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Saving Energy to Mitigate Climate Change
As global temperatures rise — risking irreversible worldwide climatic changes — the United States
consumes too much energy from dirty fossil fuels that spew greenhouse gas emissions. Efficiency
measures offer proven and cost-effective ways to reduce emissions from power plants by avoiding
the initial demand to generate electricity. Widespread deployment of energy efficiency could
effectively mitigate some of the climatic changes that come with rising global temperatures.
A $500 billion nationwide investment in upgrading energy efficiency by the year 20351 could
reduce energy consumption, save money, create jobs and protect the climate.

The Efficiency Solution
to Our Consumption Problem
Efficiency refers to how much energy is required to perform
a certain amount of work. A more energy-efficient light
bulb requires less energy to generate the same amount
of illumination and tends to last longer. The cheapest and
cleanest kilowatt-hour is the energy saved from investing in
efficiency. But America tends to turn to efficiency only when
energy prices are high; periods of low energy prices discourage efficiency improvements.
The United States is an energy glutton, consuming close to
20 percent of the world’s energy, second only to China.2 This
is partly because the energy industry has long promoted
consumption of abundant, cheap energy, which is designed
to discourage energy efficiency.3
Buildings are energy hogs — using nearly 40 percent of
U.S. energy demand — and represent the largest potential
for efficiency savings.4 Upgrading buildings with energyefficient technologies can immediately reduce energy consumption, which curtails the amount of climate emissions
released into the atmosphere. The United States will be
unable to dramatically cut emissions without substantially
upgrading energy efficiency.5

Real Energy and Climate Savings
Despite the need for action, the United States is on a fossil
fuel building boom, with 364 additional gas-fired power
plants and 3 new coal plants planned for 2018 to 2022.6 The
full deployment of energy efficiency upgrades in buildings

foodandwaterwatch.org

alone could eliminate the need to build additional power
plant capacity. Efficiency investments are cheaper and
faster to deploy than building new power plants.7
The power industry is a major emitter of air pollutants that
harm human health and the environment.8 In 2016, power
plants emitted over 1.8 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide
(CO2) — 28 percent of all U.S. climate emissions that year.9
That does not include the massive leaks of methane from
the oil and gas industry, which makes the power industry an
even greater threat to the planet.10
Upgrading the efficiency of buildings could reduce natural
gas demand (for utilities and power plants) by 40 trillion
cubic feet by 2035, which would also eliminate 2.3 trillion
cubic feet of methane leaks.11 By that same year, energy
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efficiency upgrades would reduce methane leaks by nearly
440 million metric tonnes of CO2 equivalent.12
These upgrades would substantially reduce demand for
both utility gas and gas-fired electric generation. Combined, these reductions would reduce total building natural
gas consumption (utility and gas-fired generation) by onethird by 2035 — an annual savings of 4.4 trillion cubic feet
of gas by that year.13 Gas savings from increasing building
efficiency would allow us to shut down about 130,00 wells
in 2035 without an impact on energy security.14

Upgrades and Retrofits for Buildings
Buildings present plentiful energy savings potential
because of the heavy reliance on electric power.15 Retrofitting a building’s shell would reduce household energy bills,
curtail climate emissions and improve quality of life,16 especially for lower-income households.17 Heating and cooling
(HVAC) systems use nearly half of the energy in buildings,18
but HVAC improvements can increase a home’s energy
efficiency by as much as 50 percent.19

Lighting constituted 10 percent of residential and 17 percent of commercial buildings’ electricity use,20 but replacing
all inefficient bulbs with energy-efficient LEDs could reduce
lighting energy use by half.21
Additionally, water heaters accounted for nearly 20 percent
of household and 7 percent of commercial energy use.22
Upgrades to replace 38 million water heaters that are over
10 years old with the most efficient models would reduce
energy use by nearly 40 percent. This means annual utility
bills would be reduced by $8.6 billion and annual climate
emissions would be cut by 15.7 million metric tonnes of CO2
— the equivalent of about four coal-fired power plants.23

The Time Is Now
Any national climate program must include substantial
investments and policy improvements to upgrade the
energy efficiency of America’s buildings. This requires a
national commitment to ensure widespread and rapid
adoption of available and emerging technologies to achieve
energy and climate savings.24
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