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California’s efforts to reduce carbon emissions and 
blunt the impacts of climate change lead the nation. 
Under the Renewables Portfolio Standard (RPS) and 
the Cap and Trade program, utilities — including 
publicly owned utilities (POUs) — are the tip of the 
spear for California’s greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
reduction efforts. The results are already impressive: 
GHG emissions from the electric sector declined 
by 18 percent between 2015 and 2016, the largest 
reduction of any sector. Emissions from utilities will 
continue to decrease significantly as the RPS targets 
continue to ratchet up while California’s GHG targets 
also become more aggressive.

Within this context, natural gas power plants remain 
vital for ensuring Californians have a reliable source 
of electricity — to power their homes, devices and 
businesses around the clock. While performing 
this key function, natural gas power plants are 
responsible for only a tiny portion of California’s 
criteria pollutant emissions, and the electric sector 
will continue to lead the way in reducing GHG 
emissions.

Natural Gas Power Plants Help Meet Reliability 
Standards and Dependably Keep the Lights On 

At the same time POUs must fulfill renewable energy 
procurement targets and achieve GHG reductions, 
they must also keep the lights on and are subject to 
strict federal reliability standards to guard against 
power outages. Natural gas power plants are 
fundamental to meeting those standards.

All utilities must plan their systems and power 
portfolios to anticipate a variety of contingencies 
— such as storms and high winds, transmission 
line outages and power plant outages — and still 
be able to maintain reliability to keep the lights 
on. Natural gas power plants, especially plants 
located in constrained areas where there may be 
high electricity demand or transmission may be 

difficult to site and build, are key to ensuring that the 
lights stay on. 

Natural gas plants and other electric generating 
resources with rotating parts also deliver key grid 
services beyond supplying electricity. For example, 
they provide spinning reserves — kept turned on at 
low levels — that allow the grid to meet changing 
demands almost instantaneously. They also provide 
inertia, which is necessary to maintain steady system 
frequency; the U.S. electric grid, as well as appliances 
in homes, are designed to operate at 60 hertz. It’s 
vital to keep this frequency stable.  

Natural Gas Power Plants Assure Fluctuating 
Renewable Resources 

One result of California’s RPS has been increasing 
numbers of solar and wind projects. Both resources 
are intermittent, meaning they only produce 
electricity when the sun is shining or when the 
wind is blowing sufficiently, which for both forms 
of energy is less than 50 percent of the time. It’s 
difficult to control (or sometimes even predict) 
when solar and wind resources produce electricity. 
In any event, policy incentives encourage output 
to be maximized even when the power may not 
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Natural gas power plants are 
reliability machines, protecting 
California from blackouts.
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be needed. This results in supply and demand 
mismatches. 

Natural gas power plants are considered 
dispatchable resources, meaning a utility can turn 
them on and off, and constantly ramp them up and 
down, to meet electric demand as needed. The 
ability to ramp up and down based on need has 
become even more critical as additional intermittent 
resources are added to the grid. Natural gas power 
plants help ensure the supply of power adequately 
meets the demand during every hour of every day. 

Major GHG Emission Reductions Can Still be 
Achieved with Natural Gas Power Plants; Other 
Sources Are Responsible for Majority of Criteria 
Pollutants

Natural gas power plants are linchpin assets 
for keeping the lights on and, as they continue 
to operate, the electric sector will still achieve 
significant GHG emission reductions due to 
procurement of more renewable resources, improved 
energy efficiency and other factors. According to 
the California Air Resources Board, the electric 
sector reduced its emissions by 35 percent between 
2000-2016 — more than any other sector — and will 
make deeper emissions cuts by 2030. Additionally, 
under current law, utilities must meet rigorous GHG 
emission reduction planning targets.

Again, natural gas power plants are needed for 
reliability and will not hinder the electric sector’s 
ability to achieve further GHG reductions. At the 
same time, it’s important to note that electric 
generation from natural gas plants is responsible 
for only a small fraction of criteria pollutants, which 
contribute to adverse health effects. In 2012 — 
the last year for which data is available — electric 
generation was responsible for just over 1.5 percent 

of total nitrous oxide (NOx) emissions and just 
over 2 percent of PM2.5 emissions. Other sectors — 
including the transportation sector — are responsible 
for the vast majority for criteria pollutants.  

Preserving Utilities’ Operating Flexibility Is Key to 
an Affordable, Low Emission Grid

When it comes to reducing emissions and 
maintaining a reliable electric grid, California needs 
forward-looking energy policies that do not limit 
technological or resource choices such as natural 
gas power plants. Forcing natural gas out of use 
prematurely will lead to unintentional disruption, 
potentially with widespread negative impacts. 
Planning that includes flexibility is key to achieving 
the state’s carbon goals while keeping the lights on. 
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