to face the high costs of climate change—all of which drag on our economy 

and present high direct and indirect costs to America’s 300 million engines of growth. 

Solution: Capture the multitrillion-dollar opportunity of clean energy by stimulating demand, 

ensuring effective financing, building efficient transmission infrastructure, and prioritizing efficiency.

Key policy ideas: 

 � Institute a $25/ton carbon tax on large power 

plants to allow businesses to price carbon and 

invest accordingly to limit pollution.

 � Launch a comprehensive clean energy invest-

ment program that includes direct support of 

$9 billion per year for research and develop-

ment in both the public and private sector, 

the extension of the wind energy production 

tax credit, the launch of a green bank that 

would provide a range of financing tools to 

enable clean energy deployment, and public 

market-financing tools.

 � Launch three specific programs to eliminate 

waste: Home Star ($6 billion rebate plan for 

homeowners to upgrade with energy effi-

ciency), Building Star ($6 billion in incentives 

for businesses to retrofit commercial and 

multifamily residential buildings), and Rural 

Star ($4.9 billion loan authority for rural elec-

tric cooperatives).

Other policies we propose include eliminating $4 billion in annual tax breaks for oil and gas com-

panies and creating a future oil reduction technology fund to invest in research, development, and 

demonstration for clean vehicles. The fund would be fully supported by one cent of every dollar of 

profits from the big five oil companies.

Outcomes: The United States will have clean, sustainable, and economical energy sources that 

fuel economic growth. We will receive 12 percent of power from renewables by 2020 and cut oil 

imports by half. 

AT A GLANCE  

Energy 
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ing it abroad in exchange for a fossil fuel. Of 
course, this policy of reducing oil imports 
will only reap environmental benefits if it’s 
paired with tools to reduce overall demand 
and doesn’t simply increase drilling in the 
United States.

Our plan for sustainable energy will put peo-
ple to work, put money in people’s pockets, 
and put our country on a path that avoids the 
most catastrophic effects of climate change.

We propose policies to:

 • Quadruple our share of renewable  
electricity by 2020

 • Use efficiency to put money back in 
people’s pockets

 • Slash our oil imports in half

Policies to quadruple our share 
of renewable electricity by 2020 

The amount of renewable energy used for 
electricity in the United States doubled from 
2008 to 2012.4 We can do this again by 2020. 
This would move us to 12 percent of power 
from renewables by 2020, quadrupling since 
2008, and putting us on course to 35 per-
cent by 2035, a goal the Center for American 

Central Maine Power technician Gary Sturgis 
installs one of the first “smart” meters 
Sept. 28, 2010 at an apartment building in 
Portland, Maine. 
AP PHOTO/JOEL PAGE


