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This toolkit is part of a series created by the Clean 
Power for All Collaborative convened by Green for All. 
The Clean Power for All Collaborative includes People’s 
Action Institute, Center for Community Change, Clean 
Energy Works, Green For All, National Housing Trust, 
Natural Resources Defense Council, NextGen Climate 
America, Sierra Club, State Innovation Exchange, 
Union of Concerned Scientists, and U.S. Climate 
Action Network. The views and opinions expressed 
in this toolkit are those of the authors and do not 
necessarily reflect the endorsement of every member 
of the Clean Power for All Collaborative.

The toolkit provides concrete solutions to 
state regulators and advocates for the effective 
implementation of the Clean Power Plan (CPP). Each 
toolkit in the series addresses a set of questions and 
concerns about equity and fairness, and provides 
tangible solutions to ensure that the communities 
hardest hit by poverty and pollution are not overlooked 
in the development of state plans. 

To access this toolkit and other topics online, visit    
www.thecleanpowerplan.com.

CPP is the first national effort to regulate greenhouse 
gases from existing power plants, which account for 
nearly 40 percent of the greenhouse gas emissions 
in the United States.1 The CPP is designed to reduce 
carbon output by about 32 percent below 2005 levels 
in the electricity sector. The Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) set unit-specific emission rates, as well 
as state-wide pollution budgets and state average 
rates based on each state’s existing energy production 
sources. The regulations would limit the carbon 
output of existing power plants, but leave plan design 
and implementation up to state regulators.  Initially, 
states were required to submit an implementation plan 

for approval or ask for an extension by September 6, 
2016 and imposes a deadline for final plan submission 
on September 6, 2018. Compliance requirements for 
covered power plants are set to begin in 2022 and end 
in 2030.  On February 9, the U.S. Supreme Court placed 
a stay on the until the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals 
rules on the merits of the Plan and the Supreme Court 
either rules on the merits or denies a petition to review 
the lower court’s decision.  The stay does not speak to 
the merits of the rule and does not prevent states from 
continuing to plan for compliance or invest in energy 
policies that protect people and the planet and invests 
in clean and renewable energy and energy efficiency.
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Low-income communities, communities of color, 
indigenous communities and other marginalized 
communities are paying a deadly price for carbon 
pollution. If we fail to place environmental and 
economic justice at the forefront of the Clean Power 
Plan’s design and implementation, the burden 
will continue to be borne by these already injured 
communities. The Clean Power Plan has the potential 
to address two intractable problems that have long 
plagued low-income communities, and communities 
of color, and tribal communities: the disproportionate 
impact of pollution and the burden of high energy costs 
that have limited the ability of low-income families and 
minorities from realizing their full potential. 

Climate change and harmful carbon emissions affect 
us all, but they have not affected us all equally. Low-
income communities, communities of color and tribal 
nations (“frontline” communities) consistently bear 
the brunt of pollution2 and are the most vulnerable 
to the coming climate crisis. They lose land to energy 
production, grow up in polluted neighborhoods, work 
in harmful industries and live in the path of super 
storms. The EPA’s own proximity analysis for the Clean 
Power Plan shows that more people of color and 
low-income people live near power plants than the 
national average, meaning that frontline communities 
face a disparate burden of pollution.3 In both urban 
and rural areas, power plants tend to be surrounded by 
low-income communities and communities of color. 
Power plants are major sources of the most harmful 
pollutants, including sulfur dioxide, mercury and 
carbon dioxide. Nationwide, 68% percent of African-
Americans live within 30 miles of a coal plant4 and 
80% of Latinos live in areas that do not meet federal 
EPA air quality standards.5 Asthma attacks send African 
Americans to the emergency room at three times the 
rate of whites6 and African American children are four 
times as likely to die from an asthma attack as white 
children.7

If we fail to mitigate climate change, these same 
communities will be the most vulnerable to droughts, 
heat waves and superstorms.  Frontline communities 

often live closest to flood-prone areas and in heat 
islands, and live in homes with weaker structures. 
They also often receive less emergency help in times 
of crisis. With fewer resources and less job security, 
these communities have a harder time getting back on 
their feet in the wake of a disaster.8 Already, indigenous 
communities in Louisiana and Alaska have become 
America’s first climate refugees.9

Low-income households are further burdened by 
high energy costs. Home energy is a significant and 
growing component of low-income household 
budgets. Households that earn less than the national 
median income spend 17 percent of their budget 
on household energy costs.10 Nominal spending by 
renters on home energy increased by 53 percent from 
2000 to 2010, compared to a 22 percent increase in 
spending on all other types of goods and services.11

The structural and entrenched nature of poverty 
and racism in the United States mean that the unjust 
distribution of the pollution burden will not change 
without targeted investment and programs. Without 
proactive and robust efforts to put environmental and 
economic justice at the heart of state implementation 
plans, low-income communities, communities 
of color and other marginalized communities will 
continue to bear the greatest burden of pollution and 
disinvestment. State CPP implementation plans cannot 
ignore these realities, but must seize this opportunity to 
overturn the barriers that low-income people, people 
of color, and other marginalized and oppressed groups 
face when accessing public clean energy funds and 
the benefits that accompany them.  We cannot simply 
leave it up to the market to decide which communities 
get cleaned up and protected. The Clean Power for All 
Toolkit, Harnessing Value for Public Benefit, explores 
how to use the initial distribution of allowances, in a 
way that benefit the public, especially communities 
already injured by dirty energy systems. This toolkit 
explores the specific needs of frontline communities 
and the benefits of equitable investment in programs 
that serve them.

INTRODUCTION
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This toolkit lays out five pillars to creating a just 
and equitable state implementation plan that 
serves the needs of all communities including 
frontline communities:

1. Carbon pollution must not be free for 
     polluters.

a. Capture revenue from carbon pollution 
    for communities.

2. Target revenue and investment to the   
     hardest hit communities.

a. Set aside a fair share of investments and  
    revenues for frontline communities.

3. Give frontline communities a real voice in 
     the process.

a. Meaningfully engage frontline 
    communities.

b. Allow communities to decide how 
    revenues are spent.

c. Conduct ongoing environmental justice 
    assessments and evaluations.

d. Appropriately define low-income 
    communities and pollution burdened 
    communities, for purposes of CEIP and
    allowance value distribution.

4. Make the benefits of the CPP accessible to  
     frontline communities.

a. Expand access to renewable energy and 
    energy efficiency upgrades - Pay As You 
    Save (PAYS) and on-bill financing.

b. Prioritize “hard to reach” sectors in energy 
    efficiency and renewable energy programs.

c. Fund “ready to receive” improvements that 
    boost energy efficiency and housing 
    quality.

d. Maximize participation in the Clean Energy 
    Incentive Program (CEIP).

5. Remove barriers to community control of 
     energy.

Solution: Capture Revenue from Carbon 
Pollution for Communities 

Pollution is far from free for our communities and it 
should not be free for polluters either. The principle that 
polluters must pay to clean up and manage the pollution 
they create is at the center of sustainable development 
and at the heart of international environmental law.12  
The principle should be no different for carbon pollution.  
While this is discussed in more detail in the Harnessing 
Value for Public Benefits Toolkit, it is critical to begin this 
toolkit with the principle that polluters must pay for the 
costs their pollution inflicts on our communities. 

Raising revenue to offset the cost of carbon to our 
communities is a critical first step to achieving a just, 
equitable state implementation plan.  Unfortunately, 
there is no funding automatically attached to the CPP 
process. However, there are many ways that states 
can capture the cost of carbon including auctioning 
carbon allowances or imposing a carbon tax. The CPP 
model rules envision a carbon-trading model among 
regulated power plants. Depending on the mechanism 
for initial distribution of allowances, this creates the 
potential to allow windfall profits for power plants that 
reduce emissions or invest in renewable power which 
would mean passing the cost of carbon pollution on 
to our communities. Polluting power plants must fully 
internalize the costs of their carbon pollution. The 
hidden costs of carbon include the costs of adapting 
to the climate crisis, the health costs caused by carbon 
pollution and the lives lost early due to pollution. 

The environmental justice community is deeply opposed 
to trading and therefore is deeply concerned that 
the structure of the CPP opens the door for states to 
introduce carbon trading. Carbon trading sets an overall 
limit for carbon dioxide, but allows individual polluters 
to continue polluting by paying for pollution above a 
limit or buying “credits” from somewhere else where 
a clean energy project is operating or from another 
energy producer who has reduced their emissions.

CARBON POLLUTION MUST NOT BE FREE
FOR POLLUTERS
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There are serious concerns that the ability to buy 
carbon credits or “offset” carbon emissions by investing 
in a green energy project elsewhere could result in 
the creation or exacerbation of hot-spots or areas of 
heavy, localized concentrations of pollution. Although 
carbon pollution is a global pollutant, carbon-polluting 
power plants also produce harmful co-pollutants 
that are linked to asthma, cancer and other localized 
health concerns. If state implementation plans hope 
to reflect equity and justice for environmental justice 
communities, states should adopt a carbon revenue 
model that avoids trading; for example, a carbon tax. 
However, to the extent that states pursue carbon 
trading for compliance, at a minimum, states must 

design their plans to minimize the destructive impact 
of any hot-spots or disproportionate burdens on 
frontline communities and displaced workers.

Capturing the true cost of carbon in state 
implementation plans is fundamentally an equity 
issue. This critical revenue will help states offset the 
impact of the climate crisis and transition to a clean 
energy economy that is accessible to all. This revenue 
is especially important for frontline communities 
who are struggling to recover from decades of 
disproportionate pollution burden and consistent 
disinvestment. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

“Capturing the true 
cost of carbon in state 

implementation plans is 
fundamentally an 

equity issue.”
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Solution: Set Aside a Fair Share of Investments and 
Revenue for Frontline Communities 

Without intentional and targeted policies to achieve 
equity, investment programs for renewable energy and 
energy efficiency will continue to disproportionately 
serve middle- and upper-income communities. No 
matter how states structure their state implementation 
plans, it is critical to set aside robust funding for 
frontline communities. While environmental justice 
advocates continue to oppose carbon trading, where 
states do allow their power plants to trade, they must 
also reserve a significant portion of the revenue raised 
from allowance sales or auctions for investment in 
frontline communities.

At a minimum, frontline communities should receive 
targeted investments that are equal to their portion 
of the population. For example, in a state where 
40% of households live in what the state determines 
are frontline communities, 40% of funds should be 
dedicated to those communities. These communities 
need financial resources and programs to bridge the 
affordability gap and overcome financing barriers.  

Broad-based energy efficiency, weatherization and 
renewable energy programs frequently leave the 
communities who need them most out in the cold. 
Barriers such as poverty, poor housing stock, lack 
of information about available programs, language 
barriers and more mean that the majority of program 
funds go to wealthier families and neighborhoods 
rather than frontline communities. Low-income 
households and families of color are dramatically 
less likely to live in energy efficient housing or have 
access to renewable energy.  One study found that 20 
percent of housing occupied by low-income people 
is structurally inadequate and more than half of this 
housing is lacking the most basic energy efficiency 
measures: storm windows, storm doors and attic 
insulation.13 In the case of renewable energy, more 
than 95 percent of solar installations are owned by 
middle- and upper-income households.14 

This investment is fundamental to ensuring that the 
Clean Power Plan is just, equitable and does not 
worsen the impact of existing environmental racism. 
It also ensures that public dollars serve the most 
vulnerable communities, and magnifies overall CPP 
benefits by stimulating the economy in depressed 
areas, reducing public health costs, and expanding 
addressable markets for renewable energy and energy 
efficiency businesses. 

In particular, states should prioritize investments in 
low-income multifamily energy efficiency. There is 
significant untapped energy savings potential in the 
U.S.’s affordable multifamily housing stock that can 
contribute to the states’ carbon emission reduction 
goals and where savings can be leveraged for the 
greatest impact. Compared to other multi-family 
housing, affordable multifamily rental housing tends 
to have far fewer energy efficient attributes, such as 
efficient appliances or adequate insulation.15 Energy 
and environmental regulators should consider the 
state housing finance agency as a key partner in this 
work. These agencies have deep knowledge of the 
financing and regulatory structures of low-income 
multifamily housing and existing relationships with 
owners of affordable multifamily housing.

TARGET
 
REvENUE AND INvESTMENT TO THE HARDEST HIT COMMUNITIES



California’s groundbreaking Global Warming Solutions Act of 2006 
(A.B. 32) directed that the state reduce its greenhouse gas emissions 
to 1990 levels by 2020. The law led the State to institute a cap-
and-trade system that imposed a price on carbon. Money raised 
from the sale of emissions allowances goes into a Greenhouse 
Gas Reduction Fund (GGRF).  To ensure that environmental justice 
communities did not bear the burden of cap-and-trade, advocates 
such as Asian Pacific Environmental Network, Coalition for Clean 
Air, Ella Baker Center for Human Rights, NRDC, NAACP, and the 
Greenlining Institute and others secured the passage of S. B. 53516  
which requires that at least 25% of the GGRF funds go to projects 
that benefit disadvantaged communities and at least 10% goes 
to projects located within these communities.17 These dedicated 
funds provided hundreds of millions of dollars for renewable 
energy, green jobs, energy efficiency, transportation and other 
community priorities.18 

This dedicated investment in frontline communities is significant 
in-and-of-itself, but S.B. 535 took an important additional step: 
it included community participation in determining how funds 
would be disbursed. The projects identified in consultation 
with environmental justice communities include incentives and 
assistance to replace polluting cars in the San Joaquin Valley, 
vanpool public transportation to low-income farm workers in 
rural communities, free and low-cost solar panels to low-income 
households while creating green jobs, energy efficiency affordable 
housing near transit, a fruit park in Montclair to improve air quality, 
access to food, and created community space. The innovative 
range of projects and the clear, demonstrated impact of these 
programs on individual families and communities would not have 
been possible without community engagement.  

Community members and community-based organizations were 
able to identify key barriers to health and reducing pollution and 
craft programs that would be successful in the local context.19 
In its first year, S.B. 535 funded $100 million for cleaner freight, 
$75 million for cleaner energy, $65 million for affordable housing 
near transit, $18 million for urban forests and $14 million for public 
transportation projects.20 It should be noted that too often the 
funding set aside for environmental justice communities under S.B. 
535 is being raided by state officials for statewide projects that may 
or may not serve the interests of these communities.  Future models 
based on S.B. 535 should include protections against siphoning 
of these funds for other projects such as a requirement that the 
majority of a project take place within the designated community 
or a review process for projects that includes community and 
environmental justice advocates.

CALIFORNIA’S
S.B. 535

California’s groundbreaking 
Global Warming Solutions Act of 
2006 (A.B. 32) directed that the 
state reduce its greenhouse gas 

emissions to 1990 levels by 2020.

CASE STUDY:
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Solution: Meaningfully Engage Frontline 
Communities

As laid out in the Clean Power for All Collaborative’s 
Meaningful Community Engagement Toolkit in this 
series and in the Environmental Justice Leadership 
Forum’s Clean Power Plan Toolkit (see the resources 
section), meaningful, two-way engagement with 
frontline communities is a fundamental prerequisite 
for creating a state implementation plan that reflects 
the needs of everyone. 

The EPA requires “meaningful engagement” 
with communities in order to complete a state 
implementation plan or qualify for an extension.  
For outreach to be truly meaningful, it must include 
pro-active, sustained outreach, create opportunities 
for communities to comment that remove barriers 
faced by many communities to participation in 
government processes and be characterized by two-
way engagement that truly listens and responds to 
community concerns. 

Proactive and sustained outreach means going far 
beyond engaging a few existing stakeholders or posting 
information about public hearings online.  It must 
include outreach to community groups, churches, 
mosques, temples, community centers, advocacy 
groups and other organizations that are made up 
of members of frontline communities.  Outreach 
should not only include one-way communication, it 
should include soliciting key community leaders to 

find out about community concerns and learn which 
forms of engagement will be most accessible to this 
community.  Please see the Meaningful Community 
Engagement Toolkit for a more detailed discussion of 
community engagement.

Solution: Allow Communities to Decide How 
Revenue is Spent

Reserving funding for frontline communities will 
not be adequate or truly effective if this funding is 
directed to projects that do not authentically serve 
the community’s needs or reflect the community’s 
priorities. Creating opportunities for participatory 
decision-making with frontline communities ensures 
that their community interests are heard and 
represented. It allows regulators and state officials to 
learn from the experience and expertise of frontline 
communities and reflects the fact that frontline 
communities are best able to determine for themselves 
what they need to improve their quality of life and 
reduce their cost of living. State implementation 
plans should give frontline communities wide latitude 
to direct set-aside funding or give communities a 
voice in prioritizing programs within a set “menu” of 
items.  This could range from holding hearings on 
the proposed projects to a community board that 
recommends or approves projects in the community 
to direct participatory budgeting. We encourage 
giving communities as robust a voice in this process 
as possible.

GIvE FRONTLINE COMMUNITIES A REAL vOICE IN THE PROCESS

       Participants in community-based programs funded by California’s S.B. 535
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Participatory budgeting, a process through which ordinary citizens 
directly decide how public monies are spent, began in Brazil and 
has been used worldwide to directly involve often marginalized 
communities in their government. Community Voices Heard 
(CVH)21, along with the Participatory Budgeting Project, and other 
partners, helped bring participatory budgeting to New York City. 
CVH is a member-led multi-racial organization, principally women 
of color and low-income families in New York State that builds 
power to secure social, economic and racial justice for all.

In 2011, participatory budgeting began as an experiment among 
four New York City Council members each dedicating $1 million 
in discretionary funds to the process. Residents work with elected 
officials to identify neighborhood concerns, create projects to 
address them and vote on the final projects to be funded.  As lead 
community engagement partner, CVH and its member-leaders 
reached out to community members, engaged them in the 
process and organized to ensure the process was implemented 
successfully. Last year, 29 districts participated and put nearly $37 
million in the hands of nearly 70,000 New York citizens. 

The participants represented communities often left out of 
government processes: 60% were people of color, nearly 30% 
were from households earning less than $25,000, one in four 
were born outside the U.S., one in ten were under 18 and nearly a 
quarter reported a barrier to voting in a regular election.22  In short, 
participatory budgeting has given a direct voice to communities 
who are often silenced, increased trust and civic participation and 
gave them a chance to create concrete solutions to the problems 
facing their community. Please see the resources section for more 
information on participatory budgeting.

COMMUNITY
VOICES HEARD
& PARTICIPATORY
BUDGETING IN
NEW YORK

“Community Voices Heard (CVH), 
along with the Participatory Budgeting 
Project, and other partners, helped 

bring participatory budgeting to 
New York City”

CASE STUDY:
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CVH Leader Lorraine Knox stands with NYC Speaker and Council Members at press  
conference at City Hall to announce kick-off of Participatory Budgeting Vote Week



Solution: Conduct Ongoing Environmental Justice 
Assessments and Evaluation

Conducting an environmental justice analysis is a critical 
part of ensuring the interests frontline communities 
are reflected in the state plans. It allows state 
regulators to understand the current burdens faced by 
communities and understand the potential impacts of 
the state plan. The historical burden of pollution that 
frontline communities bear gives these communities 
existing health disparities and a diminished ability to 
be resilient to future climate impacts. In light of that 
historic injustice and continuing vulnerability, state 
plans should be designed in a way that environmental 
justice communities benefit from the CPP and do not 
face a continued unfair burden of pollution.  

An environmental justice analysis determines how 
development, implementation and enforcement of 
environmental and energy policies, in this case the 
CPP, will impact - positively or negatively – frontline 
communities.23 When conducted properly, it will help 
hold leadership accountable and gives state agencies 
a systematic method to assess the impact of policy 
decisions. It should not be a stand-alone investigation 
or a one-time exercise that is not connected to policy 
change.  Instead, an environmental justice analysis 
should be an essential part of the policy process that 
includes regular, ongoing evaluation and monitoring.
The state should, at a minimum:

•	 Determine, alongside communities and key 

stakeholders, the definition of a frontline 
community, key indicators (i.e. health, energy use, 
cost of energy, climate vulnerability, cumulative 
risk, etc.) and identify where these communities 
are located within the state.

•	 Identify where frontline communities are 
disproportionately exposed to pollution from 
energy generation.

•	 Pinpoint where emissions might increase and 

where there is the greatest need for energy 
efficiency, job creation and other programs.

•	 Identify already pollution-burdened communities 
where trading allowances should be limited or 
banned until certain clean-up thresholds are met 
(See Clean Power for All Collaborative’s Preventing 
Hot Spots Toolkit). 

An initial environmental justice analysis establishes 
a baseline for pollution burden and allows states to 
understand the potential impact of the implementation 
plan. It also allows states to identify those frontline 
communities who have been hardest hit by past energy 
sector pollution. Once this baseline is established, 
ongoing evaluation and analysis should be used to 
track the impact over time. 

In addition, this analysis and evaluation should give 
community members a mechanism to challenge 
detrimental impacts in their neighborhoods.

“...An environmental justice analysis should be an 
essential part of the policy process that includes 
regular, ongoing evaluation and monitoring.”
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The campaign to pass the ordinance followed a number of 
clashes with city and state regulators by residents of the city’s so-
called “toxic donut,” a dense residential neighborhood inhabited 
predominantly by low-income families of color. Years earlier, CUFA 
won an agreement from the City to start a curbside recycling 
program instead of building a mass burn incinerator in this area.  
In 1999, CUFA and communities residents successfully shut down 
the Elda Landfill a toxic landfill located within the area operated 
by Waste Management. When Waste Management proposed 
opening a waste transfer station on the site of the closed landfill, 
the community successfully convinced the Cincinnati Board of 
Health to turn down the permit. 

After fighting successive environmental battles, CUFA’s members 
saw the need to develop a law that would protect them from the 
cumulative impact of pollution.  It took four years of advocacy and 
organizing, but the Environmental Justice Ordinance was finally 
adopted by the Cincinnati City Council in 2007. The ordinance 
established a review process for the expansion or location of 
businesses that will produce additional pollution. 

The process requires public notice for residents and businesses 
within a certain distance of the facility. This ordinance gives the 
community the chance to understand the impact of proposed 
projects on their neighborhoods and time to organize against 
projects that threaten their health and future.25

Communities United for Action24, a 
Cincinnati grassroots community-

based organization, waged a four year 
campaign to pass the nation’s first 

ever municipal Environmental Justice 
Ordinance in 2007.

COMMUNITIES
UNITED FOR 
ACTION (CUFA)
& CINCINNATI’S
ENVIRONMENTAL 
JUSTICE ORDINANCE

CASE STUDY:

CUFA leader Sandy Lindsey testifies before the EPA in Nov. 2015, delivering over 20,000 
signatures calling on them to strengthen the Clean Power Plan

11 Fair & Just Investments in Frontline Communities Through the Clean Power Plan



Solution: Appropriately Define Low-Income and 
Pollution Burdened Communities

State efforts to ensure equity and justice in their 
implementation plans will only be successful if the 
definitions of the communities that make up frontline 
communities reflect the reality on the ground. A 
definition of environmental justice communities is 
necessary to assess impacts on these communities 
and set aside targeted funding for these communities.  
There are two critical factors in defining environmental 
justice communities: defining “low-income” in an 
inclusive and effective manner; and, establishing 
criteria that go beyond income for recognizing 
environmental justice communities.

Effectively Defining “Low-Income Communities”

EPA will establish guidelines to define “low-income 
communities” for purposes of the CEIP.  Beyond 
this, states will be empowered to apply their own 
definition for additional programs that target hard-hit 
communities. It is critical that any state definitions of 
“low-income communities” reflect the varied realities 
of poverty in the United States today and encompass 
all frontline communities.  Moreover, the definitions 
should be based on existing and accepted federal 
definitions, to minimize the burden for families and 
communities to establish program eligibility, and 
to facilitate implementation of the programs. The 
definition should include a geographic definition 
that captures areas of concentrated poverty, and a 
demographic qualification, such as participation in 
existing federal affordable housing programs, in order 
to reach low-income households located in less 
distressed areas.

•	 For geographic definitions, a state should adopt 
inclusive eligibility criteria from more existing 
programs that are specifically designed to stimulate 
investment. The Treasury Department’s New Market 
Tax Credit (NMTC) program implemented through 
the Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFI) program is one such example:

A “low-income community” is defined as any 
population census tract where the poverty rate for 
such tract is at least 20% or in the case of a tract not 
located within a metropolitan area, median family 
income for such tract does not exceed 80% of 
statewide median family income, or in the case of a 
tract located within a metropolitan area, the median 
family income for such tract does not exceed 80% 
of the greater of statewide median family income 
or the metropolitan area median family income.

The maps of census tracts eligible for the NMTC are 
already widely available online, and professionals at 
CDFIs are excellent advocates for mobilizing the 
capital necessary to actually undertake targeted 
investments in environmental justice communities. 
Another example of a geographic definition would 
be the list of 300+ persistent poverty counties 
identified by the USDA.  Additional existing federal 
definitions that apply to other programs for low-
income communities could apply.

•	 According to a Census Bureau report on 
concentrated poverty, nearly half (46.5 percent) 
of people in poverty in 2010 lived in census tracts 
where less than 20% of the population lived 
below the official poverty line.26 There is no policy 
justification for denying support to low-income 
people who live outside of defined low-income 
geography.  

States should use existing federal affordable 
housing programs to qualify individual households, 
multi-family projects and public sector projects 
for investments targeted towards low-income 
communities.  Such programs include the 
Weatherization Assistance Program, Low-Income 
Housing Tax Credit, Section 521 Rural Rental 
Assistance Program, Section 8 Project-based Rental 
Assistance Program, homeless assistance programs, 
and programs based on households earning below 
80% AMI. The definition should encompass low-
income homeowners, low-income renters, families 
living on tribal lands and homeless families.
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Recognizing Race and Other Factors in 
Defining “Environmental Justice Communities”

As states define which communities should 
receive targeted investment to alleviate the burden 
of pollution, it is critically important that these 
communities are not exclusively defined by income.
The poisonous systemic nature of structural racism 
means that the income gap alone cannot explain the 
exposure of communities of color to unjust levels of 
pollution and toxins. Numerous studies have shown 
race is a better predictor to exposure in many cases 
than income.27 Therefore, it is critical that the definition 
of environmental justice communities include race 
and other demographic indicators to the extent that 
state law does not preclude this. 

In addition, it is critical that states work with tribal 
governments to ensure that Native Americans are not 
left out of the just transition. States should proactively 
reach out and partner with tribal governments to 
coordinate just energy policy and find ways for energy 
efficiency and renewable energy projects in Indian 
Country to benefit from funding or support under the 
Clean Power Plan.  Tribal areas have suffered some of 
the worst environmental degradation and continue 
to lag far behind in access to renewable energy 
and energy efficiency. Tribal communities must be 
engaged by state regulators and Native Americans 
not living in sovereign tribal nations must be included 
in state outreach and planning efforts.

California’s Office of Environmental 
Health Hazard Assessment 

(OEHHA) created a tool to identify 
communities burdened by pollution 

and socioeconomic factors.  The tool, 
CalEnviroScreen, maps and ranks 

these communities.28

CalEnviroScreen encompasses a broad range of indicators, to 
capture the many ways that environmental and socioeconomic 
burdens manifest.29 CalEnviroScreen uses environmental, public 
health and socioeconomic data to develop a comprehensive 
picture of pollution burden and vulnerability in California 
communities. While California is legally limited in recognizing 
race as a stand-alone category, CalEnviroScreen can help ensure 
that the impact of race and environmental racism is considered.

CalEnviroScreen 2.030, adopted in 2014, looks at 19 indicators in 
two main groups: pollution burden and population characteristics.  
Pollution burden includes exposure indicators like particulate 
concentrations, traffic density, pesticides and drinking water 
contamination and environmental effects indicators like the 
number of clean-up sites, solid waste sites and polluted bodies 
of water.  Population characteristics include sensitive populations 
indicators like children and the elderly, low birth weight rates and 
asthma emergency room visits and socioeconomic factors such 
as educational attainment, poverty and linguistic isolation.31 A 
community’s final score is calculated by combining the individual 
sector scores from each group and multiplying the pollution 
burden and population characteristics groups. A community is 
considered “disadvantaged” if it is at or above the 75th percentile. 

The development of a comprehensive environmental justice 
analysis and definition were critical first steps to allowing California 
S.B. 535 to direct unprecedented investment to the hardest hit 
communities. The process of developing the tool was a multi-
year public process involving consultation with experts, state 
agencies and frontline communities. States could use the EPA’s 
EJ SCREEN tool to develop an analytic tool like CalEnviroScreen 
by undertaking a similar process of consultation.

calenviroscreen

CASE STUDY:
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Energy efficiency and renewable energy programs 
for residential spaces represent huge opportunities 
to lower energy consumption and greenhouse 
gas emissions, improve people’s lives, build wealth 
and create good-quality green jobs.  However, in 
order for these benefits to be available to frontline 
communities, states will need to invest in programs 
focused on these communities. The need – and the 
potential energy savings – in frontline communities is 
yet another reason why raising revenue from carbon 
pollution and investing in the hardest hit communities 
is critical to a just and equitable state implementation 
plan. 

Households earning less than $40,000 per year 
make up 40 percent of households in the U.S., but 
make up less than 5 percent of solar installations32  
and one of the banner federal programs for energy 

efficiency, the Low Income Home Energy Assistance 
Program (LIHEAP) reaches only 25 percent of eligible 
households.33 Energy efficiency programs earmarked 
for low-income households are vastly underfunded 
even when they are chronically oversubscribed 
despite the barriers to participation.  

Indeed, these communities have been dramatically 
underserved for decades by both electric utility energy 
efficiency programs34 and federal weatherization 
programs. Compared to other multi-family housing, 
affordable multifamily rental housing tends to have 
far fewer energy efficient attributes, such as efficient 
appliances or adequate insulation.35 This section 
describes a number of programs that serve frontline 
communities, create real energy savings and benefit 
local economies.

MAKE
 
THE BENEFITS

 
OF THE CPP ACCESSIBLE TO FRONTLINE COMMUNITIES

Solution: Expand Access to Renewable Energy and 
Energy Efficiency Upgrades - Pay As You Save (PAYS) 
Debt-Free On-Bill Financing 

One of the most effective ways states can ensure the 
CPP serves frontline communities is to expand access 
to energy efficiency and renewable energy. Low and 
moderate-income households and renters face key 
barriers to accessing energy efficiency and renewable 
energy upgrades. The Pay As You Save (PAYS) model 
offers an ideal solution. Utilities have the ability to 
charge tariffs on customers to pay for maintenance 
of the grid or grid upgrades. PAYS applies this tariff 
ability to a single property.36 In a PAYS model, the 
utility offers customers a menu of cost-effective 
energy upgrades such as weatherization, energy 
efficient appliances or rooftop solar. If the customer 
decides to opt-in, they choose the upgrades they 
want and the utility pays local contractors upfront 
to install the upgrade. Then, the utility charges the 
customer a monthly tariff on their utility bill to pay 

the utility back for the upgrades customers selected 
over time. 

This tariff is set at a level that is less than the expected 
energy savings, so the customer starts saving money 
right away. Until the investment is recovered, the 
tariff for the PAYS charge applies automatically to 
any future customers at that site.  The PAYS model 
supports widespread adoption even in market 
segments that are hard to reach, such as renters, 
low and moderate-income households, multifamily 
buildings and municipal customers.  The debt-free 
PAYS model has yielded average energy savings 
of 25% and has been adopted by utilities in Kansas, 
Kentucky, North Carolina, New Hampshire, Hawaii, 
California and Arkansas.37

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
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PAYS is a type of on-bill financing that is called “debt 
free” because it does not involve making loans to 
customers.  By contrast, some utilities do make loans 
directly or allow third-party lenders to make loans to 
customers to finance upgrades. This is called “on-bill 
financing” because the debt is collected over time 
on the utility bill.  Typically this option is only open 
to homeowners or building owners that have sound 
credit and are able to take on debt, which effectively 
disqualifies more than half of everyone under the 
national median income.  Some debt-based on-bill 
programs can be bill-neutral, meaning that qualifying 
customers will see no net increase in their bill and will 
save money by taking out the loan if they stay at that 
site for the duration of the payback period.  However, 
it is critically important that any on-bill finance 
program includes strong consumer protections to 
ensure that on bill finance programs do not become a 
debt trap for low-income families. These protections 
should include limits on interest and fees, provisions 
to protect against balloon payments if someone 
moves and provisions to help borrowers in distress.

Pay As You Save is a better model than traditional 
debt-based programs for a number of reasons, 
most importantly because it is more inclusive.  By 
eliminating both wealth and debt as barriers, the 
PAYS model ensures that even very low-income 
households can access clean energy and savings 
by addressing barriers that routinely disqualify 
customers from debt-based approaches because 

they are renters or have low credit or no credit.  
Because virtually all customers are eligible, the 
PAYS model doubles the market size compared to 
on-bill finance. Customers accept a PAYS upgrade 
half of the time when it is offered.  This is five times 
the typical rate of participation in on-bill finance 
programs.38 This kind of customer participation 
creates economies of scale and widespread adoption 
of clean energy technology.  In addition, this model 
is not as dependent on incentives or subsidies to 
cover costs. The tariff model also allows the cost of 
the upgrade to remain with the structure as opposed 
to the customer, meaning customers who move are 
not forced to pay a large balloon payment to pay off 
an upgrade. Finally, customers receive immediate 
savings without incurring burdensome and potentially 
damaging debt. This model serves both utilities and 
customers, and it spreads renewable energy and 
energy efficiency faster and more equitably.

While debt-free PAYS investment programs clearly 
provide a solution, debt-based on-bill financing with 
strong consumer protections can still be a good 
tool to expand access to renewable energy and 
energy efficiency at least for homeowners and other 
building owners with sound credit. Both approaches 
allow customers to access cost-effective renewable 
energy or energy efficiency upgrades without a large 
up-front cost, and both approaches expand access 
to upgrades for families who would be unable to get 
a traditional loan to finance those investments.  

       Workers install solar panels on a rooftop
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Roanoke Electric39 is an electric cooperative serving seven 
counties in North Carolina.  Six of the seven counties are counties 
with persistently high poverty rates.  While the utility’s rates are 
not remarkably high compared to others in the state, many of 
Roanoke Electric’s customers struggle with high utility bills due 
to high consumption, which is indicative of the aging, energy 
inefficient housing.  At any given time, one in four customers 
are behind on their payments, but disconnection rates are near 
zero meaning that customers are sacrificing more than comfort 
to keep their lights on.  The utility had previously tried partnering 
with a credit union to offer standard on-bill financing, but more 
than 95 percent of customers responding to the initial offer 
ultimately decided against taking on more debt or were unable 
to qualify for a loan.40

In 2015, Roanoke Electric launched the Upgrade to $ave 
program based on the PAYS system. The program generated 
strong interest, with a waitlist of more than a hundred customers 
at the start.41 The Upgrade to $ave program opened the door 
to clean energy for virtually all of its members regardless of 
income, credit score, or whether they were renters or owners.  
Customers were able to access cleaner energy and energy 
efficiency upgrades at no upfront cost because the program 
treats energy efficiency just like any other service under the 
terms of an opt-in tariff. The monthly cost recovery charge is 
capped at 75% of estimated savings so participating customers 
are seeing immediate savings.42  The tariff approach also allows 
renters to access the program, and because the tariff applies 
to the meter and not to an individual, it ensure that families 
are not penalized if they need to move before cost recovery is 
complete.

By opening clean energy to many more customers, Roanoke 
Electric was able to improve energy savings overall, save 
customers money, improve its business, and create jobs, 
boosting economic activity in its service area. Roanoke Electric, 
the only electric cooperative in the U.S. with an elected Board 
of Directors that is majority People of Color, is an example of a 
utility pursuing true community solutions. 

Curtis Wynn, CEO of Roanoke Electric Cooperative, summed 
up the results this way, “When we make investments in building 
energy upgrades that make our members better off, create jobs 
in the community, and strengthen our business, we know we 
are serving our mission.”43

ROANOKE ELECTRIC,
NORTH CAROLINA

AND THE
UPGRADE TO $AVE

PROGRAM

“By opening clean energy to many 
more customers, Roanoke Electric 
was able to improve energy savings 

overall, save customers money, 
improve its business, and create jobs, 

boosting economic activity in its 
service area.”

CASE STUDY:
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Solution: Prioritize “Hard to Reach” Sectors in 
Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy Programs

Even in programs targeted to low-income areas, 
projects are often completed in buildings owned 
by large enterprises or institutions.  Given that 
the demand for energy efficiency projects and 
renewable energy into low-income communities 
will likely outstrip the CEIP and other CPP funding 
sources, carefully targeting programs to help those 
who cannot access energy savings and clean energy 
without support will be critical.  Large, for-profit 
businesses and institutions in low-income areas will 
continue to pursue energy efficiency and renewable 
energy programs as they become cost effective and 
can take advantage of significant access to capital 
and economies of scale. States should focus their 
efforts on “hard to reach” sectors including individual 
low-income homeowners, multi-family residences, 
low-income renters and shared renewable projects. 
These programs create real value for low-income 
households, neighborhoods with poor housing stock 
and communities who need good-quality green jobs, 
a key potential benefit of the CPP. 

For more information on good quality jobs in the 
CPP, please see the Good Jobs in a Clean Energy 
Economy Toolkit.

Energy Efficiency in Multi-Family Housing

The EPA created the CEIP to “help ensure that the 
benefits of the final rule are shared broadly across 
society and that potential adverse impacts on low-
income ratepayers are avoided.”44  EPA rightfully states 
that there have been “historic economic, logistical, 
and information barriers” to implementing demand-
side energy efficiency programs in low-income 
communities. These barriers have increased the 
costs and restricted the availability of such programs. 
This is certainly true for the multifamily market, which 
is constrained by several structural, financial, and 
regulatory barriers. The multifamily market is marked 
by diversity with respect to building types, sizes, meter 
configurations, and financing structures. Multiple 
decision makers must be involved in the energy 
efficiency process: owners, property managers, and 

residents. Owners of low-income housing can have 
limited capital on hand to make improvements, given 
below-market property cash flow. Incentives are not 
always aligned, as the costs and benefits of energy 
efficiency improvements are often borne by different 
parties.

In most of the 50 major metropolitan areas surveyed 
by the American Council for an Energy Efficient 
Economy (ACEEE), multi-family programs accounted 
for only a small share of overall spending on 
energy efficiency and 20 areas had no multifamily 
utility programs.45 Only a few areas, such as Austin, 
Boston, Indianapolis, Detroit and Seattle had funding 
levels aligned with multifamily populations. This 
funding gap has a significant impact on low-income 
households.46 

States considering complementary “state measures” 
to help sources achieve compliance could fund 
energy efficiency and renewable energy programs 
for multifamily housing using auction revenues, or 
by taking advantage of existing funding streams, 
including:

•	 The Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program 
(LIHTC) to increase multifamily energy efficiency 
by increasing energy efficiency requirements in 
the selection criteria. The LIHTC is the largest 
single source of funding for affordable multifamily 
housing and applicant requirements are set at the 
discretion of the state agency. 

•	 Housing Trust Funds, to increase opportunities 
to perform energy retrofits and other energy 
efficiency and renewable energy upgrades.

•	 One key barrier for owners of multifamily affordable 
housing is lack of access to upfront capital. In 
addition to PAYS investment programs discussed 
above, strategies such as existing revolving low-
interest loan funds, public sector incentives 
for private investment, and partnerships with 
Community Development Financial Institutions 
(CDFIs) can expand access. 

•	 Qualified Energy Conservation Bonds (QECB). 
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Shared Renewables and Community Solar Projects 
in “Hard to Reach” Sectors

Done right, community solar and other shared 
renewables projects can reduce energy costs, 
generate clean energy, expand access to renewables, 
and democratize the energy market. Community 
solar projects are small- to mid-scale solar projects 
from which community members can buy power 
without having the asset installed at their site.  These 
projects are particularly beneficial because they 
expand access to renewable energy. 

A recent National Renewable Energy Laboratory 
report found that nearly half of households (49%) and 
businesses (48%) cannot host solar panels on their 
rooftops because they rent their spaces or lack a 
suitable roof.47 Community solar projects could serve 
these homes and businesses from centrally located 
locations like hospitals, schools and contaminated 
brownfield sites. Community projects also create local 
jobs, improve grid reliability, and allow individuals to 
scale the size of their share according to income. 

There are currently community solar projects in 25 
states plus the District of Columbia.48 Through virtual 
net metering, participants typically pay upfront to 
receive a share of the production from the solar 
power panels or wind turbines and get a utility bill 
credit proportional to the KWhs generated by that 
portion of the project each month.  

While community solar projects have enormous 
potential to serve low-income communities, the 
upfront cost associated with joining a community 
solar projects means that very few current community 
solar projects draw more than half of their subscribers 
from low income communities.  

States should explore innovative models to address 
this barrier, including grants to low income families 
to cover initial costs or a Solar PAYS model for 
community solar.

“Done right, 
community solar 
and other shared 
renewables projects 
can reduce energy 
costs, generate 
clean energy, 
expand access to 
renewables, and 
democratize the 
energy market.”
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The Limited Income Energy Efficiency Program (LIEEP) in 
Maryland includes a low-income multifamily component. The 
Maryland Department of Housing and Community Development 
(DHCD, the state housing finance agency) is the administrator 
for the state’s utility-funded affordable housing energy 
efficiency program. In other states, utilities and other program 
administrators struggle to recruit owners to their programs. In 
Maryland, there is a waiting list of buildings eager to access utility 
funding. Owners already know and trust DHCD and are in regular 
contact for periodic refinancing and other oversight: DHCD 
is able to leverage this relationship with owners to seamlessly 
build energy efficiency into building lifecycle events. Since 2012, 
DHCD has committed $9 million in funding to 3,805 units. These 
units are anticipated to achieve an estimated annual savings of 
7,746 MWh and 151,123 Therms.49

The Multifamily Performance Program in New York provides per-
unit incentives as well as low-cost financing for new construction 
and retrofits of existing multifamily buildings that achieve 15 
percent energy savings from electric and gas. A member of the 
New York State Energy Research and Development Authority’s 
network of service providers performs an energy audit and 
creates an energy reduction plan to identify how to achieve the 
15 percent target. Escalating performance incentives are paid to 
owners for achieving savings over 20 percent.50

Sovereign Power is the tribal solar enterprise formed by the 
Spokane Tribe in Washington State.  In October 2015, the Spokane 
Indian Housing Authority in partnership with GRID Alternatives, a 
non-profit dedicated to expanding access to solar and providing 
green workforce development, and the Make it Right Foundation 
began installation of four grid-tied residential photovoltaic (PV) 
systems in housing reserved for tribal families with incomes 
below 60% of the national average median income.  The program 
combines community solar on tribal housing with job training 
for tribal members in solar installation and weatherization. The 
tribe plans to develop more solar PV projects on its reservation 
and throughout the local region.51

The Limited Income 
Energy Efficiency 
Program (LIEEP), 
Multi-Family 
Performance 
Program of 
New York, and 
the Spokane Tribe 
Community Solar 
Program

CASE STUDies:
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Solution: Include “Ready to Receive” Improvements 
– Boosting Energy Efficiency and Housing Quality

Poor-quality housing stock is a key barrier to low-

income homeowners and renters seeking to 

access energy efficiency and renewable energy 

programs – but is often overlooked.  Many existing 

weatherization or renewable energy upgrade 

programs provide funding only for the specific 

energy upgrades such as capping insulation or 

installing solar panels.  However, many older 

homes, especially in low-income communities, 

face underlying structural problems that must 

be corrected before a home can receive energy 

upgrades.  For example, a roof may need structural 

repairs to support solar panels or asbestos may 

need to be removed before installing new insulation.

  

One study of low-income housing stock found that 

20 percent were structurally inadequate.52 When 

energy efficiency and renewable energy programs 

fail to include “ready to receive” improvements in the 

programs, low-income families are often unable to 

pay for these foundational repairs and are effectively 

blocked from participating in the program.  

Funding “ready to receive” improvements ensures 

equitable access for low-income families, improves 

housing stock in low-income neighborhoods and 

builds wealth for struggling families.  

This is especially critical for 

low-income families of color 

who are likely to have much 

less wealth than even white 

families with similar incomes 

because of the racial wealth 

gap and the legacy of redlining 

that has isolated homeowners 

of color in often run-down 

areas.53 The average African 

American household now has 

just 6% of the wealth of the 

average white household and 

the average Latino household 

has just 8% of that wealth.54  

In concrete terms, that is 

$7,113 for the median African 

American family, $8,348 for 

the median Latino family and 

$111,146 for the median white 

family.55

“Funding ‘ready to receive’ 
improvements ensures equitable 

access for low-income families, 
improves housing stock in low-

income neighborhoods and builds 
wealth for struggling families.”
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People United for Sustainable Housing (PUSH Buffalo)56 is a 
membership-based community organization fighting to make 
affordable housing and economic and racial justice a reality on 
Buffalo’s West Side. Vacant buildings, low quality building stock 
and poverty are widespread in the area of West Buffalo where 
PUSH began. In talking with homeowners, small businesses 
and nonprofits, PUSH realized that many residents and business 
owners were unable to access some weatherization programs 
because of existing structural repairs that needed to be addressed 
first. They could not afford to finance the structural repairs and, 
therefore, could not access the weatherization and energy retrofit 
programs they needed. 

In 2013, PUSH Green, PUSH’s non-profit weatherization, green jobs 
and energy efficiency organization, and the Buffalo Neighborhood 
Stabilization Corporation (BNSC), an affordable housing provider 
also founded by PUSH, launched the Green Building Retrofit 
Program in Erie, Chautauqua and Niagara counties in western New 
York.  The program, developed with support from New York Empire 
State Development, helps local small business and nonprofits 
prepare their buildings to qualify for energy efficiency upgrades.  
The program provides free energy audits and discounted energy 
upgrades.  For qualified business owners and nonprofits, the 
Regional Economic Development Council (REDC) also provides 
reimbursable grants to fund capital improvements that address 
structural concerns and allow their buildings to be “shovel ready” 
for weatherization. The program aims for 4:1 leverage, bringing 
energy efficiency to drive job creation, wealth creation, and 
improve housing stock.  By folding “ready to receive” repairs into 
the program, PUSH Buffalo was able to expand the market for 
energy efficiency and stimulate the local economy, making limited 
public dollars stretch further, and helping small business owners 
and nonprofits who’d been left out of previous programs.

“PUSH Buffalo was able to expand 
the market for energy efficiency and 
stimulate the local economy, making 
limited public dollars stretch further, 
and helping small business owners 

and nonprofits who’d been left out of 
previous programs.”

CASE STUDY:

PUSH BUFFALO’S
GREEN BUILDING
RETROFIT PROGRAM

Kids pose with flowers they grew in one of PUSH Buffalo’s community gardens
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Solution: Remove Barriers to Community Control of 
Energy

It is critical to seize every available opportunity to 
expand renewable energy and energy efficiency.  
That requires states to invest in renewable energy and 
energy efficiency programs beyond companies that 
own fossil fueled power plants. Many proven, effective 
and innovative renewable energy projects operated 
by non-profits, community groups and start-ups are 
already growing the new green economy, providing 
clean energy and reducing our carbon input. In 
addition, with additional sources of funding and 
support, there is huge potential for these renewable 
energy projects to expand and continue to innovate.  
The coming energy transition must be open to 
innovation and accessible to all people, and this will be 
impossible if state implementation plans reinforce the 
current dominance of investor controlled big energy 
companies.  

The CPP process is an ideal opportunity for states to 
re-assess their energy regulations as a whole and work 
to remove barriers to community energy and create 
incentives for utilities to invest in these shared energy 
projects.  Community energy can play a critical role 
in expanding access to clean and renewable energy, 
reducing peak demand, stabilizing the grid and saving 
money for cash strapped families and small businesses.  

What’s more, by locating clean power generation in 
the community, these projects create good-quality 
local jobs.  States should remove any and all barriers 
to community-controlled renewable energy projects, 
and while this is not an exhaustive list, here are several 
ways to advance that objective: 

•	 States should remove any explicit bans on 
community energy generation and community-
owned distributed energy. 

•	 To create maximum flexibility and make community 
renewable energy more feasible, states should 
allow for some generation data to be aggregated 
and should not require that the generating units all 
have the same essential generation characteristics.  
For example, a community renewable energy site 
should be able to have a combination of solar 
panels and wind turbines.

•	 States should clear any and all obstacles to virtual 
net-metering, which allows individuals to buy 
shares in community solar projects and receive a 
billing credit for the number of KWhs generated by 
their prorated share in the project. 

•	 States should encourage the creation of 
community-owned renewable energy projects at 
brownfield sites, or in other words lands previously 
used for industrial purposes or as landfills. 

       PUSH Buffal leaders advocating for access to solar energy for all
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These sites are frequently highly contaminated, 
unsuitable for other uses and disproportionately 
located in environmental justice communities.  
Building 100% clean and renewable energy in 
neighborhoods that have been harmed by past 
contamination at the brownfield site stimulates 
struggling local economies, creates jobs and brings 
concrete benefits to communities impacted by 
hazardous waste. In addition, building renewable 
energy on brownfield sites cuts down on the 
resource conflicts often generated by large-scale 
solar projects.

•	 State should adopt Evaluation, Measurement & 
Verification (EM&V) and permitting requirements 
that make small community energy projects 
feasible including pre-qualifying approved 

photovoltaic systems and wind generation systems 
for permitting, creating streamlined permitting 
for residential and small community systems and 
creating a second level EM&V regime that fits the 
needs and capacity of small projects.

•	 States should not require revenue quality meters 
for small community renewable energy renewable 
resources with less than 10 kilowatts of nameplate 
capacity.

•	 States should open any state tax incentives and 
state funding for energy efficiency and renewable 
energy to community based organizations, non-
profits and community co-ops as well as affected 
power plants or utilities.

After the U.S. Department of Energy awarded a grant to Seattle, 
WA as part of a 25 Solar America Cities program in 2008, Seattle’s 
public utility began developing a community solar program.  And 
with pressure from renewable energy advocates, the Washington 
State Legislature created some of the strongest renewable energy 
incentives for distributed energy and community solar in the nation 
in 2009.  In 2012, Seattle City Light completed its first community 
solar project at three picnic shelters in Seattle’s Beacon Hill 
Neighborhood.  The picnic shelters created community spaces 
in a park located in a largely working class neighborhood and 
generated 26,000 kWh for 1850. Any Seattle City Light customer 
can purchase solar units in the Community Solar program. 
Customers can purchase as little as 28 watts and as much as 3.5 
kilowatts (enough to power a typical modest single family home in 
Seattle).  The shares sold out in 6 weeks.57

Seattle has installed additional Community Solar projects at 
the Seattle Aquarium, the Phinney Ridge neighborhood and 
with Capitol Hill Housing (CHH), an affordable housing provider 
which provides housing 1,700 Seattle residents.  The Capitol Hill 
EcoDistrict Project58 placed 25 kW of locally sourced solar panels 
on a 30-unit affordable housing building.  The panels will be owned 
and operated by Seattle City Light until 2020, when ownership will 
transfer to CHH and help offset the non-profit’s operating costs.  
Washington State’s commitment to community solar incentives and 
efforts to remove regulatory barriers to distributed energy cleared 
the way for community solar and other distributed renewable 
energy projects in the state.  The Seattle City Light Community 
Solar project is a prime example of the positive impact of municipal 
utilities proactively adopting community power solutions on grid 
stability, clean and renewable energy production, controlling costs 
and improving local air quality.

“After the U.S. Department of Energy 
awarded a grant to Seattle, WA as part  
of a 25 Solar America Cities program 
in 2008, Seattle’s public utility began 

developing a community solar program.”

CASE STUDY:

SEATTLE 
CITY LIGHT’S 
COMMUNITY SOLAR 
PROGRAM
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Solution: Participate in the Clean Energy 
Incentive Program (CEIP)

To live up to its promise, the CPP must have strong 
investment in frontline communities.  The Clean 
Energy Incentive Program (CEIP) is the only program 
within the final CPP that specifically focuses on these 
communities. The CEIP is a positive step towards 
making sure that a carbon market does not harm the 
communities that have borne the heaviest burden 
of pollution.  By encouraging early investment in 
renewable energy and energy efficiency in low-
income communities, the CEIP helps to turn the 
tide toward equity in the environment and the 
economy. The CEIP is an “optional” program, but 
we strongly encourage states to participate in 
this program.  Addressing the needs of frontline 
communities should never be considered optional.

The CEIP rewards early investments in renewable 
energy (RE) and demand-side energy efficiency (EE) 
in low-income communities. The CEIP is a voluntary 
federal “matching fund” program that states can use to 
incentivize early investment in renewable energy and 
energy efficiency projects in low-income communities 
and generate or save power in 2020 or 2021. The EPA 
will provide additional allowances or Emission Rate 
Credits (ERCs) up to 300 million short tons of CO2 
emissions to all participating states. Wind and solar 
projects receive 1 credit for each megawatt hour (MWh) 
of generation; demand-side energy efficiency projects 
receive 2 credits for each MWh of avoided generation.   
State participation in CEIP should be part of a larger, 
robust and targeted investment in frontline communities 
including raising revenue from carbon and strong 
steps to offset any harm caused by trading within the 
CEIP. Moreover, states could take steps to sharpen 
and strengthen the CEIP for state implementation.  As 
discussed elsewhere in this toolkit, an environmental 
justice analysis, an effective definition of low-income 
and environmental justice communities, prioritizing 
“hard to reach” projects like energy efficiency and 
complementary investment in frontline communities 
will reinforce the CEIP’s success. In addition: 

Ensure that CEIP Programs are Producing Real Results

The current structure of the CEIP could add too many 
additional allowances and allow too many polluters 
to continue polluting.  It is critical that the CEIP does 

not create a flood of new allowances that undermine 
the carbon reduction that environmental justice 
communities need. The 300 million short tons offered 
in matching by the EPA amount to free pollution 
because states are not required to adjust the stringency 
of their targets to account for these extra credits. 
Rather than CEIP projects adding additional 
allowances, qualifying projects should be awarded 
allowances to sell that are subtracted from the overall 
distribution of allowances.  Alternatively, states should 
design their implementation plan to account for the 
extra pollution credits from the CEIP so that the CEIP 
does not undermine the overall reductions expected 
to take place under the CPP.  Frontline communities 
can also suggest changes to this aspect of the CEIP 
once EPA proposes specific program elements.

Start Investing in CEIP-Eligible Programs Now 

Start now.  Building a strong pipeline of projects and a 
workforce to complete them can take years in states 
without existing programs that reach low-income 
communities, and there is so much work to be done it 
is impossible to do it all in 24 months that the CEIP will 
apply.  Therefore, there is no justification for delaying 
the development and implementation of programs 
because projects completed before CEIP applies 
wouldn’t get credit.  States should be ready to provide 
technical assistance and robust outreach to ensure 
communities and community groups are aware of the 
opportunity created by CEIP.  States could fund these 
programs through state carbon taxes or other fees 
or taxes collected from carbon-pollution producing 
power plants or through general state funds.  

Ensure CEIP Jobs are Quality Jobs

The CPP should help create a new energy economy that 
builds up frontline communities, instead of continuing 
to exploit them.  The jobs created by the CEIP, and 
the CPP in general, must be good-quality jobs.  This 
should include requirements that the jobs pay a living 
wage with benefits and that the jobs include some 
certification and prospect for advancement.  The CEIP 
should require projects to hire locally at least 51% of the 
time, and to use community hiring tools like community 
hiring halls and first source referral programs to 
recruit community residents. Please see the Clean 
Power for All Collaborative’s Jobs and Workforce 
Toolkit for more details on job quality within the CPP.
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Brownfield Site: The EPA defines a brownfield as “a property, the expansion, redevelopment, 
or reuse of which may be complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous 
substance, pollutant, or contaminant.” Often, brownfield sites are former factories, landfill sites 
and other industrial properties. The EPA estimates that there are more than 450,000 brownfields 
in the U.S.  

Clean Air Act: The Clean Air Act gives the EPA the authority to set limits on airborne pollutants 
that are dangerous to public health and the environment. Under 111(d) the EPA has the authority 
to set a level of emissions defined as the best system of emission reduction or BSER and states 
develop and submit for approval to EPA implementation plans to meet these levels in the context 
of their state. 

Clean Energy Incentive Program (CEIP): The CEIP is a program within the CPP that incentives 
the creation of renewable energy or energy efficiency projects that serve low-income 
communities.  It is designed to reward early investments in renewable energy (RE) generation and 
demand-side energy efficiency (EE) measure that generate carbon free MWhs or reduce energy 
demand during 2020 and 2021.  The program makes additional allowances or Emission Rate 
Credits (ERCs) of up to 300 million short tons of carbon emissions.  RE projects will receive a one 
to one credit match and demand side EE will receive a two to one match. State participation is 
optional, but it is mandatory under the Federal Implementation Plan.

Community Solar Garden: A community solar garden is a medium or large solar array where 
individuals, businesses, nonprofits or municipalities can purchase a share or subscription.  Once 
a share has been purchased, the subscriber receives a prorated credit on their utility bill equal to 
the value of the kWhs generated by their portion of the array.  

Demand-Side Energy Efficiency: Energy efficiency is using less energy to perform the same 
tasks.  Demand-side energy efficiency refers to measures taken to reduce energy use or 
energy loss by energy users (as opposed to energy generators). Demand-side energy efficiency 
measures include weatherization, insulation, installing more energy efficient appliances and 
demand response measures.

Electric Generating Units (EGUs): EGUs are the technical term for the fossil fuel-fired electric 
generating plants and entities impacted by the Clean Power Plan’s carbon reduction goals.  

EM&V: EM&V stands for evaluation, measurement and verification.  The Department of Energy 
defines EM&V as is the collection of methods and processes used to assess the performance of 
energy efficiency activities so that planned results can be achieved with greater certainty and 
future activities can be more effective.
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Emission Reduction Credit (ERC): An ERC is an administratively created, tradable instrument with 
a unique serial number that “represent[s] one MWh of actual energy generated or saved with zero 
associated CO2 emissions” (40 C.F.R. §60.5790). In other words, a renewable energy producer or 
(in the case of the CEIP a wind or solar producer) an energy efficiency project generates energy 
savings, has those savings verified and then the energy producer can sell that credit to a coal 
or gas power plant that needs the credit to comply with the carbon limit. The credit gives the 
coal or gas power plant the legal ability to emit regulated pollutants in an amount equality to 
the quantity specified when the credit was granted under a rate-based plan. ERCs may be sold, 
leased, banked or traded under certain circumstances within the CPP and are the main unit in 
the carbon market under a rate-based plan. For more information and an in-depth discussion 
of ERCs, please see Emission Rate Credits (ERCs) in the Clean Power Plan by the Environmental 
Policy Initiative at Harvard Law School available here: http://environment.law.harvard.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2015/08/Emission-Rate-Credits-in-the-Clean-Power-Plan.pdf

Environmental Justice: Environmental justice is a social justice, grassroots movement that seeks 
to protect communities of color and low-income communities from being overburdened with 
pollution. Citizens of different races and classes experience disparate environmental quality, 
directly affecting their public health and quality of life. The movement uses policy advocacy, 
research, community capacity building and organizing to advance environmental justice. 
Environmental Justice refers to those cultural norms and values, rules, regulations, behaviors, 
policies, and decisions to support sustainable communities where people can interact with 
confidence that their environment is safe, nurturing, and productive. Environmental Justice is 
served when people realize their highest potential without experiencing the -isms.  This definition 
is from Dr. Bunyan Bryant and was taken from the EJLF State Guidance for Clean Power Planning 
Toolkit (see the resources section).

Environmental Racism: Environmental racism is the disproportionate impact of pollution, 
environmental degradation and contamination, climate crisis impacts and other environmental 
hazards on People of Color.  This disproportionate impact may be direct or indirect and is a 
product of the structural and institutional racism experienced by People of Color more broadly 
throughout our society.

E.O. 12898: E.O. 12898 is the 1994 Executive Order entitled Federal Actions to Address 
Environmental Justice in Minority Populations and Low-Income Populations. It was signed by 
President Clinton and is one of the key federal documents on environmental justice. It instructs 
federal agencies to identify and address the disproportionately high and adverse human health or 
environmental effects of their actions on minority and low-income populations and directs each 
agency to develop a strategy for implementing environmental justice.  
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Frontline Community: Other terms include environmental justice communities, disadvantaged 
communities and marginalized communities.  An environmental justice community refers to 
a community experiences the impact of environmental racism and environmental injustice.  
Environmental justice communities are communities of color, tribal nations, low-income 
communities and other communities that experience systemic oppression and are overburdened 
with pollution.  These communities experience harm because of greater vulnerability to 
environmental hazards, greater cumulative impacts and greater economic burdens related to 
energy among other things.  These same communities often make up the grassroots power base 
of the environmental justice movement. 

Low-Income Housing Tax Credit Program (LIHTC): The LIHTC is the primary federal program to 
encourage the production of affordable rental housing for low-income households. It subsidizes 
the acquisition, construction, and/or rehabilitation of rental property by private developers for 
affordable housing purposes.  The LIHTC is financed by the federal government but administered 
through state housing authorities. The credit was enacted in the Tax Reform Act of 1986 and 
made permanent in 1993.

Mass vs. Rate: The EPA has created statewide goals for carbon emission reduction in two forms.  
Mass-based goals are measured in pounds of CO2 per megawatt hour generated (lbs/MWh). 
Rate-based goals are measured in total short tons of CO2 emissions.  

Net Metering: Net metering allows customers who are generating renewable energy to bank 
excess electrical generation on the grid, usually in the form of kWh credits that can be used as 
needed during a given period, usually the utility billing cycle.  When the customer’s system is 
producing more energy that it consumes, this excess energy flows to the grid and the meter 
runs backward.  Net-metering is not legal in all states and most utilities have a size limit on net-
metering.  

Participatory Budgeting: Participatory Budgeting (PB) is a process through which ordinary 
citizens directly decide how part of a public budget is spent.  Originally developed in Brazil 
in 1989, there are over 1,500 participatory budgets around the world, mostly at the city level.  
Though there are many different specific processes for PB, they follow a general format: 
residents brainstorm ideas for spending projects, then volunteer delegates develop these ideas 
into budget proposals based on these ideas, after the proposals are developed, participants vote 
on the proposals and the top projects are funded and implemented by the government agency.
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Pollution burden analysis: Pollution burden analysis is an analysis that seeks to understand the 
exposure to environmental harm and risks due to exposure or cumulative impacts for a specific 
community or area.  A pollution burden analysis may measure both actual levels of toxins in the 
air, water and soil and indicators of environmental hazards such as public health indicators. 

“Ready to Receive”: “Ready to Receive” refers to a structure being ready to begin receiving 
energy efficiency or renewable energy upgrades such as weatherization or rooftop solar.  “Ready 
to receive” projects refers to structural repairs such as structural repairs to a roof or foundation 
or the removal of hazards such as asbestos that must be completed before a structure can 
participate in standard energy upgrades. 

Renewable Energy: Renewable energy is energy from a source that is not depleted when used or 
in some cases is naturally depleted within a short period of time when used. This includes energy 
derived from the sun (thermal, photochemical, and photoelectric), indirectly from the sun (wind, 
hydropower) or other natural movements and mechanisms (geothermal and tidal energy).  We 
strongly support a definition of renewable energy that focuses on green power or renewable 
energy sources that have the highest environmental benefit such as solar, wind, geothermal and 
low-impact small hydroelectric sources. 

Virtual Net Metering: Virtual net metering is net metering that is used by customers whose 
renewable energy generator is not on the same physical site where they use energy.  It is most 
common for community solar projects where the customer owns a share of the solar panels and 
gets a prorated credit on their bill for the amount generated by their share. 

Weatherization: Weatherization encompasses a comprehensive series of energy efficiency 
measures designed to protect a structure from the elements, make it comfortable and optimize 
energy efficiency. Weatherization includes insulation, heating and cooling system upgrades, 
electrical system upgrades, replacing major appliances with more efficient models, replacing 
windows and adding weather strips to doors and windows and many other measures.
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The Environmental Justice Leadership Forum Clean Power Plan Toolkit - The Environmental 
Justice Leadership Forum created a toolkit for states and state advocates to incorporate equity 
and justice into their state’s clean power planning approach.  The toolkit is an excellent resource 
for information on environmental justice principles, meaningful engagement, environmental 
justice analysis and other key environmental justice concerns. 
http://www.ejleadershipforum.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/EJ-State-Guidance-Final-
jan-13-2016.pdf

The Principles of Environmental Justice - This is one of the founding documents of the 
environmental justice movement.  The 17 principles were drafted by the delegates of the First 
National People of Color Environmental Leadership Summit held on October 24-27, 1991. Since 
then, The Principles have served as a defining document for the growing grassroots movement 
for environmental justice. An electronic copy is available at: http://www.ejnet.org/ej/principles.
pdf 

EPA’s Environmental Justice Screening Report for the Clean Power Plan – The EPA’s 
environmental justice screening report describes the methodology and results of the proximity 
analysis the EPA conducted using its EJSCREEN tool. The report, mapping tools and charts are 
available at: 
http://www3.epa/gov/airquality/cppcommunity/ejscreencpp.pdf 

Renewable Energy and Brownfield Sites - See the EPA’s RE-Powering America’s Land program at 
http://www.epa.gov/re-powering including the RE-Powering Mapper tool which can help you 
identify more than 80,000 preliminarily screened brownfield sites with solar, wind, biomass and 
geothermal potential. 

A Guide to Community Solar: Utility, Private, and Non-profit Project Development, U.S. 
Department of Energy - See the U.S. Department of Energy’s guide to community solar creation 
and regulation at 
http://www.nrel.gov/docs/fy11osti/49930.pdf

Participatory Budgeting - For more information on participatory budgeting and resources to 
begin a participatory budgeting project in your city, county or state, please visit the Participatory 
Budgeting Project, a non-profit dedicated to promoting participatory budgeting in the U.S. and 
Canada. 
http://www.participatorybudgeting.org/resources/ 

Best Practices for Solar and Municipal Solid Waste Landfills - See the EPA’s guide to solar 
projects on municipal brownfield sites. http://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2015-03/
documents/best_practices_siting_solar_photovoltaic_final.pdf
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Energy Efficiency in the CPP - Clean Power Plan Opportunities for Energy Efficiency in 
Affordable Housing, Prepared by Energy Efficiency for All, National Housing Trust Fund, NRDC, 
National Housing Conference, ACEEE, Enterprise, USGBC, Green and Healthy Homes Initiative, 
Sept 2015. 

Information on NYSERDA’s Model - For more information on the New York NYSERDA Multifamily 
Performance Program, please visit: http://www.nyserda.ny.gov/All-Programs/Programs/MPP-
Existing-Buildings

California’s Model - For additional materials on California’s S.B. 535 and CalEnviroScreen 2.0, 
please see the following resources: 

•	 CalEnviroScreen 2014 Report available at: http://oehha.ca.gov/media/
CES20FinalReportUpdateOct2014.pdf

•	 To see case studies from S.B. 535’s first full year of implementation, please visit this report 
produced by the Greenlining Institute available at: http://greenlining.org/wp-content/
uploads/2015/11/CCI-Case-Studies-RPP-to-post-spreads.pdf

•	 To read stories of the people who benefited from California’s unprecedented investment in 
frontline communities, visit the following website: http://upliftca.org/

•	 A Guide to Greenhouse Gas Fund Program Design, Expenditures, and Benefits, a report 
produced by the Luskin Center for Innovation, UCLA, 2015, Available at: http://innovation.
luskin.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/Final%20081915.pdf 

•	 Truong, Vien, Addressing Poverty and Pollution: California’s S.B. 535 Greenhouse 
Gas Reduction Fund, Harvard Civil Rights – Civil Liberties Law Review, available at:              
http://harvardcrcl.org/wp-content/uploads/2011/09/493_Truong.pdf

Environmental Justice and Coal - Patterson, Jacqui, Kimberly Wasserman, et. al., Coal Blooded: 
Putting Profits Before People,  NAACP, Tribal Environment Network, Little Village Environmental 
Justice Organization, Available at: 
http://foreffectivegov.org/files/shadow-of-danger-highrespdf.pdf

Environmental Justice and Chemical Facilities - Starbuck, Amanda and Ronald White, Living in 
the Shadow of Danger: Poverty, Race and Unequal Chemical Facility Hazards, Center for Effective 
Government, 2016. Available at: http://foreffectivegov.org/files/shadow-of-danger-highrespdf.
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1 “What is the Clean Power Plan,” Union of Concerned Scientists, available at: http://www.ucsusa.org/our-
   work/global-warming/reduce-emissions/what-is-the-clean-power-plan#.VxUPOdYTXds  
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  The Center for Effective Government, 2016. Available at: http://foreffectivegov.org/files/shadow-of-danger-
  highrespdf.pdf; Wilson, Adrian, et. al., Coal Blooded: Putting People Before Profits, NAACP, IEN and LVEJO, 
  2010.

3 U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, EJ Screening Report, EPA, 2015, p. 106-110. Available at: 
  https://www3.epa.gov/airquality/cppcommunity/ejscreencpp.pdf

4 U.S. Census, 2000. Estimated using 1990 racial fractions and 2000 census. Data compiled by MSB Energy   
  Associates.

5 Quintero, Adrianna, Valerie Jaffee, Jorge Madrid, Elsa Ramirez and Andrea Delgado. U.S. Latinos and Air 
  Pollution: A Call to Action. National Resources Defense Council. Sept, 2011. Available at: 
  https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/LatinoAirReport.pdf

6 Tolbert, P., et al., 2000. Air quality and pediatric emergency room visits for asthma in Atlanta, Georgia, 
  American Journal of Epidemiology. Vol. 151, No. 8, pp. 798-810.

7 Coal Blooded, p. 17.

8 Coal Blooded, p. 18-9.
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   Policy,” Poverty and Public Policy, 2(4), 5-25.

11 Ibid. 

12 United Nations, Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 1992, Principle 16, Available at: 
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16 For more information on S.B. 535, see the resources section
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