
Renewable energy growth
broke world records in
2015, according to a new

report by the Renewable Energy
Policy Network for the 21st
Century (REN21), written by 180
energy experts from governments,
research institutions,
international and national
organizations, and industry.
As well as hitting new highs,

investment in renewables was
more than double that of new
investments in coal or gas-fired
energy, according to the report. In
fact, the world now adds more
power capacity in renewables
annually than it does in all fossil
fuels combined. By the end of 2015, renewable energy capacity
was enough to supply 23.7% of global electricity, with 16.6% of
that in hydropower. 
‘Renewables are now established around the world as

mainstream sources of energy,’ reads the report. ‘2015 was a
year of firsts.’
Solar and wind power saw the biggest growth last year,

accounting for nearly 77% of new installations. Hydro-electric
power made up the majority of the rest of the new energy. The
total new investment in renewables overall was US$285.9
billion, an increase of US$12.9 billion from 2014. 
This translates to a total of 147 gigawatts (GW) of additional

power in 2015, which is roughly the equivalent of Africa’s
generating capacity from all sources. Eight million people are
employed either directly or indirectly in renewable energy
industries.
Emerging and developing countries spent more than the rich

countries in renewable energy industries. China, Japan, the US,
the UK and India were the top countries in terms of overall
power additions, with Chinese power accounting for over one
third of the global total. In terms of investment per unit of GDP,
Mauritania, Honduras, Uruguay, Morocco and Jamaica took
the top spots.

According to the REN21 report, the reason for this growth is
varied. Improving cost-competitiveness, often spurred on by
new technology, was a big factor, along with new policy
initiatives, better access to financing, energy security and
environmental concerns, and a growing demand for energy in
developing countries. 

Challenging Sectors
The heating and cooling sectors still present a challenge for the
renewable energy industry. Only 8% of energy used for heating
and cooling was renewable in 2015 overall, most of which was
generated by biomass, with some thermal and geothermal
energy as well. Worldwide, 75% of energy used for heating is
fossil fuel based. 
In 2015, the total capacity and generation of renewable

energy used for heating and cooling continued to rise, but the
growth rate declined. This was in part caused by low oil prices.
The other main challenge for the renewable energy industry

is the transportation sector. Only 4% of fuel used for road
transport was renewable, the majority of which was liquid
biofuels. 
New advances in markets and applications of biofuels were

made in 2015, however, such as in aviation biofuels. New electric
vehicle technology also advanced significantly in both light and
heavy electric vehicles, and in integrating renewable energy into
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EV charging stations. 
Canada’s Role

Out of the various methods of renewable energy, Canada does
best in its hydro-electricity generation and capacity. In 2015,
Canada was third in overall hydro-power generation and fourth
in hydro-power capacity. Canada is also sixth worldwide for
wind-power capacity additions, and is a leader in the production
of the biofuel ethanol, though capacity fell in 2015. 
Wind-energy has remained one of Canada’s largest sources

of new electricity generating capacity. Out of the provinces,
Ontario leads in wind generation. It added 0.9GW to its wind
capacity last year, for a total of 4.4GW. Quebec followed, with
an addition of 0.4GW in 2015. Nova Scotia added 0.2GW. By
the end of the year, Canada’s wind-generated electricity could
supply 5% of its energy demands. 

Canada is also one of the top countries in the manufacture
of wind turbines. Canada, China, Germany, the UK, and the US
produced more than 50% of the world’s new turbines in 2014. 
According to the report, Canada also has a large geothermal

potential, though it currently has no geothermal power
production. 
‘A recent estimation suggests that there is substantial

potential in Alberta, Yukon and British Columbia, with sufficient
resources in British Columbia to meet the province’s entire
power demand,’ the report states. ‘In response to a large
expected rise in industrial electricity demand, geothermal power
(including binary plants) has been proposed as a cost-
competitive alternative to the province’s proposed 1.1GW ‘Site
C’ hydropower project.’ 0
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