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Renewable Energy policy decisions are likely to be most effective and beneficial when based on a
comprehensive, objective, and scientific evaluation of renewable energy resources, potential
environmental impacts, and cost and technology trend information. This short summary is intended to
facilitate this process, specifically with respect to resource considerations.
Perhaps surprisingly to many, Department of Energy estimates of wind resources demonstrate that the
onshore wind resources of the Eastern US are essentially negligible on the scale of national electricity
consumption: The rankings below show NREL’s (National Renewable Energy Lab) estimate of
developable wind resources in the top ten western states, and then for all of the states in the Eastern US
that have at least 1 gigawatt of potential (according to NREL):

The total for the Eastern States listed above is 52 gigawatts (more than half of which is in New York
State). Even if all of this potential was realized, the amount of total US electricity generation offset
would be less than 4%. This follows by first multiplying this figure by the “capacity factor” for wind that
NREL used (.3) to take into account the intermittency of the resource, and then dividing by the average
total rate of electricity consumption in the US, which is roughly 470 gigawatts. That is:
52 GW x .3 / 470 GW = .0338 < 4%.

It should also be noted that these NREL estimates are likely seriously overestimated, as they do not take
into account myriad local factors, such as local environmental factors. As such they must be considered
as only as gross upper estimates of potential capacity. In reality, possibly less than ¼ or even a tenth of
this estimate may be achievable.
Wind resources off the East Coast are potentially much larger, but it is not clear yet whether developing
this resource is economically, technically, or environmentally viable. It is widely expected that offshore
wind development will be quite expensive, and there is in fact no objective, scientific basis yet for
asserting the commercial and environmental viability of massive offshore wind development. Some
evidence now also exists (e.g. a recent study by Carnegie Mellon engineers) that offshore wind
development may be hampered by potential damage to turbines by hurricanes1.
In contrast to this, the developable solar power resource in the Eastern US completely dwarfs the
onshore wind resource. Very conservative estimates by the Department of Energy2 show that 20% of US
electricity demand in general could be met easily with rooftop photovoltaics alone, and much of that
resource exists in the East. This is easy to understand, given that a typical home can theoretically
produce all of its typical electrical power from a PV system covering a minority fraction of the roof. The
assumptions used in the same study clearly indicate that substantially more could be achieved with
rooftop PV if installations were more aggressively sized up. Additional ground mounted systems,
carports, and larger solar projects, could easily double or triple that number with little or no
encroachment on natural habitats, as the additional space is already abundantly available in the form of
back yards, parking lots, brown fields, fallow fields, and other appropriate sites.
Data Source for wind resources: NREL data available from www.windpoweramerica.gov. See example
below, showing how the number for Massachusetts is obtained from this data:
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