
Iowa Climate Statement 2023:  
It’s Time to Tap Iowa’s Vast Solar Energy Resources 

 
2023 was another year in which global and regional temperatures broke multiple records, and distant heat-
exacerbated wildfires degraded Iowa’s air quality. Scientists continue to find that warming temperatures in the 
global atmosphere and ocean, caused largely by greenhouse gases from fossil-fuel combustion, are 
interconnected and are a root cause of increasing regional weather disasters1. In Iowa, new evidence links a 
warmer Gulf of Mexico to wetter spring planting conditions and a warmer atmosphere to rapid drying that 
creates flash drought and intensified storm systems.2,3 Iowa has multiple opportunities to help mitigate these 
climate changes with technologies that will also stimulate the economy and produce high-paying jobs. 

   
One of these technologies, solar photovoltaics, has made astounding progress recently: the average cost of 
solar energy production in 2020 was one-tenth of what it was in 2000.4,5 Today, the cost of new solar energy is 
often below the cost of energy from existing fossil-fuel plants.6,7 Energy-efficient design can significantly reduce 
energy demand, enabling grid-tied solar buildings that produce as much energy as they consume (net-zero), 
even in Iowa. For example, the Interlock House at Iowa’s Honey Creek Resort State Park was designed and built 
by Iowa State University students in 2009 and is a publicly accessible example of a net-zero home.8 

 
Studies indicate that the effectiveness of renewable energy is highest and service intermittency is minimized 
when complementary renewable sources are utilized and geographically distributed.9 In Iowa, wind speeds 
tend to be high in the winter and spring when solar energy is less available, and lowest in the late summer 
when solar radiance is plentiful.10 Iowa currently generates a higher proportion of its electricity from wind than 
any other state (58% in 2021), but solar is well under 1%, about one tenth the national average.11 This is a 
function of policy, not poor solar availability. For example, Minnesota produced nearly ten times as much solar 
energy as Iowa in 202212 In terms of balancing our energy portfolio, mitigating climate change, and reaping the 
benefits of complementary renewable sources, Iowa is under-invested in solar. 

 
Solar is highly effective from a land-use perspective: a one-acre solar farm produces as much energy as 100 
acres of corn-based ethanol.13 Using far less than the amount of land devoted to rural roads in Iowa, solar could 
produce as much energy in Iowa as wind does today.14 Moreover, as with wind, solar farms need not be single-
use systems. Shade provided by panels during mid-day heat can be beneficial for some crops, and “agrivoltaics” 
— combining solar and agriculture—is a recognized land-use opportunity. Some native plants thrive in the 
partial shade, introducing restoration of soil quality, pollinator habitat, and improved aesthetics among solar 
installations.15 Solar can also be sited on already used land, such as rooftops and parking lots. 

 
Solar also produces benefits to communities where it is installed, including skilled, local construction jobs with 
benefits, and potential energy security with micro-grids. Stakeholder involvement in decision making can lead 
to positive outcomes. For example, after the approval of 200 MW of solar photovoltaics at the former Duane 
Arnold nuclear facility, Linn County supervisors organized five citizen committees to draft a new solar 
ordinance that could meet needs and concerns across the spectrum.16, 17 This type of cooperative process 
could be replicated statewide. 

 
Now is a great time to install solar, both in residential settings and at the utility scale, because federal tax 
credits will reduce the cost of residential solar by 30% through 2034,18 and up to 50% for commercial solar, 
with an additional credit for energy produced.19 
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