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President Barack Obama’s prioritization of climate 
change continues to impose unnecessary costs 

on the U.S. military. Department of Defense (DOD) 
energy mandates arising from the administration’s 
climate change agenda have established a goal of pro-
ducing or procuring “not less than 25 percent of the 
total quantity of facility energy [DOD] consumes…
from renewable energy sources” by 2025.1

Despite current military modernization and 
readiness shortfalls, the President’s fiscal year 
(Fy) 2017 budget continues to support funding for 
many heavily subsidized, expensive, and intermit-
tent renewable energy technologies, including sig-
nificant investments for solar power projects2 that 
contribute to renewable energy mandates at the 
expense of critical defense priorities and taxpayers. 
as Congress considers funding for the military for 
the coming fiscal year, it should repeal this costly 
energy mandate and focus energy funding on sourc-
es that provide the greatest benefit to the DOD.

Renewable Energy Mandates Divert 
Resources

Not all renewable energy programs are inherent-
ly wasteful, but problems occur when political pref-
erences override good economic sense. For example, 
the geothermal plants at Naval air Weapons Station 

(NaWS) China Lake generate more than 1.4 mil-
lion megawatt-hours of electricity annually at a cost 
that is competitive with that of conventional energy 
sources.3 although the geothermal plants are situat-
ed on a Navy installation, they are privately financed, 
owned, and operated.4 In the case of NaWS China 
Lake, a private company sells the electricity that is 
generated to California utility companies and pays 
the DOD royalties in exchange for the use of the land 
and its resources.5 By leasing DOD-owned land for 
private development, the DOD can avoid high initial 
capital costs and even generate revenue from the 
lease and associated energy production.6

Some of this revenue, however, is used to support 
wasteful energy programs.7 Under U.S. law, the DOD 
must demonstrate direct involvement in renewable 
energy production or consumption in order for the elec-
tricity produced on DOD-leased land to contribute to 
federal renewable energy mandates.8 One way to meet 
this requirement is to use a minimum of 50 percent of 
the proceeds from the lease to fund other renewable 
energy generation or energy conservation projects.9 In 
financing additional renewable energy projects, these 
revenues subsidize the development and construction 
of costlier energy sources, such as solar power.10

The DOD further subsidizes renewable energy 
projects through the purchase of renewable energy 
certificates (RECs), which enable REC holders to 
meet mandate requirements for renewable energy 
without requiring the purchase or production of the 
renewable energy itself. In essence, the DOD receives 
credit for meeting renewable energy standards by 
covering some of the production costs of private 
energy projects with defense dollars. By reducing 
production costs, the DOD enables renewable energy 
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producers to provide electricity for an artificially 
lower purchase price. RECs thereby subsidize the 
cost of energy available for purchase by the end user.11

The DOD, however, receives no direct benefit from 
the purchase of unbundled RECs beyond their con-
tribution to arbitrary renewable energy goals. These 
requirements divert money from defense priorities 
and distort market signals for private development 
by subsidizing the growth of renewable energy.12 
Despite additional tax incentives, grants, and subsi-
dies, solar power in particular remains significantly 
more expensive than conventional power sources.13

Renewable Energy Mandates Jeopardize 
Electric Security and Reliability

Even if solar power reached price parity with con-
ventional sources per kilowatt-hour (kWH), obsta-
cles remain in terms of how and when solar power is 

used. In order for an installation to operate effectively, 
the amount of electricity generated at any given time 
must correspond with the level of demand. Since solar 
power production is tied to a resource (sunlight) that 
is available only intermittently, production cannot be 
increased or decreased on demand. In times of low 
demand, some of the power generated may therefore 
go to waste. Similarly, at peak demand levels or during 
times of less sunlight, the amount of energy produced 
may be insufficient to meet total demand, requiring 
the installation to employ backup energy from tradi-
tional sources like coal, natural gas, and nuclear.

as a result, conventional energy sources are 
employed intermittently as needed to fill gaps left 
by solar power, but they do so without a decrease in 
their fixed operations and maintenance costs, which 
leads to a higher cost per kWH and increasing ener-
gy costs across the board.14 In other words, reliable 
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sources of energy are run less efficiently for the sole 
purpose of meeting arbitrary political mandates to 
accommodate more renewable energy.

While batteries can be used to store excess solar 
power and meet interim energy demand, it is not an 
economically feasible option as the cost of batter-
ies for energy storage runs around $500 per kWH.15 
These costs are not included in the DOD’s publicized 
costs of solar power.

The administration justifies the excessive costs 
associated with solar power in the name of ener-
gy security, claiming that diversification of energy 
sources will make the DOD more resilient. In reality, 
voltage fluctuations that are inherent to solar power 
can put existing energy infrastructure at risk, result-
ing in poor power quality and reliability, additional 
costs, and even safety concerns.16

as a consequence, further funding has gone 
toward grid modernization and microgrid develop-
ment to improve interoperability of energy sources 
and reduce the risks posed by incorporating renew-
ables into existing infrastructure.17 assessing the 
viability of renewable energy sources should include 
consideration of their impact on existing infrastruc-
ture and power sources in addition to costs.

Renewable Energy Mandates Are 
Disconnected from Reality

Finally, the number of DOD installations suited 
for solar power is extremely limited due to environ-
mental factors and land-use requirements. a 2012 
feasibility study across nine DOD installations in 
the Mojave and Colorado Deserts determined that 
96 percent of assessed surface area was unsuitable 

for solar energy “due to conflicts between solar 
energy development and military mission activities 
occurring at the installations,” as well as other fac-
tors related to climate and terrain.18 Only 1 percent 
of the surface area in the surveyed installations was 
assessed as “suitable.” While the study determined 
that over 7,000 megawatts of solar power could 
potentially be generated across these installations, 
it concluded that:

The actual level of solar energy development on 
these installations is likely to remain well below 
the maximum potential number for a wide variety 
of reasons, including a shortage of available trans-
mission in the region, environmental constraints 
that could not be incorporated into this study… and 
competition from other generation sources.19

Furthermore, with respect to the land assessed as 
viable, the study found that direct DOD funding for 
construction of solar projects at these sites would be 

“financially unattractive in all cases.”20

Given that many of the most promising installa-
tions for solar power have already been determined 
and contracted, future solar projects are increasing-
ly unlikely to benefit security or create cost savings.

DOD Energy Policy Should Prioritize 
Military Strength

Investing large sums of money into expensive and 
inefficient energy initiatives diverts limited defense 
dollars from where they are needed most and con-
tributes to the continued decline in U.S. military 
strength.21 Congress and the DOD should therefore:
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 ■ Require that the DOD factor in all associ-
ated costs of alternative energy sources. 
Solar power cost assessments should include all 
costs incurred in project development, manage-
ment, and storage, as well as any infrastructure 
modifications necessary for the integration of 
solar power.

 ■ Eliminate requirements on land lease reve-
nues. DOD should be able to redirect these funds 
as deemed necessary within the military.

 ■ Eliminate arbitrary renewable energy goals 
and prioritize U.S. military strength. Mandat-
ing renewable energy production and consump-
tion prioritizes questionable energy security 
threats above the military’s warfighting capabili-
ties and forces actual defense priorities to com-
pete for funds with the administration’s climate 
change agenda.

Using taxpayer dollars to subsidize renewable 
energy misallocates DOD resources, reduces actual 
U.S. military power, and obfuscates the true costs 
and complications of solar power in meeting instal-
lation energy demand.
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