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Facing a string of challenges, investment
in renewable energy sources dropped
in 2016 compared to the year before, but
the trend toward wind, solar and other
renewables has firmly taken hold among
corporates and investors, aided by new
financing vehicles such as “green banks.”
Bloomberg New Energy Finance (BNEF), a research
organization that uses proprietary data to analyze
the financial, economic and policy implications
of emerging energy technologies, estimates that
investments in clean energy fell 18% in 2016 from
the year before, to $287.5 billion.1 Nevertheless,
the power available through wind and solar
installations hit a new record last year, estimated by
BNEF analysts at 127 gigawatts. The Solar Energy
Industries Association says 1 gigawatt of solar
energy can power about 164,000 homes.2
About half of the investment drop likely stemmed
from reductions in the cost of equipment, BNEF
says, a trend favoring further growth in renewables.
The slowing of the economy in China, which has
aggressively pursued implementing renewable
energy sources, was another significant factor,
according to BNEF.
OVERCOMING OBSTACLES
The research firm foresees several potential factors
impeding renewable energy growth this year,
including the Trump administration setting policies
that favor fossil fuels, the fallout from Brexit and
potentially more European countries moving to exit
the European Union, and China’s still “dangerously
unbalanced” economy.
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Another big threat is rising interest rates. According
to BNEF, as rates rise, the big question is “whether
risk premiums to clean energy projects can
continue to come down to compensate — or whether
all-in borrowing costs will rise, jeopardizing the
competiveness of renewable electricity.”3
BUILDING MOMENTUM
Despite potential obstacles, the renewable energy
industry has gained significant momentum, to
the point where it has eroded coal’s share of the
electricity-generation market. The U.S. Energy
Information Administration says the share of U.S.
electricity generated by renewable energy sources,
not including hydropower, steadily grew to 15% in
2016 from 10% in 2010. The percentage generated
by natural gas grew even faster over the same
period, to 34% from 24%. Coal, meanwhile, has
shrunk to 30% from 45%.4
Corporates typically strategize years in advance,
so the Trump administration’s energy policies,
however they turn out, are unlikely to change
corporate plans much. In one example of companies
incorporating renewables into their long-range
plans, 83 major companies so far have pledged
to source 100% of their energy consumption from
renewables by signing on to the “RE100” initiative.
Notable signees include Apple, BMW, HP, Johnson
& Johnson and P&G.
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INVESTMENT TRENDS
On the investment front, renewables took
somewhat of a dip in 2016. Last year, utility-scale
solar and wind dominated asset finance, in which
companies pledge balance sheet assets to secure
loans, remained about the same as the year before,
at just over $30 billion. However, financing through
the public markets plummeted to $3.3 billion in
2016 after reaching closer to $10 billion in each
of the previous two years, and venture capital
and private equity dipped slightly, to $3.5 billion.
Investment in rooftop solar hit $13.1 billion in 2016,
up $3.2 billion from the year before.5
SPECIALTY FINANCING PROVIDERS
In the U.S., a number of financial institutions
have developed a specialty in renewable energy
financing. Seminole Financial Services, for
example, has closed more than 150 transactions for
small-scale utility projects, generating 1 megawatt
to 20 megawatts.6
“Seminole’s capabilities include a true ‘one-stop
shop’ program that provides development capital,
construction debt, permanent debt, and tax credit
equity,” the company notes on its website.
GREEN BANKS
The Paris Agreement in late 2015, dealing with
greenhouse-gas issues, increased interest in
building a broad spectrum of financial solutions,
given that an estimated $13 trillion in investments
would be required to meet the signatories’
commitments.7 The agreement spurred the
development of “green banks,” public entities
established to facilitate private investment in
low-carbon, resilient infrastructure.
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So far, 13 green banks have emerged around
the world, seven of which are in the U.S. The
Connecticut Green Bank was the first of its kind
in the U.S., formed in 2011 by Gov. Dannel Malloy
and the Connecticut General Assembly. It has
teamed up with private investment partners to
deploy more than $1 billion in capital since its
inception to fund clean energy projects across
the state, matching every $1 of public funds with
$6 in private investment.
A recent fact sheet published by the Union of
Concerned Scientists, which supports opening a
green bank in Maine, notes that the bank could
provide a range of financial products, including
business loans, credit enhancements, warehousing
and securitization services, and structured
products and other financing tools.8
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