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Labor, Environmentalists Seek Common Ground at ‘Good Jobs, Green Jobs’ Conference

Steve Dubb, Democracy Collaborative, University of Maryland
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An estimated 2,500 people from across the country attended the second Good Jobs, Green Jobs conference, a three-day event held February 4th through February 6th in Washington, DC. Sponsored by the Blue-Green Alliance, a group formed in 2006 by the United Steelworkers and the Sierra Club, conference participants focused on ways to build a movement to pursue a “new green deal” that might create jobs, promote energy independence, reduce global warming and dramatically expand clean energy and green technology markets. 

During the first morning plenary, Leo Gerard, President of the United Steelworkers, labeled the conference the “working class’ Davos … it’s not asset bubbles and credit crunches that drive this agenda in the future,” Gerard said, “it is an agenda that we understand that will all be better when we all get better being green.” Donald Kennedy, Campaign Chair of the Sierra Club’s Climate Recovery Partnership, noted the challenge of having to confront, “Two big problems at once: global warming and fiscal chilling,” but concluded by saying that waiting is not an option.

Achim Steiner, Executive Director of the UN Environmental Program sought to put developments within the United States in an international context. “America has been experimenting with the green economy for decades, but it has been in niches,” Steiner noted. “When you’re punished as a consumer to pay 20 percent more for a car that harms less, these are questions that go to the heart of taxation policy and economic incentives,” he added.  Internationally, Steiner said “There are more jobs in the renewable energy sector than the oil and gas industry in the world today. The green economy approach is in fact already happening.”

The first day of the conference focused on advocacy on Capitol Hill.  Peter Lehrer, Executive Director of the National Resources Defense Council, called for Congress to adopt a “comprehensive approach to the environment, energy and the economy.” Rep. Keith Ellison (D-MN) told attendees that they “needed to write the bill” if they wanted to achieve their aims.  Ellison noted that Congress had increased funding for green jobs development to $500 million, but argued that, “$500 million is not going to get us where we need to get.”

Denise Bode, CEO of the American Wind Energy Association, noted that, “Wind has gone mainstream.  In 2008, there were 85,000 U.S. workers directly employed in the wind-power industry, with 35,000 hired in 2008 alone, including 70 new manufacturing facilities and 13,000 wind-related manufacturing jobs.  Wind power generation capacity today is 25,000 MW, enough to power 7 million American homes. But Bode estimated that in 2009, growth could fall in half due to credit crunch. “Wind industry green jobs are threatened if financing is not found,” warned Bode.  Bode called on conference participants to make sure that didn’t happen.

The following day began with Marjorie Alt of Environment America calling on attendees to carry forth the momentum from their Capitol Hill visits of the day before to “create the political pressure to get our new President and Congress to follow through on their promise to create a green economy.” Richard Trumpka, Secretary Treasurer of the AFL-CIO (American Federal of Labor-Congress of Industrial Organizations) noted that some in Congress were surprised to see a multi-cultural labor and environmental crowd. “Get over it.  You’re going to see us here a lot together,” Trumpka said.  Trumpka added that there are still some issues that unions and environmentalists “differ on, but we also recognize that we are bound together by a much greater and more compelling idea.  We reject the notion that we have to choose between good jobs and the environment: It is not one or the other— it is both or it is neither.”

A number of speakers addressed different aspects of the challenge of building a green economy.  Rhone Resch, President of the Solar Energy Industries Association, noted that solar installations increased by 75 percent in 2008. Resch noted that since 2004, industry employment had increased four-fold from 20,000 to 80,000.  Toledo, Ohio, he noted, had set out to become teh center of solar industry in the United States, with the result that today there are “over 6,000 people who have jobs because of solar” in what had been the “glass city.”

Senator Debbie Stabenow (D-MI) called for the development of an industrial policy that would promote renewable energy related manufacturing in the United States. Stabenow noted that, “100 years ago there was an unmet need for personal transportation that sparked an industry for an entire generation to have economic opportunity.  We have an unmet demand now: a demand for clean American energy.  Meeting the needs of today can spark a green revolution that can provide good paying jobs, grow wealth, and rebuild the middle class of our country.”  But, as Stabenow noted, the United States has fallen behind in the renewable energy sector. “Germany is a major competitor of ours,” Stabenow pointed out, “and it is not a low-wage country. They succeed because they have the right kinds of incentives and the right kind of support. We have to concentrate on the supply chain. That’s where the most jobs are. Solar panels have fewer parts [than windmills], but there are still a lot of pieces to solar panels. We should not have to import them from Germany. There is wide understanding on the R&D and use side, but not on the manufacturing side. To fully capitalize, manufacturing needs to be involved in every part of the movement. We need a 21st century green manufacturing plan.”

Senator Amy Klobuchar (D-MN) made a similar point to Stabenow: with wind and solar tax credits, Klobuchar noted, “It’s been a game of ‘red light, green light.’ We develop the technology but we have been leapfrogged by Denmark and Spain because they have those long-standing policies and we need to do that.”
Jared Bernstein, who is serving as Chief Economist and Economic Policy Advisor to Vice President Joseph Biden, emphasized the public benefits that government investment in the green economy can provide, including the ability to serve “goals of fighting climate change and creating domestic demand,” create jobs, and leverage “public and private investment in service of a public good.” As an example of the last point Bernstein noted that weatherizing homes of low-income families would save these families, on average, $350 per year in energy costs.

Governor Kathleen Sebelius (D-KS) (named as President Barack Obama’s choice for Health and Human Services Secretary after the conference) spoke on the impact of renewable energy development in her home state of Kansas. Sebelius noted that Kansas has gone from three to 10 percent wind electricity generation in four years, beating the state’s goal of generation a tenth of its electricity through wind power in 2010 by two years.  The state aims to further increase generation to 20 percent by 2020, Seblius added.  Continued investment in renewable energy in the state, Sebelius said could generate an additional 11,000 jobs and $2 billion worth of business at 425 existing companies. In Wichita, she added, “Airplane wing plants could also build wind turbines.”

The conference’s final day began with an address by Winona LaDuke, Native American (Ojibwe) activist, author, and two-time Green Party candidate for the U.S. vice-presidency.  LaDuke called for a transformation in thinking. “We are in an energy addiction economy and addicts do a lot of bad things,” LaDuke observed. “Our people have a prophecy from a really long time ago. They talked about how we botched things up ourselves … and had two choices in the road: one was well worn and scorched. The other road was not well worn and it was green.  It would be our choice upon which path to embark. That’s what the prophets said two thousand years ago. That’s where we are as a community. I think that’s where we are as a country.”  

LaDuke called for localizing ownership and production in the green economy.  “Wind needs to be locally owned,” LaDuke said, “Power needs to stay in these communities.  Democratizing energy production in this country is the antithesis of the addiction and the dealers and that’s where justice is going to come from. That one percent of the population controls a third of the wealth—that’s not just. The next economy has to be just, it has to be green, and it has to be reverent.”

Van Jones, Founder of Green for All, reinforced some of the themes that LaDuke laid out. “We have to make sure we don’t compromise in the short term for quick expedience … If we act as if we just need to pass a bill, we just need a lobbyist, a few New York Times articles, we will have a lot of grants and awards and a dead planet. So we have to be bigger than that.  Let’s be braver. Let’s build a green growth alliance – I mean growing our quality of life, growing our human capacities. If we do that we can build a green economy that Dr. King would be proud of.”

Phil Angelides, former Treasurer of the State of Calfornia and Chair of the Apollo Alliance, then addressed the group and noted that the United States spent $400-700 billion a year on imported oil. Angelides highlighted his organization’s call for a “10-year, $500 billion investment program” in renewable energy development to promote independence from energy imports.
In the final set of workshops, policy issues once more headed the agenda Governor Martin O’Malley (D-MD) highlighted the state of Maryland’s efforts to promote green jobs and sustainable energy, including the development of targeted programs at community colleges, including a solar and geothermal program at a community college in Frederick and a green technology program at Anne Arundel Community College. Lisa Jackson, Administrator of the Environmental Protection Agency outlined agency programs in brownfields redevelopment and pledged to work for “a green economy that rebuilds our country, that protects our citizens, and that protects our planet.”  

Following Jackson’s address, the conference closed with parting words from Dave Foster, Executive Director of the Blue Green Alliance, and from the leaders of the two groups that helped create the Blue Green Alliance — Leo Gerard, President of the United Steelworkers union and Alison Chin, President of the Sierra Club. Gerard noted that when the Blue Green Alliance was being formed in 2006, a key goal was to “dispel the false dichotomy that you can’t have good jobs in a clean economy.” Gerard noted that, “We were hoping for 1,500 people and 2,500 showed up. You can bring people together and you can chart a new course for a new day.”

For more information on the Blue Green Alliance, see: http://www.bluegreenalliance.org/ 
