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The Pennsylvania RPS program is undermined by its lack-

counts many dirty power sources toward its renewable 
energy goals — including burning coal, wood, paper mill 
residue, municipal solid waste, and waste methane from 

includes renewable energy “credits” (RECs), which allow 
utilities to continue burning fossil fuels while buying credits 
for renewable power produced elsewhere, even outside of 

Pennsylvania’s RPS program is worse than that of most 
states (see Table 1), largely because of the dirty energy 

sources in its portfolio and the state’s anemic growth in 

-
gram by expelling dirty energy sources, eliminating renew-
able energy credits and strengthening its target to achieve 

Pennsylvania and the United States must rapidly shift to 
100 percent clean, renewable power — produced from 

1 

was fueled by coal, natural gas and oil, and 39 percent was 

Pennsylvania’s 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 Pennsylvania’s weak RPS program 

of climate change. The state’s RPS program is further compromised by Pennsylvania’s continued 
aggressive promotion of natural gas and its reliance on fossil-fueled electricity generation from 
coal, nuclear power and other sources.

TABLE 1. Grading Pennsylvania’ Renewable Portfolio Standard

RPS provision Ideal RPS Pennsylvania RPS Pennsylvania grade Average state grade

Target and time frame 100% F

Dirty portfolio 
and RECs dirty energy sources dirty energy sources

F
D (allow 4 dirty 
sources/RECs)

Transition to 
renewable energy

F

Overall F D
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from wind, solar or geothermal energy 2

Washington’s failure to act on climate change means that 
the states must take decisive action to transition to clean 

component of state climate policies and could dramatically 
increase the renewable power generation necessary to curb 

Introduction to Renewable Portfolio Standards
State renewable portfolio standards establish a renew-

allow a range of dirty energy sources such as municipal 
-

ties to purchase renewable energy credits (RECs), instead of 
3 

4

5 

Strong RPS programs can be essential parts of state renew-

tax incentives and grants for installing renewable energy, 

undercut when states like Pennsylvania promote the expan-

Food & Water Watch evaluated Pennsylvania’s RPS program 
based on the strength of its target, the inclusion of RECs 

shift its energy mix to wind, solar and geothermal power 
-

card, see Cleanwashing: How States Count Polluting Energy 
Sources as Renewable6) 

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 

carbon dioxide (CO
on Climate Change conservatively estimated would give us 
only a two-out-of-three chance of avoiding a catastrophic 

7 As the concentra-
tion of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere exceeds crucial 

8 Reducing these emissions by 
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9

Pennsylvania’s phased-in RPS target requires public and 
private utilities to generate 18 percent of their power from 

-
10

Pennsylvania’s RPS allows dirty 
energy sources and policies 

sources as well as whether states allowed RECs that must 

included RECs and almost all of the dirty energy sources: 
waste methane (from coal mines, sewage treatment plants, 

-
pal waste and poultry litter), wood-burning power and 

11 Pennsylvania 
must shed these dirty power sources and RECs to clean up 

-
tory farms and coal mines): Pennsylvania’s RPS included 

plants and animal waste, such as manure digesters (burning 
12 A facil-

13 

14 15 
Biogas is primarily methane and is essentially indistinguish-
able from fracked natural gas, with many of the same prob-

Pennsylvania also counts coal mine methane as a 
17 Burning biogas or methane 

releases greenhouse gases as well as pollutants including 
nitrogen oxides (NOx

18 

Waste incineration (trash): Pennsylvania’s RPS program 
19 -

erators emit nearly 14 times more mercury than coal per 
megawatt, and garbage incineration may produce more 
greenhouse gas emissions per megawatt than some fos-

20 Waste incineration plants in Pennsylvania burn 
21 The Chester Cov-

anta incinerator burns about 22 

from the entire East Coast, and it emits NOx, sulfur dioxide 
(SO ) and particulate matter in a predominantly lower-

23 

 Pennsylvania’s RPS allowed 
24 Processing, transporting and burn-

ing wood all produce greenhouse gas emissions, and burn-
25 

Paper mill residues (black liquor): Pennsylvania’s RPS 

26 Black liquor is a toxic industrial 
waste from the paper milling process that can be burned for 

27 Burning black liquor emits air pollutants includ-
28 

So-called clean coal: Pennsylvania allowed waste coal in its 
29 Although politicians and industry groups have pro-

moted “clean coal,” mining and burning coal damages the 
environment and releases air and climate pollutants (includ-
ing SO , CO , NOx and mercury), and waste ash from power 

30  There is no practical 
or economical way to burn coal and capture the greenhouse 

31 Pennsylvania waste coal facilities burn at 
32 

Renewable energy credits: Allowing RECs under Pennsyl-
vania’s RPS permits utilities to burn polluting fuels while 
purchasing distant renewable energy credits, potentially 

33

of RECs; half were from other states, and the Pennsylvania 
sources included waste coal, black liquor, coal mine meth-

34 

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, renew-

35 Even 

genuine renewable energy, nowhere near enough to curb 
36 

Robust mandatory RPS programs can be an important part 

Pennsylvania must raise its RPS target to 100 percent 
renewable energy, expel the many allowable dirty energy 
sources and eliminate renewable energy credits to ensure 
that the policies can promote a swift transition to genuine 
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power (including distributed rooftop solar) generated by wind, solar (including 
rooftop solar) and geothermal and the share of retail electricity sales from in-




