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Recently enacted legislation puts California on 
the path toward a zero-carbon electric grid. This 
will be a tremendous task for California’s publicly 
owned utilities (POUs), requiring careful planning 
and operational flexibility to appropriately balance 
the goal of providing zero-carbon electricity with 
keeping electric rates affordable and the lights on. 

Within this context, and as conditions change, it’s vital 
for California to keep all electric resource options on 
the table, including hydroelectric power produced by 
large dams. Enacting laws and policies that constrain 
choice will only lead to a more expensive pathway for 
achieving the carbon reductions needed to help slow 
the pace of climate change. 

Current Law Empowers Electric Utilities to Meet 
Climate Goals While Balancing Affordability and 
Reliability

Laws governing the procurement of electric 
generating resources are separated into two 
segments — one that is prescriptive and requires 
electric utilities to procure from a defined list of 
resources, and a second that offers electric utilities 
more procurement flexibility. There is an important 
distinction between the two, with implications for 
electric rate affordability and grid reliability. 

The first segment of California’s electricity 
procurement laws, known as the Renewables 
Portfolio Standard (RPS), is the more prescriptive 
of the two. The RPS program requires all electric 
utilities to procure 60 percent of their electricity 
from eligible renewable resources by 2030 and 
creates interim targets before then. Under RPS 
program rules, only specific electricity generating 
resources can count toward the 60 percent. These 
“RPS-eligible renewables” are defined by law and the 
California Energy Commission (CEC) must certify 
them. In general, the eligible resources are statutorily 
limited to wind, solar, geothermal, biomass, biofuels, 
ocean wave, thermal or tidal current, and small 
hydroelectric (under 30 megawatts). 

The second segment of California’s electricity 
procurement laws — separate from the RPS — calls 
for 100 percent of electricity to come from eligible 
renewable and zero-carbon resources by 2045. 
“Zero-carbon resources,” although not defined by 

law, is intended to be broader than the category 
of eligible renewable resources and inclusive of a 
vital generating resource: large-hydroelectric dams, 
which provide cheap and reliable electricity. The 
terminology of zero-carbon also leaves the door 
open for the procurement of new technologically 
feasible resources not yet fully developed. 

Utility Planning Flexibility is Key to an Affordable 
and Reliable Low-Carbon Electric Grid

Two key studies — including one sponsored by 
the CEC — show that resource choice and utility 
planning flexibility are needed to achieve the state’s 
carbon reduction goals while maintaining affordable 
electric rates and the ability to keep the lights on 
around the clock. This flexibility is preserved under 
today’s bifurcated system of RPS and zero-carbon. 

The CEC report Deep Carbonization in a High 
Renewables Future (June 2018) concludes that “a 
100% zero-carbon generation mix … appears to be 
cost-prohibitive without reliance on nuclear, carbon 
capture and sequestration (CCS), lower-cost, more 
abundant biofuels, or new forms of low-cost, long 
duration energy storage.”

A separate MIT study, The Role of Firm Low-Carbon 
Electricity Resources in Deep Decarbonization of 
Power Generation (September 2018), shows that 
limiting resource choices leads to increasing costs as 
a zero-carbon grid is near.

An additional study was authorized by SB 100 (de 
Leon, 2018). A multi-state agency study will be 
completed by January 1, 2021, assessing a variety 
of aspects of providing zero-carbon electricity, 
including affordability and system reliability.

As We Lead the Nation, Achieving an Affordable 
Grid Takes Careful Planning

California’s system of electricity procurement is 
carefully calibrated to take into account the changing 
nature of the electric sector and, therefore, the state 
needs to keep all options on the table. The electric 
sector has already taken a leadership role in efforts to 
meet California climate goals. With continued flexibili-
ty, the sector can continue to do so, while maintaining 
affordable electric rates and high reliability.
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