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Massachusetts’ Clean Energy Policy Overview  
This policy brief reviews Massachusetts’ history of leadership in clean electric-sector policies. Beginning in the 

1980s, through the electric “restructuring” laws and regulations of the 1990s, and then the 2008 Green 

Communities Act and Global Warming Solutions Act, Massachusetts policy-makers have laid the groundwork 

for today’s efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions while adding diversity to New England’s electric 

generating resources.  The 2018 ‘Act to Promote a Clean Energy Future’ continues this work, calling for 

accelerated renewable energy requirements, offshore wind and battery storage targets, and less stringent 

limits on rooftop solar installations.  For the results of the Applied Economic Clinic’s modeling of major electric 

sector regulatory proposals in the ‘Act to Promote a Clean Energy Future’ see our accompanying report.

A Brief History of Massachusetts 

Clean Energy Policy 
Massachusetts’ history of clean energy 

regulation dates back to 1981 when the 

Massachusetts Department of Public Utilities 

(DPU) adopted regulations permitting what is 

known as “net metering”—allowing customers 

to sell their excess energy back to utilities.   

Massachusetts’ 1997 Electric Utility 

Restructuring Act deregulated the electric 

industry, allowing customers to choose their 

electric supplier, and created the Massachusetts 

Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS), which 

requires Massachusetts investor-owned utilities 

to provide a share of their electricity from 

renewable sources.  

In 2008, Massachusetts passed its cornerstone 

climate and clean energy legislation: the Green 

Communities Act (GCA) and the Global Warming 

Solutions Act (GWSA). The GCA raised RPS 

requirements; expanded Massachusetts net 

metering; authorized the Regional Greenhouse 

Gas Initiative (RGGI); and created the Energy 

Efficiency Advisory Council (EEAC) to oversee the 

energy efficiency plans submitted by electric 

utilities. The GWSA set statewide greenhouse 

gas emissions reduction targets, including a goal 

to reach an 80 percent reduction by 2050 (from 

a 1990 baseline).
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In 2016, Massachusetts passed the ‘Act to Promote 

Energy Diversity’, requiring utilities to set an 

economically feasible storage target for 2020 and to 

enter into long-term renewable energy supply contracts 

such that, by July 2027, at least 1,600 megawatts (MW) 

of the state’s electric capacity originate from offshore 

wind and another 1,200 MW originate from other 

renewable sources like solar or hydropower.  

Also in 2016, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court 

ruled against the Department of Environmental 

Protection (DEP) in Kain vs. DEP, requiring the agency to 

set annual, declining greenhouse gas emissions limits. 

Following this decision, in 2017, the state amended 

GWSA to mandate emissions limits for a variety of 

greenhouse gases and emissions sources. The updated 

regulations put in place an emissions cap and allowance 

system for Massachusetts generators, and introduced 

the Clean Energy Standard requiring electric utilities to 

procure an additional percentage of their retail sales—

above and beyond that of the RPS—from clean energy 

sources.  

The table below reviews key Massachusetts clean 

electric-sector policies since 1981. 

An Act to Promote a Clean Energy 

Future 
In 2018, the Massachusetts House and Senate are 

considering several energy policy bills to continue the 

commonwealth’s leadership. The Applied Economics 

Clinic has analyzed certain electric provisions of one bill, 

“An Act to promote a clean energy future: To protect our 

public health, create jobs and reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions”.  

The ‘Act to Promote a Clean Energy Future’ calls for 

accelerating the pace at which RPS requirements 

increase, advancing offshore wind and energy storage 

development, and adjusting net metering caps for 

renewable facilities and low-income households to 

remove barriers to more solar deployment. AEC’s full 

analysis can be seen here. 

  

Table 1. Massachusetts clean electric-sector regulations 

1981 Regulating the 
Federal Public Utility 
Regulatory Policy 
Act 

• Permitted electric customers that generated 30 kW or less of their own electricity to sell 
their excess energy back to utilities, allowing what is known as “net metering”. 

1997 Electric Utility 
Restructuring Act 

• Restructured Massachusetts’ electric industry to allow customers to choose their electric 
supplier. 
• Created a Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) that required Massachusetts utilities to 
provide electricity generated from renewable sources to end-use customers. The amount of 
renewable-generated electricity mandated to be supplied began at 1 percent of sales by 2003, 
growing by 0.5 percentage points each year until 2009 (reaching 4 percent), and by 1 
percentage point each year after 2009. 
• Created the Energy Efficiency Fund and the Renewable Energy Trust Fund to promote 
renewable energy and energy efficiency for all customer classes through mandatory charges 
on electric bills. 

1997 Department of 
Telecommunications 
and Energy 
Regulations 

• Doubled the state’s net metering cap from 30 kW to 60 kW. 

https://aeclinic.org/analysis-of-massachusetts-an-act-to-promote-a-clean-energy-future
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2007 Leading by Example 
Order 

• Created a statewide program called “Leading by Example,” which set a goal of reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from government operations by 40 percent by 2020 and 80 percent 
by 2050. The program covers all state-owned buildings including agency offices and state 
universities. 
• Requires all new construction and renovation projects to meet LEED building standards, 
among other targets. 

2008 Green Communities 
Act  

• Created the Energy Efficiency Advisory Council (EEAC) to oversee efficiency plans submitted 
by electric utilities and building developers.   
• Required utilities to pursue al cost-effective energy efficiency opportunities for their 
customers: “In authorizing such programs, the department shall ensure that they are 
delivered in a cost-effective manner capturing all available efficiency opportunities, 
minimizing administrative costs to the fullest extent practicable and utilizing competitive 
procurement processes to the fullest extent practicable.” 
• Permitted municipalities to choose to adopt a “stretch” building code that goes beyond the 
base code to emphasize energy efficiency. 
• Divided the RPS into three programs with different compliance and eligibility requirements: 
RPS Class I, RPS Class II, and Alternative Portfolio Standards (APS). 
• Increased the RPS to 15 percent of retail sales by 2020 and established a minimum electric 
supplier purchase requirement from small-scale renewable energy facilities. 
• Created the APS obligation to start at 1 percent of retail sales in 2009, 5 percent by 2020, 
and increasing 0.25 percent annually beyond 2020 
• Overhauled and expanded Massachusetts’ net metering regulations. 
• Set goals for hybrid and electric vehicles to make up half of the state’s fleet by 2018. 
• Required electric utilities to enter into long-term (10- to 15-year) renewable procurement 
contracts to help finance renewable energy projects. 
• Set aside $10 million a year to assist municipalities seeking to build renewable and 
alternative energy facilities. 

2008 Regional 
Greenhouse Gas 
Initiative (RGGI) 

• Authorized by the Green Communities Act, a greenhouse gas cap and trade program for 
Northeast states to auction emission permits and invest the proceeds in energy efficiency 
programs and municipal clean energy programs. 

2008 Global Warming 
Solutions Act 
(GWSA)  

• Set statewide greenhouse gas emissions reduction targets of 10 to 25 percent by 2020 (from 
a 1990 baseline), 80 percent by 2050, and required setting reduction targets for 2030 and 
2040 consistent with the 2050 goal.  
• Created a Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reporting Program two advisory committees tasked 
with making recommendations on reducing emissions and adapting to climate change.  
• Emergency regulations were issued in late 2008 detailing the types of facilities that would be 
required to report emissions under the GWSA starting in April of 2009. To manage reporting, 
the Massachusetts Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reporting Program was created. 

2009 Clean Energy 
Technology Center 

• Created the Clean Energy Technology Center (MassCEC), a quasi-public agency financed by 
the Renewable Energy Trust Fund to promote jobs and training in the clean energy sector, 
conduct market research, and foster investment in clean energy through collaboration and 
resource-sharing. 

2010 Cape Wind Lease • The U.S. Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) granted the nation’s first commercial 
offshore wind lease for the 468 MW Cape Wind project, with the aim of selling its energy to 
Massachusetts utilities. 

2010 Solar Carve-Out 
Program (SREC-1) 

• The first Solar Carve-Out Program, (known as SREC-I) supports generation of over 650 MW 
of new solar across the state.  
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2010 GWSA Limits Set for 
2020 

• Pursuant to the GWSA, the State’s Secretary of Energy and Environmental Affairs set a 25 
percent greenhouse gas reduction target for 2020. 

2010 Clean Energy and 
Climate Plan for 
2020 

• Pursuant to the GWSA, the State’s Secretary of Energy and Environmental Affairs solidified 
the 25 percent reduction in greenhouse gases as the 2020 target for Massachusetts, and 
released the first Clean Energy and Climate Plan for 2020, which detailed the actions needed 
to meet this limit. 

2010 Adjustments to Net 
Metering Rules 

• Differentiated between private renewable energy facilities and public facilities, and raised 
the net metering cap for public facilities to 2 percent of a utility’s historical peak load. 

2012 Act Relative to 
Competitively Priced 
Electricity  

• In 2012, the net metering cap was increased to 3 percent for both private and public 
facilities. 
• Expanded net metering to anaerobic digestion facilities and exempted some renewable 
generation facilities from the cap completely  
• Expanded the scope of the Massachusetts RPS to allow larger hydroelectric facilities 
between 7.5 MW and 30 MW to qualify. 

2014 Increased Offshore 
Wind Lease 
Availability 

• In line with President Obama’s Climate Action Plan, the Department of the Interior and 
BOEM joined Massachusetts Governor Deval Patrick to announce the availability of new, 
commercial wind energy leases for over 742,000 acres off the state’s coast. 

2014 Solar Carve-Out 
Program (SREC-II) 

• SREC-II supported an additional 1,600 MW of in-state solar generation by 2020. 

2014 Community Clean 
Energy Resiliency 
Initiative 

• The Community Clean Energy Resiliency Initiative (CCERI) of Department of Energy 
Resources (DOER) provided $40 million in grants to municipalities for clean energy 
technologies and local resiliency projects to improve critical local infrastructure including solar 
microgrids, emergency power generation units, combined heat and power facilities and 
energy storage. 

2015 Offshore Wind 
Developments  

• Progress on the Cape Wind project was halted in 2015 when local utilities canceled their 
long-term agreements (as stipulated under Section 82 of the Green Communities Act of 2008) 
to purchase wind power after the project missed contractual milestones. Without agreements 
to purchase power, as well as legal troubles, the project was abandoned.  
• In response to new offshore wind energy leases made available in 2014 by BOEM, almost 
335,000 acres were leased to offshore wind developers in 2015. 

2015 Solar Loan Program • The program, jointly managed by MassCEC and DOER, connects residents interested in solar 
PV projects with lending banks. The program sought to make $30 million available through 
low, fixed-interest loans from lenders to install solar systems. 

2015 Energy Storage 
Initiative (ESI) 

• Set aside $10 million from DOER’s Alternative Compliance Payments Spending Plan to 
promote energy storage technology, develop the storage market in the state, and recommend 
policy changes.  
• One outcome of the ESI was the State of Charge report. The report examined 10 different 
storage use cases, arguing that 600 MW of storage was possible by 2025, and that energy 
storage could provide close to $2.3 billion in benefits to the state. 

2015 Update Clean 
Energy and Climate 
Plan for 2020 

• Reported progress towards the GWSA 2020 goals, laid out near-term reduction 
requirements and measures to reach the state’s target of 25 percent greenhouse gas 
emissions reductions by 2020, and indicated that the 2020 goal was within reach. 

2016 An Act to Promote 
Energy Diversity  

• Required Massachusetts electric distribution companies to purchase clean energy through 
long-term contracts, including offshore wind. Stipulated that proposals soliciting offshore 
wind supply should be for no less than 400 MW each. 
• Stipulated that, by June 30, 2027, 1,600 MW of aggregate capacity should come from 
offshore wind and an additional 1,200 MW should come from solar, hydropower, onshore 
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wind or other Class I renewable sources. Set a goal that utilities have long-term renewable 
energy contracts equal to 9.45 TWh annually by 2023.  
• Expanded the types of renewable energy facilities that qualify for net metering to include 
small hydroelectric power projects (less than 60 kW). 
• Directed DOER to study the potential of energy storage, and if economical, to set a 2020 
procurement target for storage.  
• Created a nuclear decommissioning agency to oversee the closure of Plymouth Nuclear 
Power Station. 

2016 SREC-II Extensions  • When the SREC-II target was reached in 2016, the program was extended twice – once in 
April 2016 and then again in August 2016 – to cover solar projects in planning and 
implementation stages while DOER created a successor program. 

2016 An Act Relative to 
Solar Energy  

• Created Market Net Metering Credits for new solar facilities that apply to net meter after 
September 2016—projects implemented before this date received credits through an earlier 
net metering regime where the credits were calculated differently. 
• Once Massachusetts reached its 1,600 MW from solar goal, allowed electric utilities to add a 
monthly minimum reliability contribution (MMRC) to solar ratepayer’s bills 
• Raised the net metering cap for public and private facilities to the current cap of 7 percent 
for private facilities and 8 percent for public facilities. 

2016 State of Charge 
Report 

• MassCEC’s State of Charge report found that 600 MW of storage will be possible by 2025 
and included recommendations for supporting the installation of cost-effective energy storage 
systems. 

2016 Kain v. Department 
of Environmental 
Protection 

• Conservation Law Foundation, the Mass Energy Consumers Alliance, and four teenagers 
sued the Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) for violating the GWSA by failing to 
craft regulations that set aggregate or annual emissions limits for greenhouse gas sources. The 
Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled against DEP, requiring the agency to establish 
annual volumetric declining limits for the sources of greenhouse gas emissions. 

2016 Executive Order 569 • Following the Kain decision, Executive Order 569 directed DEP to implement regulations for 
annual, declining emissions limits (according to greenhouse gas sources) by August 2017.   
• The Order also laid out specific dates by which the 2030 and 2040 interim GWSA emissions 
limits would need to be finalized—December 31, 2020 and December 31, 2030, respectively. 

2017 Advancing 
Commonwealth 
Energy Storage 
(ACES) Initiative 

• Granted $20 million to be distributed as grants for storage projects across the state through 
a program known as Advancing Commonwealth Energy Storage (ACES).  
• Like the 2015 Energy Storage Initiative, ACES is funded by Alternative Compliance Payments. 

2017 Thermal Energy 
Carbon Dioxide 
Exemptions 

• Exempted carbon dioxide emissions linked to producing thermal energy at CHP facilities in 
the state from counting towards a power plant’s reporting obligations under the Regional 
Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI). 

2017 Alternative Energy 
Portfolio Standard 
Updated  

• The eligibility criteria for APS facilities was updated again in 2017 to include “renewable 
thermal, fuel cells and waste-to-energy thermal as eligible technologies”.   
• Currently, the RPS standards mandate that 13 percent of the state’s electricity mix must 
come from RPS Class I sources, 2.6 percent from RPS Class II renewables, 3.5 percent from RPS 
Class II waste energy, and 4.5 percent from APS sources. RPS Class I and APS requirements 
continue to rise at an annual rate of 1 percent, and 0.25 percent for APS. 
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2017 Amended GWSA 
3(d) Regulations  

• MassDEP amended six GWSA regulations in response to the 2016 Kain decision, mandating 
specific greenhouse gas emission limits on many types of emissions sources 
• Set annual, declining emissions limits on: 
-- Sulfur hexafluoride emissions from gas-insulated switchgear. In 2018, those limits were set 
at a maximum annual leak rate of 2 percent; in 2020 and beyond the rate will be reduced to 1 
percent. 
-- Methane emissions from natural gas distribution mains and services. The regulations set 
both sector-wide emissions limits and limits on each distribution company. 
-- Carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions from electricity generating facilities. Required 21 large 
power plants across the state to reduce their emissions from 9 million metric tons of CO2 in 
2018 to 1.8 million tons in 2050. The regulations also created an allowance system for CO2 
emissions for Massachusetts generators. 
-- CO2 emissions from all mobile sources in Massachusetts’ public transportation system 
(MassDOT and MBTA) as well as from heating fuels at its facilities.  
-- CO2 emissions from the state-owned passenger vehicle fleet. 
• Created the Clean Energy Standard which required electric utilities to procure a share of 
their retail sales from clean energy sources, beginning at 16 percent in 2018 and increasing 2 
percentage points per year. This mandate can be met by buying clean energy credits or 
through alternative compliance payments. 

2017 Solar Massachusetts 
Renewable Target 
Program  

• Arose out of the 2016 Act to Promote Energy Diversity and will be implemented in mid-2018 
to continue the promotion of solar energy adoption.  
• Solar Massachusetts Renewable Target Program (SMART) will pay solar electricity providers 
for each kWh of solar energy they produce (up to a ceiling price of 17 cents per kWh).  
• Provides payments at a lower, fixed rate relative to its predecessor Solar Carve-Out (SREC I 
and SREC II) programs, where the price varied depending on market conditions. 

2017 Long-Term 
Contracts for 
Offshore Wind 

• In late 2017, three proposals were submitted for 200, 400, and 800 MW offshore wind 
projects from Deepwater Wind, Bay State Wind (Eversource), and Vineyard Wind—all of which 
hold existing offshore leases from BOEM.  
• The winners of this first solicitation will be announced on May 23, 2018 (D.P.U. 17-103). 

2018 Clean Energy Future 
Report 

• In 2017, Massachusetts state legislators conducted a listening tour to collect feedback from 
citizens regarding the clean energy and climate issues they care about, and produced a report. 
• The report found that Massachusetts residents are deeply concerned about the impacts of 
climate change. Residents’ suggestions included: increasing the RPS, ceasing construction of 
new fossil fuel infrastructure, increasing investments in renewable energy, developing a 
comprehensive climate adaptation plan, promoting environmental justice, assuring that gas 
leaks be repaired, putting a price on carbon, and further electrifying the transportation 
system.   
• This report forms the basis for the “Act to Promote a Clean Energy Future” proposed in the 
current legislative session – see more information in the section below.  

  


