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As the dust settles on a presidential election in which energy policy made precious little appearance or impact, 

discussion concerning what Obama’s second term means for US renewables has begun in earnest. 

Election maintains status quo? 

Although Obama was convincingly re-elected by a majority of 332 to 206 electoral votes, securing the popular 

vote in the process, little else changed in the US legislature: the Republicans retained control of the House by a 

233 to 195 majority and the Democrats retained control of the Senate by a 53 to 45 majority. The continuation of 

the legislative status quo presents a significant obstacle to progressive renewables legislation and begs the 

question of how Obama can translate his impressive personal victory into policy. 

A recent Chadbourne and Parke conference call on the topic saw speakers confirm that despite Obama’s re-

election it is too early to tell what real impact, if any, his Democratic administration will have on US renewables. 

As Jonathan Weisgall, vice president, legislative and regulatory affairs, MidAmerican Energy Holdings, noted, 

drawing parallels with Clinton’s second term, Obama is no longer encumbered with the prospect of re-election; it 

is now feasible therefore for him to take a more bullish approach to energy policy and legislation. The question 

remains though, whether it is possible to translate such an approach into real legislation given the Republican 

controlled House of Representatives. 



 
 

 

Richard Glick, vice president, government affairs, Iberdrola Renewables, agreed suggesting that although there 

is some bi-partisan support for renewables in the House the Tea-Party element of the Republican caucus still 

presents difficulties. 

The panel questioned whether the Republicans aggressive politicization of renewables during the election will 

cool hereafter, some citing research which claims up to 80 per cent of Republicans agree with some sort of 

federal support for the sector. 

Such speculation aside one resounding message was that this election had seen a substantial amount at risk for 

the renewables indutry. Dave Domansky, partner at Bracewell & Giuliani, echoed this sentiment in a separate 

conversation with IJ News claiming that “the re-election of Obama is a relief for the renewables sector; his 

administration will be more friendly to renewables even if Congress fails to renew the PTC.” 

Federal incentives and the PTC 

As IJ news reported last week, all speaking during the Chadbourne conference call believed the PTC would be 

renewed, with some offering the surprising claim that there is a 20 to 25 per cent of a fully-fledged carbon tax. 

Not all agree however that the PTC, should it be renewed, presents the best solution for stimulating US wind 

investment and growth; “The PTC structure is cumbersome , as it requires a lot of effort  to wring the risk out of 

the project, and because there is a small pool on tax equity investors there is a premium on capital.  Moving from 

a single asset project finance structure to a portfolio structure will require a change in the way risks are assessed 

and mitigated, particularly for smaller commercial scale solar portfolios,” said Domansky. 

The potential benefits of moving to a portfolio notwithstanding Domansky noted, as many have, that “wind will fall 

off a cliff in Q1 and Q2 2013, even if the PTC is extended at years end, as the development pipeline has been 

accelerated into 2012.” 

Despite this seemingly inevitable reduction in US wind, many on the Chadbourne call impressed the importance 

of the extension of the PTC with John Stanton, vice president, government affairs, SolarCity, calling it ‘pivotal’, 
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Weisgall suggesting it was imperative that business convey the need for the PTC to both the executive and 

Congress and Glick claiming that US manufacturing will struggle in 2013 without it. 

MLP’s and the advance of gas 

As all await the conclusion of the PTC extension debate, some are looking at Master Limited Partnerships 

(MLP’s) as a possible new route for renewables finance. Domansky held that “If MLP’s are made available to 

renewable projects, the MLP structure should open up a portfolio approach to utility-scale renewable projects,”  

thereby potentially opening renewables to  “a wider pool of investors”. 

Joseph Mikrut, partner, Capitol Tax Partners, contended during the Chadbourne call that MLP’s will be part of a 

more general discussion about tax reform, adding that it is difficult to see any expansion of MLP structures to 

inlcude renewables before then. 

MLP structures are another in a long line of touted new financing mechanisms, including REITS, securitization of 

assets and project bonds, intended to expand the pool of available financiers and instigate higher numbers of 

renewable projects. 

Although each of these has both supporters and detractors, each facing challenges of varying degree before 

potentially becoming part of the renewables mix, too much discussion of their relative merits sometimes obscures 

the (possibly) most significant challenge facing US renewables, competing with gas. 

As Domansky noted “US renewables are facing significant structural market issues, particularly in places where 

interim targets for renewable portfolio standards (a key driver for renewables investment) have been met.  Given 

the relatively low cost of natural gas, renewables cannot currently compete on power price against natural gas-

fired projects and therefore are having difficulty obtaining long-term PPAs.” 

Though not all agree, IJ News reporting last month of one energy funds contention that renewables are reaching 

grid parity in certain parts of America, how best to combat the advance of shale gas remains a pressing question. 

http://www.ijonline.com/Articles/79903
http://www.ijonline.com/Articles/79903
http://www.ijonline.com/Articles/80267
http://www.ijonline.com/Articles/80267


 
 

 

Obama, unhindered by election concerns and perhaps emboldened by a desire to secure his ‘legacy’, is well 

placed to try to usher in legislation that may well determine the lasting place of renewables in US energy. Whilst 

many, though not all, contend that the PTC is essential to wind development in 2013, and talk of new innovative 

financing structures rumbles on, renewables in the US is at a tipping point; Obama has the opportunity to 

implement a long term strategy for renewable integration and growth in America, we must now wait to see if he 

has the inclination and wherewithal to exploit it. 

 


