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lllinois Renewable Portfolio Standard Report Card: D

Illinois’ Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) sets renewable electricity goals and determines which
energy sources qualify as renewable. These programs can be a vital part of a state’s energy policy
portfolio to drive the shift to renewable energy. But lllinois’ weak RPS program cannot foster the
rapid transition to clean, renewable energy in time to stave off the worst effects of climate change.
The state’s RPS program is further compromised by lllinois’ reliance on fossil-fueled electricity
generation from coal and natural gas as well as nuclear power.

The lllinois RPS program is undermined by its lackluster tar-
get combined with a weak portfolio definition that counts
dirty power sources toward its renewable energy goals —
including paper mill residues known as “black liquor” as well
as burning waste methane from landfills, sewage treatment
plants and factory farms. It also includes renewable energy
“credits” (RECs), which allow utilities to continue burning
fossil fuels while buying credits for renewable power pro-
duced elsewhere, even outside of lllinois.

[llinois" inadequate RPS program barely outperforms that of
most states, and the average state RPS program is pitifully
weak (see Table 1). Illinois’ statute does have fewer dirty
energy sources than that of some states, but it is barely

TABLE 1. Grading lllinois’ Renewable Portfolio Standard

transitioning to genuine renewables. lllinois can and must
do better. lllinois must strengthen its RPS program by expel-
ling dirty energy sources, eliminating renewable energy
credits and strengthening its target to achieve 100 percent
clean, renewable energy within two decades.

lllinois and the United States must rapidly shift to 100
percent clean, renewable power — produced from wind,
solar and geothermal energy. The majority of U.S. electric-
ity still comes from climate-destroying fossil fuels.! In 2016,
39 percent of lllinois’ utility-scale electricity was fueled by
coal, natural gas and oil, and 52 percent was supplied by
nuclear power; only 6 percent was generated by wind or
solar energy.?

RPS provision Ideal RPS Illinois RPS Illinois grade Average state grade
Target and time frame 100% 25% by 2025 D D (30% by 2026)
Dirty portfolio No RECs, none of 6 Allows RECs and 2 C D (allow 4 dirty
and RECs dirty energy sources | dirty energy sources sources/RECs)
Transition to . Projected to achieve D (projected to

hift to 100% by 2 D-
renewable energy |t (0 100% by 2038 24% by 2038 achieve 31% by 2038)
Overall D D
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Washington's failure to act on climate change means that
the states must take decisive action to transition to clean
energy. Strengthening RPS programs is an important
component of state climate policies and could dramatically
increase the renewable power generation necessary to curb
climate change.

Introduction to Renewable Portfolio Standards

State renewable portfolio standards establish a renew-
able power goal and target date and define which sources
of energy count toward fulfilling the renewable electricity
goals. All states allow solar and wind power, but they also
allow a range of dirty energy sources such as municipal
waste incineration or even coal. Almost all states allow utili-
ties to purchase renewable energy credits (RECs), instead of
generating renewable energy.?

lowa adopted the first mandatory RPS in 1983, and lllinois
followed suit in 2007.% By 2018, 29 states and the District of
Columbia had mandatory RPS programs, covering utilities
that delivered 56 percent of U.S. electricity sales.®

Strong RPS programs can be essential parts of state renew-
able energy policy, along with energy efficiency standards,
tax incentives and grants for installing renewable energy,
and other programs. But renewable incentives can be
undercut when states like lllinois encourage additional
expansion of natural gas or oil exploration and fossil fuel
infrastructure.

Food & Water Watch evaluated lllinois’ RPS program based
on the strength of its target, the inclusion of RECs and dirty
energy sources, and how well it was projected to shift its
energy mix to wind, solar and geothermal power sources
over coming decades. (For more on the scorecard, see
Cleanwashing: How States Count Polluting Energy Sources as
Renewable®)

lllinois’ indifferent RPS target goal and

time frame are too weak to curb climate change

Strong RPS policies would set a target of 100 percent renew-
able electricity generation from only wind, solar and geo-
thermal energy, which is imperative to avoiding the worst
effects of climate change. The planet is poised to emit more
carbon dioxide than what the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change conservatively estimated would give us
only a two-out-of-three chance of avoiding a catastrophic
1.5 degrees Celsius rise in temperature.” As the concentra-
tion of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere exceeds crucial
thresholds, the effect on climate change could be sudden
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Hllinois’ RPS includes burning a toxic industrial paper mill waste called
black liguor (above). Burning this substance emits air pollutants, in-
cluding particulate matter and greenhouse gases known to contribute
to climate change.
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and potentially irreversible.® Reducing these emissions by
about 20 percent every year would drive emissions to near
zero within 20 years.®

[llinois’ phased-in RPS target requires utilities to gener-

ate 25 percent of their power from renewable sources by
2025; utilities must generate 16 percent of their power from
renewable sources by 2019."°

lllinois’ RPS allows dirty

energy sources and policies

Food & Water Watch identified six dirty “renewable” energy
sources as well as whether states allowed RECs that must
be expelled from RPS programes. lllinois’ RPS allowed two
dirty energy sources — waste methane and burning paper
mill residue — as well as RECs." Illinois’ RPS did not include
several common RPS dirty energy sources (including gar-
bage incineration, so-called clean coal, nuclear power and
wood-burning power), but it must shed waste methane,
paper mill residue and RECs to clean up its RPS program.

Waste methane (landfills, sewage treatment plants and
factory farms): lllinois’ RPS included burning waste meth-
ane from landfills, sewage treatment plants and animal
waste, such as manure digesters (burning the methane
released from factory farm manure).' This methane is
often referred to as biogas.' Biogas is primarily methane
and is essentially indistinguishable from fracked natural
gas, with many of the same problems.’* Burning biogas or
methane releases greenhouse gases as well as pollutants
including nitrogen oxides, ammonia and hydrogen sulfide."

[llinois is home to at least 19 landfill waste-to-energy power
plants,'® and these expensive, inefficient and polluting facili-
ties often generate power for the facilities themselves."”
lllinois landfills have a history of pollution violations ranging
from groundwater contamination to methane gas leaks and
strong odors.'® The Mallard Lake landfill and gas-to-energy
facility has been investigated for groundwater contamina-
tion from volatile organic compounds like vinyl chloride

— a chemical that is toxic to humans and a known human
carcinogen.'® Mallard Lake has also been investigated for
significant methane leaks within 30 to 50 feet of homes,
posing the risk of explosions or fires if methane leaks
become trapped in residential basements.?°

Paper mill residues (black liquor): lllinois’ RPS specifi-
cally allowed paper mill residues.?! Black liquor is a toxic
industrial waste from the paper milling process that can
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be burned for electricity.?? Burning black liquor emits air
pollutants including particulate matter and greenhouse
gases.23 From 2016 to 2017, lllinois counted nearly 500,000
renewable energy credits toward fulfilling its RPS goals
from black liquor, sourced from far-away states like Louisi-
ana and Texas.?*

Renewable energy credits: Allowing RECs under lllinois’
RPS permits utilities to burn polluting fuels while purchasing
distant renewable energy credits, potentially diminishing
the environmental and job creation benefits of renewable
energy.?® From 2016 to 2017, lllinois RECs from dirty energy
sources including black liquor, biogas, wood-burning power
and industrial waste heat made up nearly half (44 percent)
of the RECs used in lllinois.?®

lllinois’ RPS is not strong enough to achieve

100 percent renewables within two decades

Most states would not meet their RPS goals through wind,
solar and geothermal power alone, and almost no states
are on track to deliver 100 percent clean, renewable power
by 2038. Nationally, the installation of wind, solar and
geothermal power accelerated rapidly in recent years, but
the Trump administration’s attack on renewable energy will
likely curb the adoption of these needed energy sources.?’

lllinois has experienced significant renewable energy
growth over the past few years. By 2016, Illinois had just
over 4,000 megawatts of installed wind and solar power
capacity, but renewable energy from wind and solar still
made up only about 6 percent of the state’s electricity
generation.?® lllinois is projected to reach only 24 percent
renewable energy by 2038 from wind, solar and geothermal
energy alone — missing its weak target of 25 percent by
2025, and not enough to curb climate change.?®

Now is the time to strengthen lllinois’ RPS program

Robust mandatory RPS programs can be an important
part of state policies to encourage the shift to renewable
energy. lllinois must raise its target goal, expel dirty energy
sources and eliminate renewable energy credits to ensure
that the policies can promote a swift transition to genuine
renewable energy. lllinois must raise its RPS goal to 100
percent renewable energy and eliminate RECs, paper mill
residue, and waste methane power from landfills, sewage
treatment plants and factory farms from its eligible RPS
energy sources.
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