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The U.S. used more renewable energy in 2016 compared to the previous year,
according to the most recent energy flow charts released by Lawrence Livermore
National Laboratory. Credit: Photo courtesy of National Renewable Energy
Laboratory

Americans used more renewable energy in 2016 compared to the
previous year, according to the most recent energy flow charts released
by Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory. Overall, energy
consumption was nearly flat.
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Each year, the Laboratory releases energy flow charts that illustrate the
nation's consumption and use of energy. Americans used 0.1 quads
(quadrillion BTU), more in 2016 than in 2015. A BTU, or British
Thermal Unit, is a unit of measurement for energy; 3,400 BTU is
equivalent to about 1 kilowatt-hour.

Prices for photovoltaic panels have fallen dramatically over the past
decade, contributing to solar energy's rapid growth, which rose by 0.15
quads or 38 percent in 2016, with significant additions in the electricity,
commercial and residential sectors. "Two thirds of that increase was in
the electric sector," said A.J. Simon, group leader for LLNL's energy
program. "These are large installations of thousands of solar panels,
usually in the desert." Installations on the roofs of homes and warehouses
account for the rest of the additions.

Likewise, more wind power is contributing to the nation's utility grid.
Use of wind power rose by 19 percent or 0.33 quads. "Generous
incentives for renewable energy, combined with improved 'know-how' in
siting and building wind farms, has led to a favorable environment for
growth in this sector," Simon said.
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The 2016 energy flow chart released by Lawrence Livermore National
Laboratory details the sources of energy production, how Americans are using
energy and how much waste exists. Credit: Lawrence Livermore National
Laboratory

Coal use decreased by 9 percent to 14.2 quads, mostly due to decreased
coal supply to the electricity sector. That supply has been replaced by
wind, solar and natural gas. Overall, natural gas use rose by 1 percent to
28.5 quads.

Energy use in the residential, commercial and industrial sectors all
declined slightly, while consumption of fossil fuels in the transportation
sector rose by 0.5 quads or 2 percent.

All energy use results in some losses, shown on the charts as rejected
energy. This energy most often takes the form of waste heat, such as the
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warm exhaust from automobiles and furnaces. The efficiency of the
nation's cars, lightbulbs and factories determines how much waste heat is
produced, and how much of fuel and electricity can be put to productive
use.

This year marks two changes to the energy flow chart. The Energy
Information Administration has changed the way it analyzes and reports 
renewable energy use, and those changes are reflected in the 2016 chart
as well as a revision to the 2015 analysis. Additionally, the estimate of
efficiency of the industrial sector has been reduced from 80 percent to
49 percent to align with recent analysis at the DOE's Advanced
Manufacturing Office. LLNL reports all year-over-year changes on a
basis consistent with the new methodology.

  More information: flowcharts.llnl.gov/
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