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Context:  
What is happening with energy policy as 2015 begins?  

 
The political appetite at the federal level to take on climate legislation is very weak. And 
with last November’s electoral results that shifted the balance of power in the U.S. 
Congress, we can expect growing legislative support for greater oil and gas production, 
building of the Keystone XL pipeline, and even legislation that seeks to eliminate or 
undermine the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA). 
 
Thus, at the national level, most opportunities for moving forward a just energy agenda is 
within the process of implementing the EPA’s Clean Power Plan (CPP). The CPP creates 
new rules for regulating carbon dioxide (CO2) from existing fossil fuel power plants under 
111(d) of the Clean Air Act.  These rules are set to go into effect in the summer of 2015. 
Within this regulatory framework, the EPA will set a standard of how states should go 
about reducing CO2 emissions. 
 
The challenge of the Clean Power Plan is that it falls short in many ways, setting rather 
weak targets and allowing for many damaging loopholes.  Among them, the ruling allows 
for states to subsidize expensive and dangerous nuclear power, and allows a shift from 
coal to other dirty fuels, such as natural gas, biomass and waste incineration.  Especially in 
the case of waste incineration, the toxic pollution from a waste to energy process is worse 
than the coal it replaces.  
 
These loopholes, and the permitted use of pollution trading and “offsets”, in the Clean 
Power Plan could actually worsen already disproportionate pollution impacts on low-
income communities and communities of color. Environmental Justice (EJ) organizations 
have put forth comments calling on EPA to close these loopholes, to protect low-income 
and communities of color in the rule, and to make equitable investments in our 
communities’ ability to conserve energy and develop locally-owned renewables through 
net metering programs and other innovative approaches. 
 
In addition to an increased focus on the Clean Power Plan in 2015, we’ll be seeing more 
action at the state level around energy policy. For example, California is implementing its 
greenhouse gas rules, while New York is undergoing a major utility reform process to 
address the distribution of renewable energy.  Unfortunately, the dominant trend in 
energy policy is to rely on the marketplace for solutions. As states seek to address the 
EPA’s carbon rule, they are looking to cap-and-trade or carbon offset models that would 
allow utilities to continue to pollute in certain areas if they purchase enough credits, or if 
they offset dirty production through other means. Instead of seeking solutions that are 
created by communities, these solutions rely on profit-driven corporate innovations – 
often creative end-runs that perpetuate pollution. 
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Today’s Key Energy Issues 
 

There are two important debates happening today:  
1.     What energy resources should we invest in for our energy future? 

2.     Who owns and controls the production of renewable energy? 

 
What energy resources should we invest in for our energy future? 
 

As we know, our communities have long suffered from the production of dirty energy—
such as oil spills impacting the economy and way of life for communities of color in the 
Gulf Coast, oil refineries poisoning the air in Richmond, CA, or coal power plant pollution 
causing high rates of asthma in communities in Chicago, Eastern Kentucky, and 
Mississippi. 
 

But despite the changing climate and proof that people are suffering from dirty energy, we 
still have a looming and large debate on what natural resources we should use, now and in 
the future, to create our energy. 
 

Community groups and grassroots networks like the Climate Justice Alliance and Energy 
Justice Network see the production of renewable energy and development of “net-zero 
communities” as an essential part of creating a transformative economy and society. The 
main focus is not just energy, but developing whole communities that are sustainable and 
healthy, that support living wage jobs and just economies. On the energy front, we argue 
for a net-zero approach that focuses on cutting energy use while creating clean energy to 
meet the remaining demand. We believe all dirty energy sources (including waste 
incineration) are extractive, exploitative, and false solutions to our energy future. 
 

We are up against strong forces rooted in an old-school energy framework that believe we 
must continue to deepen our investment in fossil fuels, nuclear power, and biomass or 
waste incineration, using the misleading justification of protecting domestic jobs and 
securing energy independence. This entrenched energy system hasn’t seen real 
innovation in a century and is built to deliver guaranteed profits to companies—often 
monopolies—that don’t put any value on the health of our communities or our 
environment. 
 

Even some “environmentally friendly” organizations advocate for the production of dirty 
energy like nuclear power, natural gas and biomass/waste incineration to help “bridge us 
to a renewable future.” These are “all of the above” energy advocates who emphasize the 
creation of as much energy as possible and as quickly as possible, while also pursuing 
cleaner sources of energy as we transition to a cleaner energy future. They argue for the 
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passage of the Keystone XL pipeline, more natural gas production, waste incineration, 
nuclear power, and other extractive sources of energy, while also favoring renewable 
production like large-scale wind, solar, and hydropower. This argument has the most 
traction among political leaders. 
 
Who owns and controls the production of renewable energy? 

 
While the fight rages over what energy is produced, there is also a race to control and own 
renewable energy resources. The outcome of this struggle will dramatically impact the 
future shape of our economies and societies. 
 

First, let’s define “renewable”—a word that has long been hijacked in state and federal 
policies that consider highly-polluting combustion technologies to be renewable, such as 
the burning of trash, landfill gas, tires, wood, wood waste, animal waste, crops and other 
“biomass” sources.  It’s best to talk in more specific terms, as much as possible.  In the 
electricity sector, for example, the solutions are conservation, efficiency, solar, wind and 
energy storage. In the transportation sector, solutions include comprehensive, mass 
transit systems and better pathways for pedestrian traffic.  And in the heating sector, 
examples include retrogrades that tie in proper insulation in homes, eliminate the use of 
oil burning furnaces, and invest in district heating systems that rely on geothermal 
technologies that utilize the earth's own heating and cooling to regulate our homes and 
buildings. 
 

Renewables are a critical driver in our ability to build local, sustainable and healthy 
economies.  Renewables are abundant, cleaner, and more accessible than our status-quo 
energy system. There is great promise in local renewable energy generation and energy 
efficiency programs that are accountable to the community, produce healthier 
neighborhoods, reduce energy costs, create good jobs, build the local economy, and 
combat climate change. 
 

We need a renewable energy solution that prioritizes community ownership and 
community governance—not large-scale solutions that will repeat the cycle of exploitative 
labor and disinvestment. 
 

Right now, however, leading in the debate over how to develop a renewable energy future 
has favored the prioritization of the status quo, which invests in top-down, large-scale 
approaches, rather than ground-up, community-based responses. For example, New York 
is undergoing potentially transformative energy reforms, yet public agencies propose 
placing control and ownership of renewables in utility hands without real accountability 
or participation by community members. 
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There is an assumption that the market can achieve the deepest cuts in carbon emissions 
quickly if we let it. Even if this were true, carbon reduction alone will not solve our climate 
crisis, because our climate crisis is continuously fed by our growth-dependent economic 
one. 
  
Also, the market all too often fails to work for many of us, particularly in communities of 
color. Switching to large-scale renewables will not necessarily erase the burdens of large-
scale energy on communities, nor return to communities what they have been deprived 
of—a healthy, vibrant, and economically sustaining community. 
 

Look at it this way: The highly oppressive plantation system was powered by 
renewables—wind powered the ships; the sun powered the crops.  Without a fundamental 
change in the relationship between people and our economy, the promise of renewables 
will fail people. Thus, the creation of a market driven renewable energy sector alone is not 
the answer.  
 

 


