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California’s Golden Energy Efficiency Opportunity
Significant Ramp-Up Needed to Meet State
Climate Goals While Saving Customers Money

California has been the nation’s trendsetter in using energy efficiency to reduce pollution and trim electricity bills while
spurring significant job growth. Nevertheless, the urgent threat of climate change requires even stronger action. Thanks to
the leadership of the State Legislature and governor, the state adopted even more ambitious goals. The Clean Energy and
Pollution Reduction Act of 2015 (Senate Bill 350) includes a requirement to double energy efficiency by 2030, supporting the
state’s goal of reducing dangerous carbon pollution to 40 percent below 1990 levels by 2030 and 80 percent below by 2050.1
To achieve the goal of doubling energy savings by 2030, the state’s combined efficiency efforts will, over the next 15 years,
have to cut projected electricity demand by one-quarter and natural gas use by more than 10 percent.2 While more effort is
needed, the state’s efficiency policies have already produced enormous benefits for Californians and helped put the state on
track to exceed the efficiency goals of the state’s landmark Global Warming Solutions Act (Assembly Bill 32), which requires
California to reduce greenhouse gas emissions to 1990 levels by 2020.3
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If the state is to reach its ambitious goals, California will
have to substantially expand its approach to smarter energy
use. This can be achieved, for example, by increasing
minimum energy standards for buildings and equipment,
improving participation in efficiency programs that offer
rebates to consumers for buying more efficient appliances,
and implementing the new state law (Assembly Bill 802).
This law provides commercial and multifamily building
owners with energy use information and requires state
agencies to take a new look at energy-saving opportunities.4
The state can cut additional energy waste by addressing
policy issues that limit efficiency programs and by creating
an environment that supports innovation.
Thankfully, efforts to address these challenges are already
under way at the state’s energy agencies and through
collaborative stakeholder forums. By moving decisively
to seize the available opportunities, the Golden State can
once again show the country that energy efficiency is
the cheapest, cleanest, and fastest way to combat carbon
pollution while also creating jobs, supporting economic
growth, and saving consumers billions of dollars on their
energy bills.

California’s success story demonstrates
that energy efficiency works

California’s long—and bipartisan—commitment to energy
efficiency has delivered significant health, environmental,
and economic benefits. Since 2003, combined efficiency
efforts have cut electricity demand by nearly one-fifth, even
as the state’s economy has grown.5
Over the same time frame, efficiency efforts have kept more
than 30 million metric tons of carbon pollution—equivalent
to the annual emissions of 6 million cars—from entering the
atmosphere.6 Using efficiency to reach the state’s climate
goals is also expected to prevent the release of 2,000 tons
of smog-forming nitrogen oxides by 2020, averting lung
disease, hospital admissions for respiratory ailments, and
emergency room visits.7

Golden State consumers can boast that their annual
average electric bills are $240 (or 18 percent) lower than
the national average, thanks in large part to efficiency.
Efficiency has also helped keep the state’s per capita
electricity consumption nearly flat over the last 40 years—
even as it increased by more than 50 percent in the rest of
the nation—and is expected to help reduce overall demand
through 2025.9,10
While efficiency benefits everyone, it has been especially
important to low-income households, which generally
spend a disproportionate amount of their income on energy.
Since 2003, nearly 3 million low-income households have
benefited from customer-funded energy efficiency programs
that provide insulation, more efficient appliances, and other
energy-saving improvements at no cost.11
Some of California’s biggest energy savings have come from
the state’s efficiency standards for appliances and buildings.
Appliance standards alone have saved more than 10,000
gigawatt-hours of electricity since 2003, enough to power
2 million households for one year.12 The 2013 building
efficiency codes, which went into effect on July 1, 2014, are
expected to cut energy consumption in new homes by 25
percent, saving each household $6,000 on utility bills over
the course of 30 years compared with similar homes built
under the previous code.13
To continue advancing codes and standards, the state
invests in efficiency research and development projects that
have yielded big payoffs. A $22 million investment in just
19 efficiency projects in a state-run energy research and
development program is projected to save Californians $10
billion over 20 years, or nearly $450 for every $1 invested.14

Efficiency spurs the economy and leads
to job growth

Currently, more than 300,000 of the state’s green economy
jobs, or nearly 70 percent, are related to improving energy
efficiency in buildings.15 Efficiency employment grew by
15 percent from 2002 to 2012 and continues to be a bright
spot in the economy.16 As California increases investments
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Jobs Related to Energy Efficiency

HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF
CALIFORNIANS ARE EMPLOYED IN
ENERGY EFFICIENCY INDUSTRIES,
DIRECTLY AND INDIRECTLY.

OTHER INDUSTRIES—
MANUFACTURING, MARKETING,
CONSTRUCTION, TRANSPORTATION—
SUPPLY GOODS AND SERVICES TO THE
ENERGY EFFICIENCY INDUSTRIES.

WORKERS AND FIRMS IN ENERGY
EFFICIENCY INDUSTRIES TURN
AROUND AND MAKE PURCHASES
FROM THE LOCAL ECONOMY
DURING THEIR PROJECTS.

ALL HOUSEHOLDS AND BUSINESSES
SAVE MONEY BECAUSE OF EFFICIENCY
THROUGH LOWER UTILITY BILLS.
MONEY SAVED IS EITHER SPENT OR
REINVESTED, HELPING TO CREATE JOBS
ACROSS THE ECONOMY.
to make buildings more efficient, additional workers
will be needed to install efficiency improvements and to
manufacture the goods that support those efforts.17

carbon pollution reduction targets in the federal Clean
Power Plan, which limits carbon pollution from power
plants, the largest source of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions.

Most notably, when Californians save on their utility bills,
they have more money to spend on other goods and services.
This boosts the economy and in fact, represents efficiency’s
largest contribution to new jobs across the state.

Since the 2008 scoping plan laid out the implementation
strategy for the Global Warming Solutions Act, electricity
savings from energy efficiency have already reduced
California’s annual climate-warming emissions by more
than 8 million metric tons, equivalent to the annual
pollution from nearly 2 million cars.21 While this is a great
achievement, the state needs to significantly ramp up
efficiency to achieve its long-term climate goals as noted
earlier.

Energy efficiency helps keep California’s economy strong
and growing. For example, thanks in part to efficiency
programs, building energy codes, and appliance and
equipment standards, California spends less of its gross
domestic product on electricity than do other states with
comparable populations and economies, and it is nearly
twice as productive per unit of electricity consumed.18
Californians can also take pride in the fact that if their
state were as energy inefficient as longtime rival Texas,
they would be spending $9.5 billion more on electricity
each year, rather than investing that money elsewhere
in the Golden State’s economy.19

California state agencies have begun tackling many
of the challenges that inhibit the expansion of energy
efficiency initiatives. To help support these efforts, NRDC
recommends that the State Legislature codify the state’s
post-2020 greenhouse gas reduction goals to provide a longterm framework for updating efficiency policies. In addition,
the state energy agencies should:


n



California has substantial opportunities
to help meet its climate and energy goals

The state is a leader on energy and climate action and
continues to be ranked among America’s top-performing
states for efficiency.20 In fact, efficiency programs, codes,
and standards have positioned California to exceed its
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Set a clear, unified vision and implementation plan
for achieving the state’s full energy-savings potential,
including clarifying the responsibilities of the different
efficiency actors and prioritizing challenges to address.

n

Establish a statewide collaborative group to resolve
differences, ensure consistency on critical efficiency
policy matters, and identify all possible efficiency
opportunities.

nrdc

Align efficiency policies (e.g., rules for how to value
efficiency) with climate goals to ensure efficiency is not
only the primary energy “resource”(option) to meet
Californians’ energy needs but also the leading approach
to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

n



n



n

Implement the state’s energy data access and
benchmarking requirements per Assembly Bill 802, which
mandates that utilities provide whole-building energy
usage information to multifamily and commercial building
owners and establishes a statewide benchmarking system
under which owners of large commercial and multifamily
buildings will report certain information to the California
Energy Commission, including a benchmarking score.22
Scale up efforts to implement new and updated appliance
efficiency standards to better control the proliferation
of plug-in equipment in homes;23 collaborate with the
U.S. Department of Energy to increase the stringency
of federal efficiency standards where California is
preempted; and continue to update building energy codes
to achieve the state’s zero net energy goals.


Ensure low- and moderate-income customers have access
to quality energy-saving opportunities—for example,
by expanding and improving coordination of efficiency
programs for multifamily buildings.

n



n



Pursue all available energy efficiency opportunities
through an improved market assessment of what is
feasible in the short and long term.

Even with California’s tremendous progress, enormous
opportunities remain to save energy, reduce pollution,
lower utility bills, and grow the state’s clean energy
economy. The urgent threat of climate change makes it
imperative for the Golden State to take its energy efficiency
success story to the next level—for the sake of our health,
our environment, and our economy. This is a challenge
the state is sure to meet if the leadership in Sacramento,
the state energy and climate agencies, and stakeholders
continue to learn from other jurisdictions and collaborate
toward this common goal.
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