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■ Investor Owned Utilities

■ Publicly Owned Utilities
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Energy efficiency—using less energy to get 
equal or improved services like light and heat 
—is the cheapest, cleanest, and fastest way to 
save Californians money on their energy bills. A 
cornerstone strategy for cutting pollution to meet 
the state’s ambitious climate goals, efficiency also 
has been a bright spot in the state’s economy, 
supporting job growth and helping California generate 
nearly twice as much in total goods and services for 
every kilowatt-hour used compared to the rest of 
the country.1 Efficiency has saved Californians tens 
of billions of dollars, avoided the need for 30 large 
power plants, and led to the creation of 1.5 million 
full-time-equivalent jobs since the 1970s.2

For more 
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USING EFFICIENCY TO KEEP THE  
LIGHTS ON AND BILLS LOW
California law requires that utilities—whether investor or 
publicly owned—look first to energy efficiency before using 
other sources of energy, such as natural gas or solar, in 
determining how best to meet the needs of their customers.3 
Thanks to key laws and state agency oversight as well as 
efficiency programs, codes, and standards, energy efficiency 
has become a significant resource for providing Californians 
with the energy services they want, reducing the need for 
additional power (in the amount of 10 large power plants) 
as seen in Figure 1, and leading to lower customer bills and 
healthier air for everyone.4 

Figure 1: Energy Efficiency Reduces Electricity Demand5 Figure 2: Energy Efficiency Saves Utility Customers Money6

The nearly 50 electric and gas utilities serving California’s 
homes, businesses, and industries together invest 
approximately $1 billion annually in hundreds of innovative 
and wide-ranging programs to help customers cut energy 
waste, such as offering financing to improve buildings or 
rebates to encourage people to buy more efficient appliances. 
These programs are implemented by a diverse network of 
companies, nonprofits, local governments, and industry 
partners, resulting in substantial savings for utility customers 
after accounting for the program costs, as seen in Figure 2.

While California has made great strides in using efficiency 
to meet the state’s energy needs and avoid polluting power 
sources, additional action is necessary to meet the state’s 
carbon emissions reduction goals as well as the nation’s 
Climate Action Plan.



	 Printed on recycled paper	 © Natural Resources Defense Council March 2014	 www.nrdc.org/energy

OPPORTUNITIES TO SCALE UP IN 2014
In the last two years alone, California’s efficiency programs 
saved more than enough energy to power all of the homes in 
Fresno County and avoided as much pollution as is emitted 
annually from nearly 400,000 cars. But more can—and 
must—be done in 2014 by agencies, utilities, stakeholders, 
and the legislature. To successfully scale up efficiency, 
California should:

n	 �Ensure energy efficiency rules align with state  
climate goals: To enable California to meet its long-term 
pollution reduction goals for 2020 and beyond, the rules 
that determine how much efficiency the state relies on 
should match the objectives of California’s initiatives. In 
particular, energy agencies should develop a consistent 
way to value efficiency and ensure it is not only the 
primary energy resource, but also the leading approach  
to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

n	 �Build confidence in energy savings estimates: The 
state energy agencies should support the creation of an 
independent panel of technical experts to develop robust 
and standardized energy savings estimates in an open, 
transparent process. This will help establish consistent 
values for all utilities to use in program planning and 
reduce the amount of time and customer money spent on 
developing estimates, increase collaboration, and build 
credibility so efficiency can further be relied upon to avoid 
dirty (and more costly) power. 

n	 �Create certainty and continuity in program planning: 
The California Public Utilities Commission should 
establish an ongoing funding source for efficiency 
programs and regular opportunities to improve program 
design and implementation. This will increase certainty 
for the efficiency industry (enabling longer-term 
investments in California companies), reduce gaps in 
efficiency program service for customers, and foster more 
innovation. 

n	 �Reduce the need for new power plants: The state’s 
energy agencies should continue forecasting California’s 
power needs in a way that incorporates the impact of 
ongoing efficiency efforts to avoid relying on the dirtier 
and more expensive conventional energy sources. This is 
essential as California plans for future demand, including 
how to further advance clean power options and replace 
the energy previously provided by the San Onofre Nuclear 
Generating Station while keeping utility bills affordable.

n	 �Upgrade existing buildings: As the California Energy 
Commission (CEC) implements its statewide plan 
pursuant to Assembly Bill 758 to make all existing buildings 
more efficient, it should ensure strong coordination across 
energy agencies and prioritize the proposed mandatory 
approaches to capture energy savings in buildings. 

n	 �Advance minimum codes and standards: Policymakers 
and stakeholders should focus on enhancing strong 
building codes for the next update in 2016 and ensure 
the state gains the savings it should by working with local 
governments and leveraging existing efficiency programs 
to improve code compliance. The CEC should also 
continue to improve equipment standards to ensure that 
only the most efficient products are sold in the state. 

	

Saving energy lowers bills, increases comfort, supports a 
growing workforce, and reduces the harmful impact of fossil 
fuel power plants on our environment. Although California 
has a strong efficiency policy foundation, the state can build 
on its leadership if policymakers, stakeholders, utilities, and 
other efficiency implementers and partners work together to 
scale up efficiency efforts to support a clean energy economy, 
lower energy bills, and protect the environment.
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