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California is on track to miss its 
climate targets—by a century
And it’s likely to get harder, not easier, for the state to 
achieve ever deeper cuts in emissions.
by James Temple Nov 1, 2019

California has established itself as a global model on climate issues, with Teslas filling its 
roads and solar farms stretching across its sun-baked Central Valley.

The state set up the nation’s first economy-wide cap-and-trade program, put in place 
aggressive vehicle fuel efficiency standards, and passed a series of ever stricter climate 
pollution rules. That includes the landmark 2018 law requiring all of the state’s electricity to 
come from carbon-free sources by the end of 2045.
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But for all its regulatory achievements, California also offers a case study in just how hard it is 
to make progress on the only thing that really matters: reducing emissions.

The state’s climate pollution declined by just 1.15% in 2017, according to the latest California 
Green Innovation Index. At that rate, California won’t reach its 2030 decarbonization goals 
(cutting emissions to 40% below 1990 levels) until 2061—and wouldn’t hit its 2050 targets 
(80% below 1990 levels) until 2157.

If a state that’s actively trying to slash emissions is on pace to miss its targets by a century, 
that bodes poorly for progress in the many other parts of the world that are barely bothering. 
Crucially, the UN’s climate panel says the world as a whole needs to achieve “net zero” 
emissions by 2050 to halt warming at 1.5 ˚C, or by 2070 to stay below 2˚ C.

What went wrong?

Transportation emissions, the state’s largest source, have steadily risen since 2013, as the 
improving economy put more cars on the road and planes in the sky. Emissions from waste 
dumped into landfills have also been ticking up since the recovery took hold. Meanwhile, highly 
potent greenhouse gases from the aerosols, foams, and solvents used in refrigeration and air 
conditioning are rising sharply.

These increases have offset the highly touted declines in emissions from the electricity sector 
as a growing share of the state’s power comes from renewable sources like wind and solar. 
Emissions from in-state generation are down 35% since 2000.

The new math means California will now need to boost its annual emissions cuts to 4.51% per 
year to pull off its 2030 targets—or 5.34% annually to achieve its 2050 goals, the report found. 
And of course, every year the state comes in below those rates will only push those numbers 
even higher.

The problem is it’s likely to get harder, not easier, for California to achieve ever deeper cuts in 
emissions. To understand why, consider three areas:

Slowing progress for renewables
Electricity is actually the easy part of decarbonization, because we have relatively cheap and 
reliable wind, solar, geothermal, and other carbon-free sources. But new renewables projects 
commissioned by the state’s investor-owned utilities, like PG&E and SDG&E, have been 
nearly flat for the last three years.

The report says that’s mainly because utilities had already achieved the state’s 2020 
renewables targets years early—indeed, they’re way ahead.
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But energy observers stress that deeper, systemic problems are building: the state’s utilities 
are losing loads of customers to community choice aggregators. These programs allow local 
communities, like Marin and Berkeley, to buy electricity from in-state or out-of-state sources on 
behalf of their residents and businesses, but still lean on the utility’s transmission and 
distribution infrastructure.

That’s left utilities with more power plants than they need, and thus no reason to enter into 
additional deals with developers to build renewables facilities. In fact, they could go deep into 
the next decade without adding contracts for new solar or wind farms and remain in 
compliance with the state’s tightening renewables standards, says Matthew Freedman, staff 
attorney with the Utility Reform Network, a consumer advocacy group, and a lecturer at the UC 
Berkeley School of Law.

Bottom line: It could take years before the state starts to see a real uptick in new renewables 
projects again. Recognizing the growing challenges presented by this fragmentation of the 
state’s energy system, some California legislators have proposed tasking a state agency 
with ensuring the necessary levels of clean electricity development.

Hard-to-solve sectors
Achieving deeper cuts in other areas is even harder.

The glimmer of good news for transportation is that electric vehicles do represent a growing 
share of new vehicle sales, at just under 8% in the state last year. But they still make up 
only 1.5% of registered vehicles in the state, with hybrids accounting for 3.4%, the report 
notes.

At the same time, overall car ownership rates are rising, public-transit use is falling, and 
consumers are still shifting toward gas-guzzling trucks and SUVs. And the 92% of vehicles 
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sold last year that weren’t EVs will, on average, still be on the roads more than a decade 
from now.

Accelerating the shift to cleaner vehicles is likely to require far stricter policies, far more 
generous subsidies, cheaper EVs, and a massive build-out of charging infrastructure. And 
even California’s efforts to boost the average fuel efficiency of cars sold in the state have been 
complicated by the Trump administration’s legal challenges.

California has created some novel programs to help cut emissions in other areas, including 
agriculture. But there simply aren’t available technologies yet to fully decarbonize some of the 
state’s emission sources, including aviation.

Wildfires
Finally, California’s worsening wildfires are also complicating its efforts to cut emissions. 
Burning forests pump out massive amounts of greenhouse gases stored in plants and trees. 
And rising temperatures and shifting precipitation patterns have already extended the fire 
season by 75 days across the state’s sprawling Sierra Nevada range.

The raging wildfires in 2018 produced about 45 million metric tons of carbon dioxide. That’s 
nine times more than the amount by which the state cut emissions the previous year.

Meanwhile, the spiraling liabilities from fires last year also pushed the state’s largest utility, 
PG&E, into bankruptcy. For the foreseeable future, the company’s focus will be on returning to 
solvency and preventing its aging lines from sparking still more fires. That’s almost certain to 
push up system costs, and further divert attention and resources from the task of cleaning up 
the grid.

The area of the state subject to burning could increase nearly 80% by the end of the century, 
driving up emissions and fire risks still more, in an ever more dangerous feedback loop. So 
California is likely to see 2018-style scenarios play out again and again in the years ahead, 
obliterating hard-won climate gains in a few fiery months.

CaliforniaGeo Responds—
The news from outside observer MIT was certainly bad and suggested California’s fate will 
worsen.  I cannot contest that.  Our organization works in the building sector, trying to get us 
past using gas, propane, and oil with the most efficient electric HVAC equipment on the planet
—geothermal heat pumps.  Combined with rooftop renewable electricity, they constitute a 
complete departure from carbon.

MIT missed an opportunity to cite the Aliso Canyon Gas Blowout as another example of 
inadequate regulation resulting in damage and disruption of too many lives (resembling our 
continuing wildfires).  

Another reminder of damage this week was the second large crude oil leak from the long-
fought Keystone Pipeline in the Dakotas.  These events parallel Pacific Gas & Electric’s 
criminal probation for a deadly gas main explosion in San Bruno, and its fire ignition equipment 
failures in wooded regions of its service territory.  Until the regulations are tougher and the 

CA to miss climate targets MIT Tech Review 11-1-19  Page �4

https://www.consumerreports.org/car-repair-maintenance/make-your-car-last-200-000-miles/
https://www.consumerreports.org/car-repair-maintenance/make-your-car-last-200-000-miles/
https://www.technologyreview.com/f/614281/antitrust-regulators-are-probing-automakers-for-making-cleaner-cars/
https://www.technologyreview.com/f/614281/antitrust-regulators-are-probing-automakers-for-making-cleaner-cars/
https://www.technologyreview.com/s/612351/top-battery-scientists-have-a-plan-to-electrify-flight-and-slash-airline-emissions/
https://www.californiageo.org/wp-content/uploads/Stern-on-Aliso-Canyon-LA-Daily-News-10-30-18.pdf


violation fines much higher, large corporate entities will keep us at risk because it’s cheaper 
than doing a better job.

What can’t yet be measured or perhaps even forecast is the bravery of regulators and 
politicians or the willingness of the public to take steps sooner that will minimize climate 
disruption and associated costs later.  Fighting against or preparing for the effects of climate 
change is expensive financially and in lifestyle sacrifices.  It is exactly like compounded 
earnings on an investment if we were to make those sacrifices now.  The longer the period for 
potential compounding, the larger the benefit can be.  It could save lives as well as dollars—
maybe yours.

Transportation remains our biggest carbon contributor.  The public loves their cars too much to 
willingly use public transportation.  They won’t usually authorize higher taxes on fuel, property, 
or income to enhance public transportation.  Here is stunning news for them.  Extra lanes for 
roads, freeways, and Interstates cost lots of money they don’t want to part with for land space 
that is not available.  Rail is the only answer, along with higher density housing nearest public 
transportation.  Grudgingly, this is happening in some of our city centers, but it needs to 
spread.

Electrically-driven mass transit is the quickest way to knock down carbon from the 
transportation sector.  We can embrace a new emphasis on this problem, or rest assured that 
the effects of climate change on our descendants will be represented by failing our 
responsibility to preserve or improve lives.  The knowing is already here.  Acting responsibly on 
what we know is the moral challenge.  Not acting on what we know, rigorously enough or in 
time, is stupid.

In the bright, environmentally hopeful days of the 70s, it was said that the insects may inherit 
the earth because humans are too smart and overconfident to be altruistic, rather than to serve 
their own self-interest or sloth.  This may turn out to be true, because we are far less dedicated 
to altruism than social insects like ants, termites, and bees.

—Bill Martin
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