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The Environmental Justice Leadership Forum finds that the intersection 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and climate change serves as a unique and 
existential reflection point for environmental justice communities...

 X At this moment, when we take in the outsized and more injurious impact 
that this coronavirus has had on the most vulnerable communities, the 
embodiment of past policies and practices is personified and realized 
in a stark, painful and undeniable fashion — there is context for the 
disproportionate incidence of heart and lung disease that make COVID-19 
more dangerous and lethal in communities of color, we see how low-income 
communities, both urban and rural, are struggling to meet this moment 
given long-established health inequities and lack of access to healthcare.

 X Across these years and months, we have been overwhelmed by the pace, 
frequency and scale of extreme weather events, and the calamity that 
these wildfires, hurricanes, tornados, etc. leave in their wake; millions are 
trying to protect themselves from microscopic viral threats while breathing 
thickened air, squinting through orange skies and trying to contend 
with heightened risks of mold in increasingly hot, humid conditions.  

 X When individuals, households, enterprises and organizations must think 
about and employ physical distancing and other health-related protections, 
we must confront the many manifestations of climate gentrification 
that transforms and defines communities, and we also are challenged 
to scrutinize our built environment and ask whether it’s sufficiently 
adaptable and well suited to serve us and the planet as a whole.

 X There is a growing understanding that climate change requires a 
full governmental response. In this election year especially, we are 
hearing candidates at various levels highlight fenceline communities, 
climate mitigation and resiliency, equitable development, the Green 
New Deal, and the imperative to transition to renewable energy 
sources, for the sake of both the economy and the environment.

 X During this historic period of racial justice examination and  
demonstration, we are coming to understand that environmental 
discrimination and racism are deeply embedded forms of structural  
and institutional injustice that demand reckoning, attention and action.
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But even in light of difficulties and 
devastation, at this very intersection, 
there is an opportunity to better 
the communities most affected by 
disinvestment, climate change, 
and generations of environmental 
degradation through career 
opportunities and the cost-savings  
of the renewable energy sector.

This report considers how a Just 
Transition framework can serve to 
shape conversation and next steps in 
addressing climate change. Rooted in an 
ethos of parity and collaboration across 
occupations, race, socio-economic status 
and sectors, its foundational premise 
is that a healthy economy and a clean 
environment can and should coexist, 
and the individuals and communities 
that have been most impacted by the 
legacies of environmental harm and 
would be most affected by shifts in 
the energy industry should be the first 
to access and experience the myriad 
benefits of a green energy economy 
and country. With a Just Transition 
lens, there is greater assurance that 
environmental discrimination and 
racism, and existing, climate-related 
socioeconomic inequalities, can be 
recognized and reconciled.

In this vein, this report also highlights 
the state of affairs and best practices 
of four organizations who have active, 
evolving Green Jobs training programs 
designed for people of color and 
individuals from at-risk, underserved 
communities. Through the practical 
and experiential insights of Deep South 
Center for Environmental Justice (Gulf 
Coast region), Green Door Initiative 
(Michigan), GRID Alternatives (California, 
Colorado, the Mid-Atlantic region, and 
Indigenous communities nationwide) 

and  WE ACT for Environmental Justice 
(West Harlem, New York), we learn about 
work that’s already taking place on the 
ground, the resources needed to carry 
forth this work, and ideals for how to 
magnify and elevate this work in the 
future and bring more underrepresented 
groups into the renewable energy 
sector. As America continues to learn 
about itself, and its citizens awaken to 
its inequities and the implications of its 
actions (and inaction), it is critical that 
we recognize the people who have been 
engaged in this work for decades prior to 
this widespread awareness, and we must 
ensure that these leaders and visionaries 
have a seat at decision-making and 
policy tables: It’d be foolish, hubristic, 
ill-informed and shortsighted to disregard 
the firsthand knowledge of these 
organizations, especially during a time 
when the concept of inclusion begs to be 
manifest beyond mere lip service, and 
exclusion can harm and hinder progress.

After presenting research that dives 
into the environmental harms of 
fossil fuel dependence, highlights the 
potential of renewable energies, and 
confirms the promise and possible 
pitfalls within the green energy job 
industry — one of few employment 
sectors whose growth potential is 
steadfast in the face of the COVID-19 
pandemic, and a sector which many 
analysts and researchers cite as key 
to driving post-pandemic recovery 
and job growth domestically and 
around the world — the report outlines 
key recommendation areas that are 
deemed essential to improving diversity 
within the renewable energy industry 
and ensuring that individuals from 
overlooked, disinvested and imperiled 
communities are well positioned to  
take on employment opportunities:
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A JUST TRANSITION SCREEN 
FOR U.S. LEGISLATION

executive summary

Intention must drive change, and assessing laws through a 
Just Transition prism that encompasses principle, process 
and practice, and sees each of these facets as commensurate 
and coexistent with one another, can ensure that legislation 
has the vital components necessary to both combat climate 
change and ensure economic stability and good-paying jobs. 
The proposed screen identifies seven steps:

 X Earmark funds to support workers who transition 
from fossil fuel to renewable energy sectors

 X Protect pension funds

 X Provide health insurance

 X Establish an advisory board comprised of 
community members and workers to discuss 
and evaluate energy transitions

 X Remedy the environmental damage caused 
by the industry and/or facility 

 X Repurpose abandoned facilities and sites

 X Maintain/continue funding transition 
work in communities



5

PERSONALIZED, CALIBRATED MEASURES TO 
SHAPE GREEN JOBS TRAINING PROGRAMS

As the renewable energy sector 
increasingly becomes more competitive, 
attracts a wide range of talent and 
seeks specialized skill sets, it can 
become increasingly difficult for 
disillusioned individuals who come from 
disadvantaged circumstances to access 
emerging prospects. The highlighted 
programs purposefully and deftly address 
circumstances such as insufficient/
subpar educational attainment, criminal 
justice-involvement, and lack of tangible, 
intangible and financial resources 

that meet trainees where they are 
and best position them to enter the 
job market. Interventions and actions 
may include paying for OSHA training 
cards; subsidizing transportation to/
from training sites; connecting trainees 
to wraparound services that can meet 
their most exigent needs and help 
provide stability for their households; 
and connecting trainees to individuals 
and institutions that can provide tutoring, 
and remedial, secondary and technical 
learning opportunities.

IMPROVED RELATIONSHIPS WITHIN AND 
AMONG KEY GROUPS AND STAKEHOLDERS

This notion may sound simplistic, but 
it’s a critical underpinning to advancing 
racial justice work, specifically, and 
with respect to increasing diversity 
within the green energy economy, 
specifically. The interviewed leaders 
believe that establishing apprenticeship 
programs and direct talent pipelines 
with construction companies is 
critical to diversifying the industry 
and making sure that Black and 
Brown communities don’t experience 
the overt discrimination that has 
characterized such industries in the 
past. As government funding becomes 
less dependable and more stretched 
during this COVID-19 pandemic, 
Green Jobs training programs could 
benefit from increased fiscal support 
and sponsorship from philanthropy 
and the private sector; many pointed 
specifically to endowment funds as a 
means of supporting work across a long 
term. Additionally, relationship-building 

must happen within organizations 
to ensure that individuals have the 
mental and emotional foundation to 
move confidently into these Green 
Jobs spaces — mentorship, modeling, 
coalition-building and social justice 
framing help trainees connect to a 
mission outside of themselves, and 
therein, power the environmental 
justice movement. 

The United States is ready for a new 
chapter. People are ready for new 
pathways to sustainable prosperity. 
Collectively, we need new means and 
modalities to realize a 21st Century 
existence, and Green Jobs and the 
renewable energy sector, pointedly, 
and the green energy sector, broadly, 
offer a means to improve climate 
conditions, emerge from one of the 
most challenging periods in our 
lifetime, and achieve the possibility 
and promise of better days to come.

executive summary



credits
this report was developed by the environmental Justice 
Leadership Forum, which is facilitated by We act for 
environmental Justice. it benefited from the leadership 
of the late cecil d. corbin-mark, Kerene N. tayloe, esq., 
caitlin Buchanan, and dana Johnson of We act for 
environmental Justice. also, thank you to dr. Beverly 
Wright, deep south center for environmental Justice; 
donele Wilkins, Green door initiative; erika symmonds, 
Grid alternatives; and charles calloway, We act for 
environmental Justice for sharing your practical and 
experiential insights during interviews. For information 
about this report or the environmental Justice Leadership 
Forum, email us at: communications@weact.org.


