Thoughts on renewable energy policy by Sonia and Bob Vogel, Illinois Renewable Energy Association
As with most people interested in solar energy and environmental quality, we welcome the expansion of solar electricity in Illinois and globally. We have approached its advocacy from an environmental perspective which at times upsets our environmental friends as well as our renewable energy friends depending on the issues at hand. Our basic concern is that government polices and all technologies leave new environmental and social problems in their wake.

When initiating a new policy and its technologies the positive aspects of the changes are emphasized and their negative aspects ignored, dismissed or unanticipated.
We are experiencing a rapid expansion of solar energy which is expected to continue based on technological advances and falling costs. Given the over subscription for state support for solar energy there is a substantial amount of uncertainty as to which projects will gain approval. As with any competitive process those that put a lot of time and effort put into developing and submitting projects will be funded and those who went unfunded will experience considerable disappointment.
Some owners are reluctant to sign a contract fearing they cannot afford to pay for a system if they fail to secure reimbursement from the state. These uncertainties need to clarified and reduced.

Some farmers dislike the loss of highly productive farm land to solar farms. The incentives are substantial, tempting land owners to make the transition. It does raise the question of which land use best meets long term sustainability goals. Similar interests involved in ecological restoration fear their projects will be unable to expand if they are surrounded by solar farms or that the aesthetics of the restoration project will be compromised.
Multiple opportunities to install solar systems in urban settings would provide electricity where it is consumed which would be consistent with sustainable goals.

Another tradeoff exists between modernizing and expanding the grid into regional and national systems to accommodate renewable energy sources which increases the grid’s vulnerability to hackers and extreme weather events. In contrast to a big grid system approach is that of installing of solar systems and microgrids in communities to provide local electrical production while enhancing local energy security and energy independence and retaining energy dollars in the community while providing jobs.

As a nation we and other countries remain fixated on increasing economic growth and expanding energy supplies while failing to implement drastic reductions in energy consumption through aggressive energy efficiency programs. Amory Lovins continues to extol the virtues of energy efficiency and projects which by themselves can meet the IPCC goal of keeping global warming to 1.5o C.

To accelerate the reduction of energy consumption it is time to require new construction projects to design meeting high energy efficiency levels and require solar installations in new construction and major building renovations.

While welcoming Illinois incentives for renewable energy and energy efficiency there needs to be continuous demonstration projects scattered throughout the state to illustrate the potential of zero net energy homes, home energy storage systems, electric car charging stations and electric vehicles.
While the usefulness of such demonstration projects are relatively short lived in terms of public interest, they remain an effective tool to raise public awareness while providing long term benefits to owners.
We were involved for a number of years in a renewable energy demonstration project at the water reclamation plant in Rockford. One unique element in the project was a solar heating and air condition system powered by evacuated solar panels installed at the site.

As raised in the original Club of Rome reports there are serious environmental risks as well as human risks in pursuing continuous economic growth on a finite planet. Perhaps, as suggested by Nate Hagens, concerned citizens should consider developing citizen networks focused on developing sustainability plans for themselves and their communities as it remains a topic not being addressed by current energy policies.

Hagens envisions such networks as providing a useful service to a community. If climate change and other environmental problems escalate as expected, fewer energy supplies and rising costs of securing energy forces society to a leaner energy future. Beyond citizen action perhaps some state funds could be directed at studying how Illinois could adjust to a less abundant energy future.
