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Introduction
AES Corp is a remarkable story of entrepreneurial vision, bold expansion, technological
innovation, and strategic reinvention—the hallmarks of American business ingenuity
over the past half-century. Founded as Applied Energy Services in 1981 by Roger Sant
and Dennis Bakke, AES would grow from a small energy consulting firm in Virginia into
one of the world’s foremost power generation and utility companies, now listed among
the elite S&P 500. This book unpacks the journey of AES: its founders’ ambitions,
critical pivots, dramatic challenges, and its prominent place at the center of the global
transition to sustainable energy.

From the outset, AES was never just another power company. Its founders envisioned
an enterprise with a strong ethical core, committed to both business performance and
positive social impact—a dual focus that influenced everything from management
practices to investment strategies. Leveraging an early entry into the burgeoning
market for independent power producers, AES expanded with unprecedented speed
across numerous regions, forging a presence on almost every inhabited continent.

The company’s path was not without turbulence. The collapse of Enron and the
California energy crisis tested AES’s resilience and business strategy in the early
2000s. Yet it was in adversity that AES discovered the imperative of adaptation.
Beginning with its first investments in renewables in 2002, AES began a historic
transformation—divesting much of its coal-powered generation and channeling capital
into wind, solar, and energy storage solutions. This pivot coincided with a new wave of
international investments, major acquisitions, and an increasing emphasis on
corporate governance and sustainability.

Today, AES stands as a global utility operating in fifteen countries, serving millions of
customers and managing a diverse portfolio that spans traditional power plants,
renewable energy projects, and breakthrough technologies like battery storage and
green hydrogen. Its alliances—with companies such as Siemens, Meta, and
others—demonstrate both its innovative spirit and ability to thrive through partnership
in a complex, rapidly evolving energy landscape.

This book explores not only the “how” and “what” of AES’s growth, but also the
“why”—the corporate philosophy, operational challenges, leadership choices, and
public controversies that have shaped the company’s path. In examining AES’s
ongoing evolution toward sustainability, we draw lessons about risk, adaptability, and
leadership that resonate far beyond the boardrooms of the power industry.

As the world stands at the cusp of a clean energy revolution, AES provides a powerful
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case study in business transformation and resilience. “AES Corp: The Story of An
American Company” invites you to delve into the company’s fascinating history,
analyze its contemporary realities, and consider the far-reaching possibilities
ahead—for AES, for its stakeholders, and for the future of energy.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Founding of AES: Visionaries and
Beginnings
The story of AES Corporation, a global powerhouse in energy generation and
distribution, began not with a grand corporate merger or a government initiative, but
with the entrepreneurial spirit and shared vision of two individuals: Roger Sant and
Dennis Bakke. In 1981, they co-founded Applied Energy Services, or AES, in Arlington,
Virginia. At its inception, AES was a modest energy consulting firm, a far cry from the
Fortune 500 company it would eventually become, operating in 15 countries and
serving millions of customers.

Sant and Bakke, both keen observers of the energy landscape, saw an opportunity in
the nascent independent power producer (IPP) market. This was a relatively new
concept at the time, as utility companies had historically held a near-monopoly on
power generation. However, changing regulations and a growing demand for
electricity were opening doors for private entities to enter the market. The founders
recognized that by building and operating their own power plants, they could offer a
more agile and potentially more efficient alternative to traditional utilities. Their
foresight in identifying and capitalizing on this emerging trend laid the groundwork for
AES's future growth.

Their initial foray into the energy sector was characterized by a hands-on approach
and a commitment to innovation. They weren't just looking to build power plants; they
aimed to build them better, with a focus on efficiency and a forward-thinking
perspective on energy production. This early ethos of combining shrewd business
acumen with an eye toward improved operational practices would become a hallmark
of the company. It was a period of intense learning and adaptation, as they navigated
the complexities of project financing, regulatory frameworks, and engineering
challenges inherent in large-scale power generation.

The 1980s were a formative decade for AES. The company quickly transitioned from
its consulting origins to actively developing and owning power projects. This strategic
shift was crucial, moving AES from advising others on energy matters to becoming a
direct participant in power generation. By 1988, just seven years after its founding,
AES had already made significant strides, operating three cogeneration plants. This
achievement cemented its position as the largest independent power producer in the
United States, a remarkable feat for a company still in its relative infancy.

The concept of cogeneration, which involves producing both electricity and useful heat
from the same fuel source, was an early demonstration of AES's commitment to
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efficiency and resource optimization. It reflected a practical approach to energy
management, seeking to maximize output from every input. This focus on maximizing
value and efficiency from its assets would remain a core tenet of AES's operational
philosophy as it expanded its global footprint.

The success in establishing these early plants was not just about technical execution;
it also involved navigating the intricate world of energy contracts and securing reliable
fuel sources. Each project required meticulous planning, from securing land and
permits to arranging financing and negotiating power purchase agreements with
utilities or large industrial consumers. This period was a proving ground for AES,
demonstrating its ability to execute complex projects and deliver reliable power.

The growth during this initial phase was organic, driven by a clear vision and a
disciplined approach to project development. Sant and Bakke fostered a culture that
encouraged ownership and accountability, empowering employees to take initiative
and contribute to the company's success. This decentralized management style, a
departure from the hierarchical structures common in many traditional corporations,
was a key factor in AES's agility and ability to rapidly scale its operations.

The early years also saw the establishment of what would become a distinct corporate
culture at AES. The founders believed in a strong ethical foundation and a
commitment to social responsibility, long before these concepts became mainstream
corporate buzzwords. This wasn't merely a public relations exercise; it was deeply
embedded in the company's operational philosophy, influencing decisions from project
selection to community engagement. This emphasis on values, alongside financial
performance, differentiated AES from some of its contemporaries.

As the decade drew to a close, AES had firmly established itself as a significant player
in the U.S. independent power market. The foundation had been laid for even more
ambitious undertakings. The experience gained in developing and operating its initial
cogeneration plants provided invaluable lessons and built the expertise necessary for
the next phase of its evolution: becoming a publicly traded company and embarking
on a journey of international expansion that would transform it into a truly global
enterprise. The modest beginnings in Arlington had set the stage for a story of
remarkable growth and continuous adaptation in the dynamic world of energy.
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