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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.

The 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 expected 
to reduce carbon pollution output by about 32 percent 
below 2005 levels in the electricity sector. When 
developing the CPP, the Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) used its authority under the Clean Air 
Act to derive unit-specific emission rates standards, as 
well as statewide pollution budgets and state average 
emission rates based on each state’s existing energy 
production sources and an assessment of several 
available pollution reduction measures. 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 to submit final 
plan  by September 6, 2018. Compliance requirements 
for covered power plants are set to begin in 2022 and 
end in 2030. On February 9, 2016, the U.S. Supreme 
Court placed a stay on enforcement of the CPP 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 legal merits 
of the rule, and it does not prevent the EPA from 
continuing to accept input and develop guidance on 
how states may implement these life-saving standards. 
During the stay, states should be continuing to plan 
for compliance or invest in energy policies that protect 
people and the planet by accelerating the deployment 
of clean and renewable energy and energy efficiency.
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3 Just Transition

Low-income communities, communities of color, and 
other vulnerable groups are more likely to live and 
work near coal mines and power plants, and to have 
been exposed over their lifetimes to harmful pollutants 
from these sources. These frontline communities 
have suffered disproportionate health, environmental, 
and quality of life impacts as a result of fossil fuel 
extraction and combustion. The Clean Power Plan 
will curb carbon dioxide pollution and will also help 
reduce conventional air pollutants emitted by existing 
power plants. However, certain compliance options 
create both opportunities and concerns for frontline 
communities who are worried about the potential for 
localized pollution increases (see Toolkit on Cleaning 
Up Pollution Hotspots), as well as for workers, their 
unions, and communities, who could face direct and 
indirect job losses as a result of the coal industry’s 
decline and possibly of the implementation of the 
Clean Power Plan.

An equity agenda for Clean Power Plan compliance 
must ensure a just transition for workers and their 
communities affected by the move away from fossil 
fuels.  In a fair and just transition, affected workers, 
their unions, and communities are equal partners in 
a well-planned, carefully negotiated and managed 
change from an economy reliant on fossil fuels to a 
clean energy economy.  A just transition brings job 
opportunities to those traditionally left behind and job 
security and livelihood guarantees to affected workers.  
Workers receive education and training for industries, 
ideally unionized, with similar pay and benefits.1

A fair and just transition engages every level of 
government and business in an all-out effort to 
maximize public and private investments in economic 
development and diversification, provide workforce 
training, replace lost tax revenues, and create lasting, 
good jobs that strengthen the economy and sustain 
working families--especially jobs related to clean 
energy, energy efficiency, and climate-resilient 
infrastructure.2 This requires a strong commitment to 
create good union jobs and educate, train, and place 

current and future workers into quality careers, as well 
as assistance for those workers and their communities 
that may be adversely affected by the transition.3

A just transition is not simply a negotiating point for 
the aftermath of facility closures.  A just transition is 
the process of changing from an unsustainable to a 
sustainable economy that relies on strategies and 
solutions that prioritize economic opportunity, self-
determination, and a safe and healthy environment for 
all people and communities.4

 
While they were the main source of generation in 
the U.S. electric system for decades, fossil fuel fired-
power plants are among the largest carbon dioxide 
emitters in the United States and also emit large 
amounts of co-pollutants harmful to public health.  
In addition, air and water pollution from coal mining 
is linked to devastating ecological, occupational, 
and community health impacts.5 The Clean Power 
Plan provides a pathway for the development of a 
clean energy economy, but also acknowledges the 
concerns raised by unions and their partners regarding 
the potential effects of the rule on workers, their 
families, and communities in coal-producing regions 
due to the transition to lower- and zero-emitting 
generation encouraged by the rule.  EPA has urged 
states to take employment impacts seriously as part of 
implementation plan development and to ensure that 
those workers and their communities benefit from 
the job and economic growth opportunities expected 
from the implementation of the CPP.  EPA has also 
committed to work with other federal agencies to 
assist workers and communities negatively affected 
by the transition.  Proposed policies such as the 
“Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and 
Economic Revitalization” (POWER) initiative and the 
“Revitalizing the Economy of Coal Communities 
by Leveraging Local Activities and Investing More” 
(RECLAIM) Act represent initial efforts to provide 
economic and workforce development assistance to 
workers and communities affected by market changes 
in the coal industry and the utility sector.

INTRODUCTION



To lay the groundwork for a just transition, states 
should encourage the meaningful participation of 
workers and frontline communities in decision-
making; mitigate the effects of coal plant and mine 
closure on workers, their families, and communities; 
invest in workers to increase their long-term em-
ployment opportunities; provide income and other 
supports to those unlikely to find comparable jobs; 
and promote sustainable economic redevelopment.  

This toolkit identifies several best practices that can 
guide responses to industry decline and plant closures.  
First, states should proactively engage workers and 
communities in the planning and negotiation process 
of energy system changes, including the potential 
closure of fossil fuel-fired power plants or coal mines, 
providing as much advanced notice as possible of 
impending facility changes.  Second, states should 

work with utilities and coal producers to address 
the needs of dislocated workers and economic 
redevelopment in their communities.  Third, states 
should implement and encourage communities to 
participate in comprehensive transition assistance 
programs, such as the Administration’s POWER+ 
initiative, which protects individual workers and 
redevelops local economies to manage the loss 
of jobs and local property, income, and extraction 
tax revenue.  Fourth, states should work with labor 
stakeholders to ensure the development of workforce 
and job standards in the clean energy sector.
 
This toolkit should be read in conjunction with the 
Good Jobs in a Clean Energy Economy toolkit, which 
suggests a pathway for transition from the fossil fuel 
industry to clean energy careers.

4Just Transition

Labor and economic justice movements participating in the People’s Climate March, September 21, 2014, New York City
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In developing their implementation plans, states 
should provide opportunities for meaningful partici-
pation through proactive engagement with potentially 
affected workers and their unions. The Clean Power 
Plan requires states seeking an extension of the dead-
line for submission of their state plans to demonstrate 
meaningful engagement with stakeholders and de-
scribe how their input will be considered in the final 
plans. The rule provides that such stakeholders may in-
clude labor unions, workers, and communities whose 
economic livelihoods depend on coal. Meaningful 
engagement from workers and union representatives 
in the electric utility and related sectors will be critical 
to ensure that energy system alternatives and workers’ 
transition is adequately addressed in state plans.  (For 
more information, see toolkits on Community En-
gagement and Fair and Just Investments in Frontline 
Communities Through the Clean Power Plan).  Yet, in 
the context of building a just transition, engagement in 
the development of implementation plans is only one 
aspect of adequately representing workers’ needs.  
State plans should also allow for worker engagement 
in the process of facility closure or shifting generation 
to clean energy sources.

Under the Clean Power Plan, currently stayed by the 
Supreme Court, compliance obligations for covered 
power plants do not take effect until 2022, although 
states can receive credit for early investments in wind 
and solar energy, as well as low-income energy ef-
ficiency that results in emissions reductions in 2020 
and 2021 under the Clean Energy Incentive Program.6   
While the rule is not in effect pending judicial review 

of its merits, and it is not known at this point whether 
these deadlines will change, the compliance period 
set forth by EPA in the final rule gives states time to 
design a strategy for carbon reduction, providing 
ample time for consultation with affected communi-
ties and notification of workers that may be facing 
layoffs when the Clean Power Plan takes effect. 
 
Advance notification of potential coal retirements 
and mine closures is vital for planning by workers, 
their families, and local governments in the transition 
away from fossil fuels and towards clean energy.  
Fossil fuel fired-power plants and the coal mines that 
supply fuel to them provide well-paying jobs along the 
supply chain, supporting miners, railway operators, 
utility workers, boilermakers, maintenance workers, 
and other local employees, including restaurant 
and retail workers. Like other power generating 
facilities, fossil fuel-fired power plants also make 
significant contributions in state and local taxes.7   
The abrupt closure of a facility can be devastating to 
workers and their communities, as witnessed when 
two power generating stations in southwestern 
Pennsylvania were shut down by FirstEnergy with 
less than three months notice.8 Insufficient notice 
does not give workers the time to save for upcoming 
bills, look for other work in the area, move to find 
work elsewhere, or plan a pathway to retirement.  In 
contrast, a just transition depends on transparency, 
open communication, and collaboration between 
state agencies, power plant owners or operators, 
their workers, and local communities.

BEsT PRACTICE: 

ADvANCED NOTIfICATION Of COAL 
RETIREMENTs AND MEANINGfUL WORKER AND 
COMMUNITy ENGAGEMENT IN COAL PLANT 
AND MINE CLOsURE PROCEssEs
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PHAsING-OUT fOssIL 
fUEL-fIRED GENERATION 

AT CENTRALIA, WA

The public stakeholder strategy for phasing out fossil fuel-
fired electrical generation at TransAlta’s Centralia Power Plant, 
the last coal-fired power plant in Washington State, provides 
a useful example of stakeholder involvement of government, 
environmental, and labor groups. The Centralia Power Plant 
came under scrutiny for its adverse impact on air quality in the 
nearby Mount Rainier and Olympic National Parks. In 2009, 
after TransAlta failed to implement targets for mercury and 
criteria pollutant reductions in the plant, the Sierra Club, in 
coalition with public health, labor, and faith-based organizations 
launched a campaign to advocate for retiring the plant by 
2015. TransAlta countered that, in order to support jobs and 
maintain the local electrical supply, the plant should be allowed 
to continue operation until 2025. After convening a series of 
community meetings across the region that brought together 
union members, local residents, and clean energy advocates, 
the coalition supported a substitute bill that would delay the 
plant closure until 2020. 
 
When the negotiations seemed deadlocked, the governor 
brought the coalition and the company together to broker a deal.  
Although the International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers 
(IBEW), who represented plant workers, was not included in the 
negotiation, the coalition maintained communication with the 
IBEW and advocated for the retention of the workforce through 
the process of closure. In exchange, TransAlta agreed to close 
one unit in 2020, while the other will continue to operate until 
2025. TransAlta thus provided years of advanced notice for 
workers to plan their next steps; and before 2025, 40 percent 
of the current workforce will reach retirement age. TransAlta 
also agreed to install pollution abatement technologies at the 
plant, establish a $30 million community investment fund, and 
provide $25 million for an energy-technology transition fund.9   
The state legislature approved the agreement in 2011.10

 
The long history of cooperation between labor and environ-
mental organizations, which dates back to the protests against 
the World Trade Organization in Seattle in 1999, formed the ba-
sis for communication and of an agreement that responded to 
the needs of workers. As the Labor Network for Sustainability 
highlights in reporting on the agreement:
 

“The long history of cooperation 
between labor and environmental 

organizations ... formed the basis for 
communication and of an agreement 

that responded to the needs of 
workers.”

CASE STUDY:

“...environmentalists had initially pushed for worker retraining; they learned 

from these discussions that retraining was not what TransAlta workers — most of 

whom were fifty or older — wanted. Instead, union officials identified the crucial 

needs as job security, community reinvestment, and transition time —issues the 

environmental groups subsequently fought for in the negotiations ...” 11
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Advance notification of plant or mine closures and 
consultation with workers through joint labor-
management negotiations preceding plant or 
mine closures can give workers some control over 
the transition process and help affected parties to 
participate in decision making.  However, in many 
regions facing job losses, extractive industries and 
electrical power generation are an important part of 
the local economy.  Even with advance notification, 
workers may be unable to find new positions within a 
reasonable proximity of their homes.  

States, unions, and community groups should work 
with utilities and coal companies to prepare workforce 
transition plans, distribute the cost of transition, and 
invest in new economic sectors, including clean 
energy.  For example, as part of the deregulation of 
public utilities in the 1990s, several states approved 
measures to allow utilities to collect public benefits 

charges to cover dislocated worker costs, including 
training, outplacement, severance pay, or early 
retirement benefits.12 In Connecticut, this program 
was expanded to include workers in power plants 
that closed due to statewide regulation on criteria 
air pollutants.13 Public benefits charges are only one 
strategy to finance or implement worker protections. 
Under the Clean Power Plan, for example, states 
choosing to use a mass-based program for compliance 
can create set-asides to incentivize coal plants facing 
closure to establish worker transition plans that provide 
for advanced notification of retirements.14

The following case studies provide examples in which 
employers were held accountable by their workers to 
provide them with a pathway to new employment and 
financial assistance to diversify local businesses and 
energy supplies in affected communities.

BEsT PRACTICE: 

HOLDING COAL PLANT AND MINE 
OWNERs ACCOUNTABLE TO WORKERs 
AND COMMUNITIEs

“states, unions, and community groups should work with utilities 
and coal companies to prepare workforce transition plans, 
distribute the cost of transition, and invest in new economic 
sectors, including clean energy.”
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In 2015, the Minnesota Legislative Energy Commission, which 
evaluates and tracks progress on state energy policy, required 
nuclear generation facilities within the state to submit periodic 
update reports on all aspects of plant operation to the state’s 
Public Utility Commission. The reports must include a “Worker 
Transition Plan”15 in the event of a facility closure lasting more 
than six-months. Xcel’s 2016-2030 Upper Midwest Resource 
Plan details the company strategy if the Prairie Island or 
Monticello nuclear generating plants were to close. The plan 
describes four transition pathways for workers in the event of 
plant closure: first, to stay with Xcel Energy in a similar job or 
career path; second, to stay with Xcel Energy in a different job 
or career path; third, to retire; or fourth, to leave Xcel Energy for 
outside employment opportunities. 

The plan highlights elements of each pathway that are designed 
to be consistent with the collective bargaining agreements of 
their unionized employees. In the plan, Xcel commits to provide 
preferential consideration to employees wishing to transfer to 
other positions within the company before recruiting outside 
hires for new positions, a tuition reimbursement program 
for employees to take classes or complete a degree with an 
accredited program, and severance pay. 

The plan, which is framed in the context of the plant closures 
scheduled for 2030 and 2033, emphasizes that its success will 
depend on the long lead-time prior to potential plant closings, 
in order to give the company and its employees an opportunity 
to plan for the transition.16

“The plan highlights elements of 
each pathway that are designed to 
be consistent with the collective 
bargaining agreements of their 

unionized employees”

The Clean Power Plan must not place an unfair burden on affected workers and 
communities for changes to the energy system that will benefit future generations.

MINNEsOTA 
NUCLEAR WORKER 
TRANsITION PLAN

CASE STUDY:
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Federal and state transition assistance is critical 
to economic diversification and development, 
particularly in rural areas where the local economy is 
heavily dependent on fossil fuels and in areas where 
it might not be possible to win monetary benefits for 
workers and frontline communities from utilities and 
fossil fuel companies as part of the negotiations to 
close facilities.  As recently evidenced in the rash of 
coal company bankruptcies, industry-wide failure can 
cause a significant ripple effect, including: layoffs, loss 
of state, county, and local tax revenue, and pension 
fund insolvency that jeopardizes the security of 
retirees.  Government assistance should thus be made 
available in all areas affected by coal mine or power 
plant closures to protect both affected workers and 
their communities.
 
The idea of a just transition to protect workers and 
communities affected by necessary environmental 
regulation is often attributed to Tony Mazzocchi of 
the Oil, Chemical, and Atomic Workers Union. In 
the early 1990s, Mazzocchi proposed a “superfund 
for workers” to provide compensation for and 
opportunities to retrain workers dislocated as a result 
of implementation of environmental regulations.17 
He noted that statutes such as the Comprehensive 
Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability 
Act (CERCLA) and the Federal Insecticide, Fungicide, 
and Rodenticide Act (FIFRA) imposed requirements 
to cleanup industrial contamination and compensate 
affected companies, but offered no protection for 
workers. Mazzocchi emphasized that workers should 
receive a guarantee that they will not have to pay for 
clean air and water with their jobs.18 Yet, his proposal 
for federal funding to address the adverse economic 

and human impacts of regulation was not entirely 
new. Transition assistance has been made available 
during a number of major shifts in the US economy.  
Programs have included the G.I. Bill, which provided 
education and housing benefits to veterans returning 
from World War II; the Base Realignment and Closure 
(BRAC), a process by the United States Department 
of Defense to plan the end of Cold War realignment 
and closure of military installations; and the Trade 
Adjustment Assistance Act, which was first enacted 
in 1974 and has been continually renewed to help 
workers affected by outsourcing of jobs overseas.  
Environmental legislation, including the Northwest 
Forest Plan,19 the 1990 Clean Air Act Amendments,20 
and the proposed Waxman-Markey Bill21 also provided 
support to workers.

Adopting comprehensive transition assistance pro-
grams can improve worker and community out-
comes22 where jobs are lost as part of energy transi-
tion.  Current employees of extractive industries and 
fossil fuel power plants should be pre-qualified for as-
sistance to prevent a lengthy application process and 
omission of eligible workers as seen in past programs.  

As discussed in the toolkit Making Polluters Pay: 
Harnessing Value for Public Benefit, to the extent that 
states elect to comply using a mass-based program, 
advocates should urge that allowances be allocated 
through auctions, which should generate revenues 
that can be used to provide financial assistance 
to workers affected by the transition, and for new 
economy job training or clean energy investments in 
communities where coal represents a significant part 
of the local economy.

BEsT PRACTICE: 

TRANsITION AssIsTANCE By fEDERAL 
AND sTATE GOvERNMENTs
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The level and uses of this funding should be determined 
through a stakeholder process that includes representatives 
from labor unions, potentially affected communities, state 
and local economic development agencies, and experts that 
would aid the EPA and state environmental agencies to assess 
potential job impacts. Below we discuss the components of a 
comprehensive transition assistance program for which such 
revenues could be used.  

Effective transition assistance should:

•	 Extend unemployment compensation and continue 
healthcare and pension payments for dislocated workers;

•	 Fund job training, re-training, or education that leads to job 
placement and retention in family-supporting jobs;

•	 Provide additional income supplement or early pension 
options as part of a pathway to retirement for workers over 
50;

•	 Support health and retirement fund security to ensure 
workers who have spent their careers in industries affected 
by coal’s decline can receive the benefits that they have 
already earned;

•	 Provide career counseling services to interested workers;

•	 Offer job search and relocation stipends for dislocated 
workers and their families;

•	 Remediate and redevelop Superfund and abandoned mine 
lands sites;

•	 Fund economic re-development and diversification; 

•	 Monitor and evaluate program outcomes to ensure 
assistance reaches all eligible workers and affected areas; 
and

•	 Include accountability mechanisms such as an oversight 
task force with decision-making authority that includes 
relevant state agencies and community representatives 
who work directly with low-income communities and 
communities of color overburdened by pollution.23

“... workers 
should receive a 

guarantee that 
they will not 

have to pay for 
clean air and 

water with 
their jobs.”
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In addition, the federal government must provide 
support to workers affected by the decline of the 
coal industry.  The Obama Administration has already 
proposed several measures in this regard.  Among the 
most comprehensive measures to date is the POWER+ 
initiative proposed by President Obama as part of the 
2016 budget, which aims to invest more than $5 billion 
into coal communities.  A core element of POWER+, 
which requires legislative approval, proposes to use $1 
billion in Abandoned Mine Lands funds over 5 years 
to invest in economic diversification and development 
programs, and cleanup projects at hazardous 
abandoned mines to boost employment and business 
opportunities.  POWER+ would also allocate tens of 
millions of dollars toward job training and employment 
services, and invest heavily in the health and 
retirement security of mineworkers and their families 
affected by coal’s decline. Dozens of cities, towns, 
and municipalities across Appalachia
have passed resolutions urging their 
federal representatives to support 
the Administration’s proposal.24 
These dedicated resources for 
economic diversification, job cre-
ation, job training, and other em-
ployment services for workers and 
communities affected by layoffs in 

coal-affected industries are all necessary components 
to a successful transition program.
 
Promotion of regional and locally driven economic 
development and competitiveness programs, similar to 
those proposed by the POWER+ plan - and overseen, 
for example, by key stakeholders such as community 
organizations, labor union partners, and agencies such 
as the Economic Development Administration, the 
Appalachian Regional Commission, the Department 
of Energy, and the Department of Agriculture’s Office 
of Rural Development - can maximize the ability of 
communities to define their own needs and craft 
their own solutions.  Often overlooked, rural areas 
are particularly vulnerable to mass job loss.  Whether 
through loans, grants, or technical assistance, such 
programs can help empower communities that may 
otherwise fall through the cracks.

“The Department of Defense Base 
Realignment and Closure process  
(BRAC) has been one of the most 
successful models to address the 
needs of both individual workers 

and affected communities”

The Department of Defense Base Realignment and Clo-
sure process  (BRAC)25 has been one of the most suc-
cessful models to address the needs of both individual 
workers and affected communities following the closure
 or downsizing of a military facility.  Five generations of 
the program have occurred since 1988, with the most 
recent process in 2005 affecting 997 military facilities and 
123,000 workers. Under BRAC, affected communities 
receive federal funds for environmental cleanup, planning 
and economic adjustment assistance from the Department 
of Defense’s Office of Economic Adjustment, and priority 
consideration for many federal economic assistance 
programs, such as the Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s Community Development Block Grants and 
Community Service Grants, and programs administered by 
the Department of Commerce’s Economic Development 
Administration and the Department of Agriculture’s Rural 
Development Administration. Both military and civilian 
personnel receive advance notification of BRAC, counseling, 
hiring preference within federal agencies, incentives for 
early retirement, and 18-months of healthcare benefits. In 
addition, all are eligible for job training under the Workforce 
Innovation and Opportunity Act.26

CASE STUDY:

BAsE REALIGNMENT 
AND CLOsURE
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“The POWER grants emphasize 
community engagement, prioritize 
investment in the local workforce, 

and support existing projects in coal-
impacted communities”

In October 2015, the Obama Administration awarded $14 
million in grants to 36 projects across 12 states as an initial grant 
program to assist coal communities pending legislative approval 
of the much more comprehensive POWER+ plan.  The grants are 
administered by the Economic Development Administration, the 
Department of Labor’s Employment and Training Administration, 
the Small Business Administration, and the Appalachian Regional 
Commission and are intended for community-based projects to 
diversify local coal-dependent economies, grow jobs in new 
and existing industries, attract other sources of investment to 
spur job growth, and offer workforce services and training to 
place workers in family-supporting jobs.  

The range of projects funded illustrate a variety of strategies 
pioneered by community groups to address coal job losses 
while building much needed infrastructure and advancing new 
business models.27 For example, the Town of Union in Monroe 
County, West Virginia received $826,000 to extend the public 
water supply to the UTC Aerospace Systems’ manufacturing
plant. In Wayne County, West Virginia, the Coalfield Develop-
ment Corporation will use $600,000 in grant funding to trial 
agricultural production on reclaimed, surface mine lands, while 
also providing small business support to grow the local food 
economy.28

The POWER grants emphasize community engagement, 
prioritize investment in the local workforce, and support existing 
projects in coal-impacted communities; yet, as the Obama 
Administration has stated, it is only the beginning of what must 
be a larger and more comprehensive process to address the 
transition away from coal.

POWER PLAN

CASE STUDY:

Photo credit: Green For All
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The Good Jobs in a Clean Energy Economy toolkit 
provides greater detail on how states can maximize 
job creation at family-sustaining wages through 
incorporation of strategies such as project labor 
agreements, responsible contractor provisions, skill 
standards certifications, and prevailing wage require-
ments into CPP plans.  Policies to create lasting career 
pathways in the clean energy sector can directly benefit 
communities affected by power plant or mine closure 
through targeted hire requirements that prioritize 
dislocated workers.  Securing a just transition depends 
on the incorporation of high road job standards to 
ensure green jobs are good jobs.30

 
Importantly, high road workforce standards can 
also help to build organized labor’s support for 
environmental policies.  Unions can be a powerful 

ally in environmental policy and 
often have areas of overlapping 
interest with community, equity, 
and environmental justice or-
ganizations. At root, both are 
fundamentally concerned with 
improving equity and the quality 
of life for working families.31

BEsT PRACTICE: 

CREATION Of QUALITy JOBs 
IN CLEAN ENERGy

In 2015, California raised its Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS), 
requiring publicly-owned utilities and retailers to procure 50 percent 
of their electricity from renewable resources by 2030.  The ambitious 
legislation, which pushed the California RPS to one of the highest 
targets in the country, passed through the state legislature due to 
a wide coalition of support, including 22 different local Building
Trades Councils.32 Union support for a higher RPS can be traced to 
the fact that, in California, renewable energy has spurred construc-
tion organized under collectively bargained or project labor agree-
ments. From 2010 to 2014, 4,250 megawatts (MW) of utility-scale 
solar were installed in the state, creating over 10,000 jobs that pay 
prevailing wage and offer benefits, many of which go to workers from 
disadvantaged communities. For each blue-collar worker, contractors 
and workers contribute to apprenticeship trust funds to train the next 
generation of workers totaling up to $17.5 million for apprenticeships 
so far.33 The broad mandate in support of aggressive greenhouse gas 
emission reduction targets in California is due in part to smart and 
creative policy making that provides for additional co-benefits. For 
further information, see the toolkit on Fair and Just Investments in 
Frontline Communities Through the Clean Power Plan.

In its 2015 analysis of the proposed Clean Power 
Plan, the Economic Policy Institute concluded that 
more jobs will be gained than lost as a result of the 
regulation; however, the workers in job-losing sectors, 
such as utilities, mining, and some manufacturing 
industries, are better-paid, older, and less educated 
workers, who are more likely to be members of a 
union.29 This conclusion raises two critical concerns: 
first, that workers facing layoffs will face challenges 
finding new employment in comparable positions, 
which can be addressed in part through individual 
worker assistance as discussed above. Second, the 
priority is not just creating new jobs, but career-track 
positions with the same wage and benefit standards,
training opportunities, and the stability guaranteed in 
unionized positions in the fossil fuel industry. 

“[I]n California, renewable energy 
has spurred construction organized 

under collectively bargained or 
project labor agreements.”

CALIfORNIA’s 
RENEWABLE PORTfOLIO

sTANDARD

CASE STUDY:
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“securing a just 

transition depends on the 

incorporation of high road 

job standards to ensure 

green jobs are good jobs.”
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Abandoned mine lands: Lands, waters, and their surrounding watersheds, which are contaminated or 
damaged by the extraction and processing of coal, ores, and minerals, and where mining or processing 
activities have ceased.   

BRAC: “Base Realignment and Closure” is a congressionally-authorized process used by the 
Department of Defense to end the Cold War realignment and closure of military installations.  The BRAC 
Commission provides an independent review of the list of bases and military installations recommended 
by the Department of Defense for closure or realignment.

Frontline Communities: Also known as environmental justice communities, disadvantaged 
communities, and marginalized communities, frontline communities refer to communities of color, 
indigenous communities, low-income communities, and immigrants who tend to experience 
disproportionate exposure to pollution burdens and lack of income, employment, education, and 
language access due to structural and institutional discrimination.

Just transition: The process of shifting from a fossil fuel-dependent to a well-planned and carefully 
negotiated clean energy economy which brings job opportunities and livelihood guarantees to affected 
workers and their communities.  Workers receive right of first employment for any jobs created by plan 
decommissioning or site reclamation, as well as education and training for industries ideally unionized, 
with similar pay and benefits.  A fair and just transition engages every level of government, business, 
organized labor, and community stakeholders to maximize public and private investments in economic 
development and diversification, provide workforce training, replace lost tax revenues, and create good, 
lasting jobs that strengthen the economy and sustain working families.  

POWER+ Plan: The “Partnerships for Opportunity and Workforce and Economic Revitalization” (POWER) 
program is an interagency initiative by the Department of Commerce, the Department of Labor, the 
Small Business Administration, and the Appalachian Regional Commission that provides economic and 
workforce development assistance to workers and communities affected by current market changes 
in the coal industry and the utility power sector. The POWER initiative is part of President Obama’s 
POWER+ Plan, part of his FY 2016 budget request to Congress, which proposes roughly $10 billion for 
investments in coal communities and their workers.

Project labor agreements:  Executive Order 13502, Use of Project Labor Agreements for Federal 
Construction Projects, defines a project labor agreement as a pre-hire collective bargaining agreement 
with one or more labor organizations that establishes the terms and conditions of employment for a 
specific construction project.  These terms and conditions may include provisions on targeted or local 
hiring, wages and benefits, health and safety trainings, and processes for communication and resolving 
conflicts among stakeholders.  See the Good Jobs in a Clean Energy Economy toolkit for further 
information.

Public benefits charges: State programs, typically developed during the deregulation of the electric 
sector, to ensure support for renewable energy, energy efficiency, and low-income energy programs 
through a surcharge on consumer bills.  

15 Just Transition

KEy TERMs



16Just Transition

RECLAIM Act: The “Revitalizing the Economy of Coal Communities by Leveraging Local Activities and 
Investing More” (RECLAIM) Act is a bipartisan bill aimed at supporting economic development in coal 
communities.  The legislation would release $1 billion from the existing balance in the Abandoned Mine 
Lands Fund to assist communities suffering from job losses due to the decline of the coal industry.  

Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act: Legislation aimed at creating workforce development 
opportunities and help businesses find skilled employees.  The WIOA creates a streamlined workforce 
development system by applying a single set of metrics to every workforce development program 
covered under the act, and supports access to education and workforce development opportunities 
through on-the-job training, performance contracts, and pathway strategies.

Clean Power Plan Final Rule, available at https://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/FR-2015-10-23/pdf/2015-
22842.pdf

AFL-CIO, Green Jobs and Our Environment, available at http://www.aflcio.org/Issues/Jobs-and-
Economy/Green-Jobs-and-Our-Environment 

BlueGreen Alliance Foundation, Clean Energy Transition Policy Inventory, 2013, available at http://www.
thecemc.org/body/Pennsylvania-Inventory.pdf  
 
BlueGreen Alliance Foundation, Clean Energy Transition Policy Inventory – Pennsylvania, 2013, available 
at http://www.thecemc.org/body/Pennsylvania-Inventory.pdf

Brecher, J., Jobs Beyond Coal: A Manual for Communities, Workers, and Environmentalists, Labor 
Network for Sustainability, 2013, available at http://report.labor4sustainability.org/    

International Labor Office, Climate Change and Labor: The Need for a “Just Transition,” 2 International 
Journal of Labor Research 119 (2010), available at http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_
dialogue/@actrav/documents/publication/wcms_153352.pdf  

International Trade Union Confederation, Climate Change, 2016, available at http://www.ituc-csi.org/
climate-change 

Labor Network for Sustainability, A Just Transition, available at http://www.labor4sustainability.org/post/
a-just-transition/ 

Sierra Club, Environmental Law Program, Sierra Club weighs in on Clean Power Plan compliance in 
Pennsylvania, available at https://content.sierraclub.org/environmentallaw/lawsuit/2015/sierra-club-
weighs-clean-power-plan-compliance-pennsylvania   
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