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Questions and Answers
Wind power is entering its second heyday in the United States. The first was from 1870 to 1930, when thousands of farmers 

used the wind to pump water and generate power. Wind energy’s second rise began in 1979, when several Danish companies 
pioneered serial production of wind turbines. Today, wind power is the fastest growing new electricity resource in the United 
States and the world and, if we keep the right policies in place, there’s no reason for this second heyday to end.

At the end of 2007, worldwide wind power capacity was 94.1 gigawatts, or about 1% of worldwide electricity use. Although 
60% of this production is in Europe, the U.S. is now the world’s second largest wind generating country, behind Germany. Wind 
power growth is skyrocketing in the U.S., expanding by 45% in just one year, 2007.1 If these rates of growth continue, the U.S. 
will soon surpass Germany.

The U.S. is not even close to reaching its full wind potential, however. In 2007, the U.S. produced 16,818 MW (megawatts) 
of power from wind, or just over 1% of the U.S. electricity supply.2 The U.S. Department of Energy projects that the U.S. could 
produce 20% of its electricity needs from wind by 2030, however.3 And, the American Wind Energy Association projects that the 
U.S. has the potential to generate 10,777 billion MW from wind—more than twice the amount of electricity currently generated 
in the U.S. each year from all sources.4

Is wind energy more expensive 
than conventional resources?

The cost for wind energy has 
dropped by more than 80% over the past 
20 years.

Wind power facilities at the best sites 
are producing electricity at less than five 
cents per kilowatt hour. These sites are 
already competitive with other electricity 
sources, and costs are continuing to 
decline.5

Will using more wind energy 
result in higher costs to con-
sumers?

Studies have shown that state laws 
requiring expanded use of renewable 
energy, 93% of which has been met 
through increased wind resources, have 
increased electricity rates by just 1% or 
less. In several states, electric generation 
from wind and other renewables appears 
to be competitive with fossil fuel 
generation.6

What’s more, a study by the Union 
of Concerned Scientists found that 
increased use of renewables would 
reduce both the demand for natural gas 
and the projected growth in natural gas 
prices, compensating for any increased 
costs.7

Is renewable energy reliable?
Several countries in Europe use wind 

power to meet significant portions of 
their energy needs, including Denmark 
(20%),Spain (9%) and Portugal (9%) 
with no adverse effects on the reliability 
of the system.8 In fact, wind energy can 
actually increase the reliability of the 
overall distribution system by diversifying 
our resource base and using supplies that 
are not vulnerable to periodic shortages 
or other supply disruptions.

Does wind have to be “backed 
up” with conventional power?

The electric grid is designed to have 

more generation sources than are needed 
at any one time because no power plant 
is 100% reliable. The grid is designed 
to absorb many variables in both 
supply and demand. Wind is naturally 
variable, but this does not mean that it 
is unreliable. Seasonal and daily wind 
generation patterns can be anticipated. 
And, in contrast to conventional power 
plants, wind farms need not shut down 
altogether for maintenance and repairs.9

For these reasons, although some 
wind projects may require back up 
power from other sources, these needs 
are minimal. For example, a Minnesota 
study found that adding 1,500 MW 
of wind (enough to meet the needs of 
more than 400,000 homes) to the system 
of a major utility would require only 
an additional 8 MW of conventional 
generation—less than 1% of the wind 
generation added—to deal with added 
variability.10
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We’ve spent billions subsidizing wind and it still isn’t 
competitive. Isn’t it time to look elsewhere?

Federal subsidies for renewable energy have been and continue 
to be much less than government subsidies for the fossil fuel and 
nuclear power industries. According to the U.S. Department of 
Energy, federal subsidies for renewable electricity production in 
fiscal year 2007 totaled $1 billion (with wind receiving $724 million 
of that) while subsidies for electricity production from fossil fuels 
totaled $3.2 billion.11

What’s the best way to encourage renewable energy: 
setting minimum standards or providing incentives?

Setting minimum standards for renewable energy creates a 
market. Providing tax credits and other incentives levels the playing 
field with conventional technologies. Although both methods can be 
effective in promoting renewable energy production on their own, the 
states with the greatest wind production have both standards and tax 
credits, as well as a strong wind resource, of course.

In 1999 the Texas state government created a statewide renewable 
energy standard that requires the installation of 2,000 megawatts of 
new renewable energy by the year 2009. At the same time, a federal 
production tax credit for wind power of 1.7 cents per kilowatt hour 
was available. With these two complementary policies, Texas has 
emerged as the leading wind power market in the United States, 
generating 4,356 MW of energy from wind in 2007.
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