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Sourcing Green Energy for Community Choice Energy Programs 

Community Choice Energy (CCE) allows cities and towns to purchase electricity from on behalf of participating 

customers. CCE allows municipalities to pool customers together and use that increased bargaining power to 

benefit participating customers through longer-term contracts and lower rates. This policy brief provides an 

overview of current CCE programs in Massachusetts—a national leader in adoption of CCE—and around the 

United States including a discussion of the different methods used to source their green energy. 

Currently, 133 cities and towns in Massachusetts have 

adopted CCE—more than one-third of the 351 

municipalities in the Commonwealth (see Figure 1). CCE 

has also been implemented by municipalities in 

California, Illinois, New Jersey, New York, Ohio and 

Rhode Island. Many of these programs source a greater 

amount of renewable energy than is required by state 

law, with some offering up to 100 percent renewable 

electric plan options.  

CCE programs in Massachusetts must comply with the 

same regulations as utilities regarding the minimum 

amount of renewable energy that they must provide to 

customers under the state’s Renewable Portfolio 

Standard (RPS). The current requirement is 13 percent. 

Most CCE programs procure green energy for customers 

in the same way that utilities comply with the RPS, 

through Renewable Energy Certificate (REC) purchases. 

For every megawatt-hour of electricity generated from 

renewable sources, a corresponding REC is produced.  

RECs are used across the United States to determine 

compliance with state RPS policies, which require retail 

electricity suppliers to purchase RECs equal to a 

designated share of their electric sales. RECs are a very 

important part of renewable financing and development 

and renewable projects may hinge on the ability to 

generate and sell their RECs to utilities and CCE 

municipalities. However, if a project is not needed to 

comply with its home state’s RPS—or the home state 

does not have an RPS—the renewable developer will 

look to sell those RECs elsewhere. For example, the RECs 

from a project built in Massachusetts could be used to 

meet RPS requirements in Connecticut. 

CCE programs that require renewable purchases above 

state requirements are not subject to the same 

restrictions as state RPSs such as limits on the types of 

fuels that can be used to generate the electricity, so 

there can be variation in the origin of the renewable 

generation sourced by these programs. Many CCE 

programs, however, require that an eligible source of 

electricity must also comply with the RPS. For CCE towns 

in Massachusetts, this ensures that the program is 

supporting projects that are in or adjacent to the New 

England region.  

 

Figure 1. CCE Municipalities in Massachusetts 
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There are four main approaches CCE programs can use to procure their renewable energy: 

Option 1: Buy Geographically 

Unspecified Renewable Energy Credits 

(RECs) 
Some CCE communities purchase additional RECs, above 

and beyond their state’s RPS requirement, to meet the 

standards set by their CCE program (for example, a CCE 

plan that calls for 5 percent more renewables than the 

state requirement).1 Municipalities that procure energy 

in this way may allow RECs from outside the region that 

may not be RPS compliant, to fulfill this requirement. To 

address this, the community could place specific 

limitations on the type or origin of RECs that are 

acceptable to meet their standard. (These limitations are 

discussed in more detail below.) 

Unlike most RPS statutes—which specify which 

renewable energy sources are acceptable and often 

require utilities to buy RECs from generation that is 

“deliverable” or connected to the local grid—CCE 

programs allowing unspecified RECs may make 

purchases from any source deemed renewable and from 

anywhere in the United States or Canada. The local utility 

continues to issue customers’ bills, where the only 

changes are to the rate charged for electricity supply, 

commensurate with the level of renewable energy 

chosen by the customer.  

Pros: Unspecified RECs are typically less expensive than 

RECs specified to come from “Class I” RPS compliant 

resources like solar and wind, or from a designated 

region. Wind capacity has grown dramatically in the 

United States from about 4,000 MW in 2001 to about 

85,000 MW in 2017, with most new wind located in the 

Midwest, the Great Plains, and Texas. In these regions, 

the average price of power purchase agreements for 

wind in 2015 was just above $20 per megawatt-hour 

(MWh), according to Lawrence Berkeley National 

Laboratory data. That is a large drop from the $55 per 

MWh regional average in 2009, and an even larger drop 

from the 2009 national average of nearly $70 per MWh. 

As a result, RECs from these regions will be less 

expensive. 

Pros Cons

➢ Cheap and readily available supply

➢ Does not necessarily spur renewable energy development (i.e. 

projects would have been built regardless)

➢ Definition of “renewable” energy differs by region

➢ Regional energy source

➢ Regional emissions reductions and renewable energy 

development

➢ Regional economic development

➢ May be more expensive than unspecified RECs

➢ Broad definitions of what counts as "regional" energy can limit 

actual regional renewable energy development

➢ REC price volatility

➢ Local energy source

➢ Local emissions reductions and renewable energy development

➢ Local economic development

➢ May be more expensive than unspecified or regionally sourced 

RECs

➢ REC purchasing requirements may be unduly restrictive

➢ REC price volatility

➢ Ensures highly localized and locally owned generation sources

➢ Local emissions reductions and renewable energy development

➢ Local economic development

➢Control over project development

➢ Locally owned infrastructure is financed by customers, so 

energy may be more expensive than locally sourced RECs

Option 2: Buy Regionally Sourced RECs

Option 1: Buy Renewable Energy Credits (RECs) from anywhere in the U.S.

Option 3: Buy Locally Sourced RECs

Option 4: Owning Local Generation
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Cons: For some consumers, a drawback of purchasing 

low-cost unspecified RECs may be that when prices fall 

too low, the REC market’s ability to drive new renewable 

energy development—a commonly advertised benefit of 

CCE programs—is impaired. Another drawback of buying 

RECs from outside the region is that the rules for what 

counts as a REC differ by state. If a CCE program is buying 

RECs without geographic or resource-type limitations, 

the program may be supporting energy types with 

disputed climate benefits, like biomass, tires, or black 

liquor.2 A third drawback is that buying RECs on the U.S. 

market without regard to their location of origin can 

result in money spent on renewable energy that would 

have been built without that REC purchase (that is, the 

renewable energy is not “additional”). For instance, if it 

is already profitable to build the renewable project 

without the REC revenue, then the renewable developer 

will sell the REC and turn a larger profit. However, in this 

case, purchasing the REC did not actually reduce 

emissions because the project would have been built 

regardless. 

MA Examples  

Cape Light Compact: Twenty-one towns on Cape Cod 

and Dukes County participate in a CCE operated by Cape 

Light Compact, which procures green energy through a 

mix of specified and unspecified REC purchases. Cape 

Light Compact purchases RECs from solar, wind, and 

small hydro projects, and guarantees that at least 25 

percent of those RECs will come from New England. As 

for the remainder, “a preference is given to local 

projects,” but the Compact will source from non-local 

projects “if necessary to obtain market prices,” including 

from Low Impact Hydropower Institute (LIHI)-certified 

hydro. 

Salem: Salem offers a CCE program called “100 percent 

green energy.” The program procures 22 percent 

Massachusetts Class I RECs to comply with the RPS. The 

Salem CCE’s remaining 78 percent of energy purchases 

come from wind projects outside of New England. 

Option 2: Buy Regionally Sourced RECs 
Some CCEs limit REC purchases to originate from a 

specific region or to follow the same sourcing 

requirements as their state’s RPS. The changes to 

customers’ bills are the same as with procurement 

Option 1:  the local utility continues to issue customers’ 

bills and the only change is to the electricity rate. This 

rate may be higher or lower depending on the 

procurement contract and how much renewable energy 

supply is chosen by the customer.  

Pros: Sourcing regional RECs helps ensure that emission 

reductions and any jobs benefits from the renewable 

generation occur within region. Purchasing RECs 

regionally also helps to grow that market and contribute 

to additional renewable energy development. Increasing 

the number of generators by driving demand for more 

RECS can also serve to mitigate price volatility because of 

the ability to source the cheapest option from the 

regional pool.  

Cons: Regionally sourced RECs may be more expensive 

than RECs from outside the region. 

MA Examples  

Chelmsford: Chelmsford offers a CCE program with an 

option called “100 percent green” energy, which 

procures 20 percent more Massachusetts Class I RECs 

than required by state law (the remaining RECs are 

sourced from national wind markets). 

Option 3: Buy Locally Sourced RECs 
To strengthen CCE programs’ renewable energy 

production and emission reductions, some communities 

limit the source of their REC purchases still further, 

requiring them to originate from a specific state or small 

group of states. For example, where procurement Option 

2 (Regionally Sourced RECs) may require RECs to 

originate from New England, procurement Option 3 

(Locally Sourced RECs) might require RECs to originate 

from Massachusetts. The changes to customers’ bills are 
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the same as with procurement Options 1 and 2, the bill 

is still issued by the local utility and the only change is to 

the electricity rate.  

Pros: Sourcing local RECs ensures that the energy is being 

generated nearby and that emissions reductions and 

renewable energy development benefits take place close 

to home. Sourcing local energy also contributes to 

infrastructure resiliency, by reducing the reliance on 

centralized generation and shifting to more local energy 

resources. These programs also provide incentives for 

the construction of local generation.  

Cons: Locally sourced RECs are typically more expensive 

than regionally sourced or unspecified RECs. In high 

demand years or seasons in which there is not a large 

enough supply of local RECs to meet demand, a 

requirement to purchase RECs locally may be overly 

restrictive or not realistic to implement.  

MA Examples  

Mass Energy: Arlington, Brookline, Dedham, Gloucester, 

Somerville, Sudbury and Winchester offer CCE programs 

that source their RECs through the non-profit Mass 

Energy Consumers Alliance. Founded in 1982, Mass 

Energy aims to make energy more affordable and 

environmentally sustainable. The organization acts on 

behalf of consumers and the environment on local, state, 

regional and national energy issues. Mass Energy only 

buys RECs from wind, solar, low-impact hydro and 

anaerobic digestion in Massachusetts and Rhode Island. 

Our comparison of CCE towns in the Eversource territory 

(see the accompanying policy brief, Boston Community 

Choice Energy Aggregation and Electric Costs) showed 

that Arlington, Dedham, Somerville, Sudbury, and 

Winchester are all saving money with their CCE 

programs. (Brookline and Gloucester were not examined 

in that review.) 

Option 4: Own Local Generation 
In some CCE programs, municipalities own some or all of 

the renewable generation they use. Unlike Option 3 

(Locally Sourced RECs), where RECs are bought through 

a CCE program that sources them from local generators, 

a municipality’s ownership of generation enables both 

local investment and municipal control. Moving away 

from traditional utility models, CCE programs that own 

and sell local generation allow customers to own a share 

of local renewable energy sources. For example, some 

CCE programs enable virtual net metering, allowing 

customers to “own” solar panels without having them on 

their home. Participating in these programs changes the 

rate charged for electricity supply, and may or may not 

change customers’ utility and electricity supplier, 

depending how the ownership of transmission and 

distribution is organized.3  

Pros: By generating, transmitting, and using clean energy 

within a certain area, these programs provide highly 

localized benefits such as renewable energy 

development. This approach gives communities greater 

control over their energy sources, as well as 

independence from utilities that enables longer-term 

pricing. These programs also often emphasize energy 

efficiency and conservation measures, leading to 

reduced demand and deeper emissions cuts that provide 

cost savings and further reduce emissions. 

Cons: Locally owned generation may be more expensive 

than the purchase of locally or regionally sourced RECs. 

In these programs, customers’ rates support the 

municipal investment to build out local generation rather 

than buying RECs. 

Examples  

San Francisco: In California, some municipalities have 

locally owned generation programs, sometimes referred 

to as "CCE 2.0." Some CCE programs supplying locally 

owned energy supplement that energy with RECs bought 

from elsewhere, such as the City of San Francisco’s CCE 
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2.0 plan. The San Francisco plan includes 360 MW of local 

generation, including 31 MW of solar energy and a 150 

MW wind farm, as well as 107 MW of efficiency and 

conservation measures. The City’s CCE program 

safeguards competitive rates by requiring that their rates 

must “meet or beat” the default utility’s rates. Even with 

360 MW of local energy supply, the city’s energy needs 

require additional energy purchases. The program 

requires that purchased RECs be bought together with 

the electricity produced—ensuring that those REC 

purchases are spurring renewable development 

additional to what would have been done otherwise. 

MCE Clean Energy: Another CCE program in California, 

launched in 2010, was the first locally owned generation 

CCE program in the state and has increased the number 

of communities served to 250,000 customers across 

Marin County, Napa County, Benicia, El Cerrito, 

Lafayette, Richmond, San Pablo and Walnut Creek. MCE 

owns a total of 19 MW of local renewable energy online 

or under construction, including multiple solar projects 

and a landfill-to-gas plant. The program offers customers 

the option to purchase 100 percent locally owned solar 

energy, but there is a maximum number of customers 

who can take advantage of this option due to limited 

capacity. Remaining customers are served through 

alternative program offerings, including 100 percent 

renewable energy procured through regionally sourced 

REC purchases from solar and wind resources elsewhere 

in California.  

Conclusions 
Various options exist for implementing a CCE program 

that increase renewable energy usage and 

development. It is important for municipalities to have 

clear goals before deciding which option to pursue. 

 

 

 

Notes 

1 A prerequisite for CCE program development is a 

“deregulated” state electricity market, in which electric 

customers have the right to choose an alternative 

competitive electricity supplier if they prefer its service to 

their default electricity supplier. 

2 Black liquor is a waste product from paper manufacturing. 

3 The examples provided in this section—both located in 

California—do not change the utility or supplier for their CCA 

customers. Some similar programs do, however, such as 

Austin, Minnesota. 
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