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Overview
A growing majority of the world’s largest corporations have set sustainability targets that involve increased
utilization of renewable energy. These companies have realized that renewable energy investments have a
positive impact on the bottom line because they offer a fixed-priced, long-term power supply that protects
against rising electricity costs. Meeting these corporations’ sustainability targets will require thousands of
additional megawatts (MW) of renewable energy, and represents a tremendous market opportunity.
A number of renewable energy projects are already operational across Michigan, and increased demand from
corporate buyers will drive additional investment and job creation. However, policy barriers that prevent willing
buyers from acquiring renewable resources are stifling market growth and limiting options for companies
seeking opportunities to meet corporate financial and sustainability objectives.
This brief discusses ways to expand opportunities for corporations to obtain additional renewable energy
resources in Michigan, and examines how the elimination of market barriers can help the state continue to
attract and retain companies with sustainability targets.

Michigan’s Largest Corporate Citizens Want Renewable Energy
Leading corporations nationwide have demonstrated their desire to purchase renewable energy. As of 2014,
43% of Fortune 500 companies and 60% of Fortune 100 companies have set climate and/or clean energy
targets,1 and as of December 2015, 49 major corporations, representing a market cap of $15 trillion, have
signed on to the Corporate Renewable Energy Buyers’ Principles (see appendix).
The priorities identified by these businesses include more choice in renewable energy procurement, access to
longer-term fixed-price energy, access to third-party ownership and financing, and the ability to work with
utilities and regulators to expand purchasing choices.2 Companies that have expressed an interest in using
renewable energy and have a presence in Michigan include Google, Switch, Nestle, Ikea, and many others.
In addition, many of the largest firms headquartered in Michigan – including General Motors, the Ford Motor
Company, the Dow Chemical Company, and Whirlpool – are actively seeking additional renewable energy
sources to power their operations.
Many of these corporations are leading by example with their investments in advanced energy technologies.
Expanded market participation by the state’s business community will translate into significant demand for
thousands of additional megawatts of renewable energy.
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Some of Michigan’s largest corporations, including Herman Miller, Amway, and Dow Chemical, have used
Michigan’s limited Retail Open Access provisions as a means of purchasing renewable energy from independent
power producers.3 However, most Electric Choice programs in Michigan—including those operated by DTE
and Consumers Energy, which together serve over 80% of Michigan electricity customers4 —have reached their
limits and are closed to new participation.5
Other Michigan corporations have opted to build
their own sources of renewable power. GM has
developed eleven solar projects totaling over
2 MW at its facilities across the state, and IKEA
has built the state’s largest solar array—a 977
kW project—at its Canton store.6 Some Michigan
companies have sought to develop larger
projects by selling the power produced from onsite generation to the local utilities, as GM has
done with the 800 kW solar project at its Warren
facility.7
Michigan companies may also have the
opportunity to procure renewable resources
through agreements with their utility provider.
The data company Switch, for example, which
recently announced plans to develop the largest
data center east of the Mississippi outside
of Grand Rapids, Michigan, will work with
Consumers Energy to allow the SuperNAP data
center to run entirely on renewable energy.8

Michigan’s Renewable
Energy Standard
In 2008, Michigan implemented a Renewable
Energy Standard (RES) that required the state’s
utilities to source 10% of their power from
qualified renewable sources by 2015. The state’s
utilities have met this target and are not required
to increase their renewable energy resources.
Currently, the state legislature is considering implementing a voluntary goal that 30% of energy
come from a combination of energy efficiency
and renewable energy by 2025. However, this
goal would not place any binding requirements
on utilities to develop or purchase new renewable energy resources.11

Finally, a number of Michigan-headquartered companies have actively sought out opportunities to power their
operations outside of the state with renewable energy. Just last year, GM announced it was directly procuring
wind energy to power a number of manufacturing facilities in Mexico through a long-term power purchase
agreement, while Dow announced a similar agreement last year for its facility in Freeport, Texas.9,10
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Michigan’s Market Opportunity
Large-scale commercial and industrial (C&I) customers consume a considerable amount of energy in Michigan,
which ranks 11th nationwide in terms of annual electric consumption by large corporate customers.12

Figure 1. Annual Large Corporate Electricity Consumption, by State

Michigan corporations with more than 500 employees account for roughly 30,000 gigawatt-hours (GWh)13 of
annual electricity consumption,14 more than a quarter of the state’s total electricity demand.

Figure 2. Annual Electricity Consumption in Michigan by Sector

A growing share of this consumption is being met with renewable energy resources. Driven primarily by the
state’s RES, Michigan has developed a substantial wind energy industry. Nearly 900 turbines across the state
provide more than 1,500 MW in generating capacity, enough for Michigan to rank 15th nationwide in installed
wind energy capacity.15 If just five percent of Michigan’s large corporate consumers chose to meet their
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electricity needs by purchasing directly from Michigan wind energy producers, it would spur the development of
over 500 MW of new wind energy.16
Michigan has yet to meet its solar potential. The state solar industry grew 33% in 2014, but new commercial
installations amounted to less than a megawatt,17 constrained by rules that complicate the development of solar
projects larger than 150 kW. Of the 30,000 GWh of electricity used by large Michigan corporations each year,
an estimated 12,600 GWh is used at sites that are likely to have the potential for on-site solar generation.18 This
equates to approximately 8,300 MW of solar capacity just to meet the potential for onsite generation for large
corporations in Michigan. Meeting just one percent of this demand would result in the addition of more than 80
MW in on-site solar projects19 – more than 88 times the total for 2014 business installations.
Developing these renewable energy resources would lead to substantial economic development benefits for
Michigan. Building 500 MW of new wind energy resources would create an estimated employment impact of
3,000 job-years in Michigan, and spur $370 million in economic development. Installing 80 MW of new solar
resources would create an estimated employment impact of 1,800 job-years in Michigan, and spur $234 million
in economic development.20

Barriers Limiting Market Growth
With a substantial number of its largest companies actively seeking opportunity to obtain renewable energy
resources to power their operations, Michigan is well placed to become a national leader in corporate
renewable energy procurement. However, a number of policy barriers currently exist that limit market
growth.
Fortunately, solutions exist. Michigan could enable market growth by expanding opportunities for
corporations to procure renewable energy, either through the state’s Retail Open Access market or, as in the
case of Switch, through agreements to obtain renewable energy through their utility provider. In addition,
modifying the state’s Net Energy Metering policies to lift the restrictive limit on system capacity would also
assist those companies looking to generate more of their energy on-site. Neither of these options involves
government mandates or tax incentives. Rather, Michigan can position itself to capture the economic benefits of
corporate renewable purchases simply by working with the business community to identify solutions.

Retail Open Access and Utility Agreements
In seventeen states—including Ohio, Illinois, and Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia—Retail Open
Access programs give utility customers the ability to choose where their energy comes from. These customers
still pay their local utility for the transmission and distribution of electricity, but have the option of purchasing
electricity from a range of competitive suppliers.
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In Michigan and six other states, Retail Open Access is available on a limited basis. Michigan’s six private
utilities are required to provide customer choice, but may cap their programs at ten percent of their total sales.
Four of these utilities—including DTE and Consumers Energy—have met their caps and are no longer accepting
new applications.
Michigan corporations that acted early—including Herman Miller, Amway, and Dow Chemical21 —have taken
advantage of Retail Open Access to purchase power directly from renewable energy developers, but in most
cases the option is no longer available to additional customers.
Importantly, options to procure renewable resources may also be available through the regulated market. As
noted above, Switch recently announced an agreement with Consumers Energy to provide 100% renewable
energy to power the new SuperNAP data center it is constructing near Grand Rapids, Michigan. Ensuring that
all companies have the opportunity to directly contract with their utility providers for renewable energy provides
an additional option to expand corporate renewable energy purchases.

Net Energy Metering
Net Energy Metering (NEM) refers to the way that a renewable energy system owner is billed for power by
their utility. Net-metered customers are charged only for the electricity that they consume over the course of
the month, net of the total amount of electricity they produce and put back on the grid over the course of the
month.
For example, a customer that consumes 10,000 kWh in a month but produces 8,000 kWh from a renewable
energy project is only billed for 2,000 kWh. NEM is a critical enabling policy for on-site renewable energy—95%
of new distributed solar capacity is installed through net metering tariffs.22
Some states limit the size of renewable energy systems that can qualify for Net Energy Metering. In Michigan,
this limit is 150 kW, though charges may be incurred for systems as small as 20kW. For reference, a typical
residential home could completely meet its energy needs with a 5-10 kW rooftop solar system.
However, for large electrical customers in Michigan—many of which have electricity needs that would require
a renewable energy system well over a megawatt in size—the 150 kW limit is highly restrictive. A company
installing a renewable energy system large enough to meet any significant portion of its energy needs would not
be able to benefit from net metering, reducing the system’s value.
The recommended best practice is to allow customers to net meter renewable energy projects sized to
produce the full amount of energy that they consume annually. States that have implemented this approach
include Arizona, Colorado, Georgia, New Jersey, and Ohio.
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Recommendations:
Solutions to Increase Corporate Renewable Energy Access
Michigan’s pro-business environment has served to attract big and small corporations alike. As corporate
interest in renewables grows, so do the state’s opportunities to capture the economic benefits of this emerging
market.
Michigan has the potential to see significant growth in its renewable energy market, driven by corporate buyers,
but market barriers are blocking the path forward and prevent the state’s biggest corporate citizens from
obtaining the renewable energy they want, choking investment in the state’s renewable energy infrastructure.
Fortunately, solutions exist. Michigan could enable market growth by allowing local corporations to choose to
purchase renewable energy from independent producers, contract with their local utility provider to procure
renewable energy, and by raising the Net Energy Metering limit to enable on-site renewable energy resources
at a scale useful to corporate customers.
Eliminating the barriers faced by corporate customers that want to buy renewables is critical to attracting the
private investment that will drive economic growth, and allow the Michigan renewable energy market to realize
its full potential.

6

Appendix23

23.

http://buyersprinciples.org/resource/corporate-renewable-energy-buyers-principles/

7

