
 

 

May 14, 2020 
 
TO: Chair Rosen and the Minnesota Senate Finance Committee 
 
FROM: Steve Clemmer, Director of Energy Research & Analysis, and Meghan Hassett, 
Midwest Outreach Coordinator, Union of Concerned Scientists 
 
RE: UCS Testimony on S.F. 1456 
 
The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) is the nation’s leading science-based nonprofit 
organization with more than 500,000 supporters, including 6,800 in Minnesota. We would 
like to thank Chair Rosen and the other members of the Committee for the opportunity to 
submit testimony today on S.F. 1456. 

UCS has long advocated for transitioning our energy system away from fossil fuels like coal 
and natural gas that produce global warming emissions and other harmful pollutants to clean, 
renewable energy sources like wind and solar. UCS has been a leading advocate for 
renewable and low carbon electricity standards at the state and federal levels for more than 20 
years, including important benefits such as workforce development, reducing energy costs for 
consumers, and mitigating impacts of fossil fuel use such as poor air quality and climate 
change. We applauded Xcel energy’s leadership in setting a goal of achieving 80 percent 
renewable energy by 2030 and 100% percent carbon-free energy by 2050, as well as their 
recent plans to retire coal plants early and shift to seasonal operations. The economics are 
clear – wind and solar are the most cost competitive electricity sources in Minnesota today. 
Coal and natural gas are increasingly uneconomic, and contribute to other societal costs, 
public health effects, and negative economic impacts on Minnesota’s agriculture, forestry, 
and recreational industries due to their role in causing climate change. 

It is important to recognize that Minnesota can shift to an equitable clean energy future with 
lower electric bills, lower emissions, and increased economic opportunities. We can also 
ensure that communities that have been the most harmed by impacts of climate change, fossil 
fuel infrastructure, and lack of investment and opportunity, are prioritized, uplifted, and 
included as stakeholders in the process of creating and implementing climate solutions. Bills 
that are written without equity and environmental justice communities in mind are not going 
to take the state where it needs to go and can create missteps that must be undone later.  

UCS is supportive of exploring all cost-effective climate solutions and addressing equity and 
environmental justice issues. While S.F. 1456 includes provisions that we generally support--
such as the worker transition planning and transmission study provisions--on balance, we do 
not support this bill for the following reasons: 

1. The bill lacks strong science-based targets. Recent reports by the world’s leading 
scientists show there is an urgent need to achieve deep cuts in emissions to limit the 
worst impacts of climate change. A 2018 United Nation’s report concluded that the 



 

 

goal of keeping global average temperatures from rising above 1.5°C (2.7°F) will 
require reaching “net zero” emissions by mid-century, with near half of those 
emission reductions by 2030.1 This bill does not have any clear targets in place for 
increasing renewable energy use in the near-term and achieving 100 percent carbon-
free electricity by 2050. For these reasons, we do not support the proposed change 
requiring utilities to analyze 50-75 percent carbon-free targets in their least cost plans 
that would only apply to new generation instead of total generation. For policy to 
effectively reduce carbon emissions and integrate larger amounts of renewables onto 
the grid, it must apply to total energy needs and be accompanied by targets, timelines 
and enforcement mechanisms. 
 

2. The bill’s geographic restrictions will make it difficult to achieve emission 
reductions. This bill allows Minnesotans to continue relying on coal and gas for 
their electricity and paying higher prices than they should, first for exempting 
proposed new natural gas plants (Sherco gas plant in Becker and Minnesota Power’s 
Nemadji Trail Energy Center in Superior) and second for only applying to power 
generated within Minnesota. This would provide a loophole for coal and gas plants 
located in other states like North Dakota and Wisconsin that supply power to 
Minnesota consumers under long-term contracts with rural electric cooperatives and 
other Minnesota utilities. In addition to locking in higher emissions for decades, 
these long-term coal contracts are often more expensive than generation from new 
wind or solar projects. That’s not putting clean energy first. 

3. The proposed definitions of eligible technologies requires strengthening. First, 
UCS is opposed to including municipal solid waste incineration as a renewable 
energy source. Second, carbon capture and storage (CCS) projects should be required 
to meet technically and economically feasible carbon capture levels of 90 percent or 
more to be eligible. Third, while UCS is a strong advocate for energy storage as a 
cost-effective solution to integrate high levels of wind and solar, it is not an energy 
source, but rather shifts energy from one time period to another. UCS released a 
policy brief a few months ago that shows that complementary, equitable energy 
storage policies are needed to deploy energy storage and reduce emissions.2 Fourth, 
like storage, hydrogen is an energy carrier, not an energy source. Only energy storage 
that reduces reliance on and emissions from fossil fuels by storing renewable energy 
and only hydrogen produced from a renewable or carbon-free energy source should 
be considered carbon-free. 

4. The bill gives utilities too much leeway in maintaining existing fossil generation 
and building new natural gas plants. The proposed “public interest determination” 
standard (starting at line 7.9) would greatly weaken the PUC’s authority and give 
utilities loopholes to avoid investing in renewable and carbon-free generation in 
favor of fossil generation. In addition, entitling utilities that retire fossil generation to 
own the replacement generation (lines 8.13-8.24) might not be the lowest cost option 
for consumers or result in equitable outcomes for environmental justice and 
underserved communities. In order to achieve an equitable clean energy future that 
prioritizes community benefits, we need robust stakeholder engagement for all 

 
1 https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/ 
2 https://www.ucsusa.org/resources/principles-equitable-policy-design-energy-storage 



 

 

proposed electric generation that takes environmental justice concerns seriously and 
encourages competition for new generation. 

In conclusion, S.F. 1456 limits Minnesota’s ability to regain its leadership role in addressing 
climate change, build a clean energy economy that equitably benefits all communities, and 
reduce costs for customers. It has been more than a decade since Minnesota passed major 
climate and clean energy legislation. Since the Next Generation Energy Act was passed in 
2007, several other states have committed to increasing renewables to more than 50 percent 
by 2030 and achieving 100 percent carbon-free electricity by 2050 or sooner. Many other 
states are actively considering these policies. 

Minnesotans deserve a which included “clean energy first” policy that truly prioritizes 
renewable energy and would require utilities to show they cannot meet electricity needs 
reliably and affordably with clean energy before allowing new fossil fuel generation. Given 
the urgent need to make significant progress in curbing carbon emissions this decade, 
we cannot afford to continue passing legislation that discusses clean energy but does not 
advance it. We hope to work with you in the coming months and years around policy that 
embodies strong climate action and clean energy leadership. 

 


