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In NYC there is a growing labor demand within the energy 
efficiency sector. Given the historical ethnic and racial 
disparities in employment affecting Puerto Ricans and 
other minorities, are there any governmental workforce 
intermediaries and training programs in place that 
address these disparities within the green jobs sector? 
This article attempts to answer this question, arguing 
that the involvement of community-based workforce 
intermediaries is necessary for New York City’s Puerto 
Rican communities to benefit from this increased labor 
demand. Given the fact that Puerto Rican CBOs have 
been at the forefront of the environmental justice 
movement in NYC, these CBOs position Puerto Rican 
communities particularly well to overcome the green jobs 
gap. Two local initiatives that point to possible career 
ladders for Puerto Rican low-wage workers in the energy 
efficiency and retrofits industry are briefly explored. 
[Keywords: Green-Collar Jobs, Puerto Ricans, New York 
City Green Economy, Career Ladders, Energy Efficiency 
and Retrofits Industry]

abstract



and ethnic disparities in employment rates and earnings levels remain high” 
in metropolitan areas of the U.S. (Chapple 2006: 322). While the shift to new 
employment opportunities to the suburbs and the lack of federal policies to connect 
urban minorities to jobs, known as the “spatial mismatch,” have partially explained 
this, other factors seem to weigh more. For instance, Carlson and Theodore found 
that “the effect of race on earnings is more than eight times greater than the effect  
of space” (Chapple 2006: 323). Matched-pair studies have shown that African 
Americans and Latinos are less likely to receive job interviews and offers than 
Whites applying for the same job (Bertrand and Mullainathan 2003). Clearly,  
with the growing labor demand in the energy efficiency sector (to be discussed soon), 
green jobs are going to be available within the city. While the “spatial mismatch” 
might become less relevant to NYC, the question of racial and ethnic disparities 
in employment remains open. This research tries to answer what governmental 
workforce intermediaries and training programs are in place, especially those that 
address these ethnic and racial disparities in employment within the emerging 
energy efficiency sector, particularly among Puerto Ricans. As Fitzgerald (2010: 80) 
has pointed out, while “a few U.S. cities are attempting citywide energy efficiency 
initiatives […] these initiatives are being pursued as energy/environment policy and 
are not linked to economic development.” In the case of NYC, the short answer 
to my research question is, none; there is no economic development program 
explicitly attempting to bridge the gap between minority groups and access to new 
labor opportunities within the emerging energy efficiency sector. However, what 
you have in NYC are many attempts, particularly from grassroots organizations 
and think tanks, at taking advantage of the newly available federal monies to 
address job creation for the racialized and traditionally marginalized urban poor. 
In the particular case of the Puerto Rican community in NYC, their community’s 
experience with the environmental justice struggle can make them important 
community-based workforce intermediaries leveling the employment field. I argue 
that the involvement of these intermediaries is necessary for New York City’s Puerto 
Rican communities to benefit from this increased labor demand.

Without doubt the green economy is about to boom in NYC due to new 
availability of federal monies and programs, and as a result there is going to be an 
unmatched demand for green jobs. On the labor supply end, there is a gap between 
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a GrowinG bodY of literature 
demonstrates that “racial 



[ 97 ]

the Puerto Rican labor force in NYC and these newly emerging opportunities. 
Historically located in areas negatively affected by industrial pollution, Puerto Rican 
CBOs have been at the forefront of the environmental justice movement in NYC; 
these CBOs position Puerto Rican communities particularly well to overcome the 
green jobs gap. By fine-tuning workforce development programs to respond to the 
needs of communities such as the Puerto Rican and the booming green economy, 
the government can help to close this gap and by doing so improve workforce 
development programs’ poor service record among Latinos. I argue that community-
based organizations are particularly important in creating career ladders in this 
newly emerging green economy because they could be the most effective mediators 
between workforce development programs and the untapped labor supply that the 
Puerto Rican community is. The final part of the essay will provide two examples of 
workforce intermediaries that have and could potentially serve as career ladders for 
Puerto Rican low-wage workers in the energy efficiency and retrofits industry. 

Unlike traditional labor market studies—which rely mostly on quantitative 
analysis—this study is based on qualitative data. Open-ended interviews were 
conducted with key figures of the environmental justice movement, a think tank and 
faculty from a green jobs certification program in NYC. Although a small sample—a 
total of six participants were interviewed in this research—their views represent 
the views of important grassroots constituencies. Thus, this perspective stems from 
a bottom-up critique of the current workforce development programs and their 
consistent incapacity to serve the undeserved in NYC.

while the concePt of  
“Green-collar Jobs” 
modestlY circulated amonG 
environmental economists 
within academia, it was 
not until the PassinG of the 
Green Jobs act in 2007, that 
the concePt reverberated in 
the hallwaYs of conGress 
and beYond.
Green-Collar Jobs: The Beginning of a Definition for NYC

While the concept of “green-collar jobs” modestly circulated among environmental 
economists within academia, it was not until the passing of the Green Jobs Act1

 in 2007, that the concept reverberated in the hallways of Congress and beyond. 
The definition of the concept is still unclear, and authors in the field have not reached 
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an agreement. It has a problematical kinship with its cousin “green jobs,”  
traditionally associated with conservationists (such as Park Rangers and other  
similarly inclined environmentalists) indifferent to working class issues. On the other 
hand, workforce development intermediaries associated with “green-collar jobs” are 
closely related to environmental justice movements in working class neighborhoods. 
These movements emerged out of the struggle of minority groups against the  
pollution of their living environments.

Surveying the literature, the concept “green-collar jobs” can imply anything from 
unskilled labor in industries identified with energy efficiency to environmental and 
resource conservation. For instance, in an attempt to operationalize this concept, 
Pinderhughes (2006) identified seventeen entry-level green-collar jobs in the Bay 
Area. This list included everything from bike shop repair service to planting trees. 
This type of taxonomic approach does little to properly identify exactly what 
constitutes “green jobs.” Anderberg (2008) proposes a more useful approach to this 
question. Given that many of the skills of non-green jobs are transferable to the 
green jobs sector, Anderberg argues that green jobs should only be defined as such 
if they require new sets of knowledge, skills, and abilities (KSA) attained through 
certification and training programs. 

in new York citY the 
develoPment of the Green 
economY is also associated 
with local Plans to imProve 
the enerGY efficiencY sector.

For the purpose of this essay, green-collar jobs are those jobs that are newly 
created as a result of federal, state, and city initiatives to curb CO2 emissions 
through energy efficiency programs. As many studies have pointed out 
(Anderberg 2008; Fitzgerald 2010), cities and buildings consume over 70 percent 
of the nation’s energy and produce 48 percent of CO2 emissions; thus, the energy 
efficiency sector is expected to grow more than any other green sector. Following 
Anderberg’s emphasis in defining green jobs as those that require new KSA, and 
knowing retrofitting will drive a labor demand of properly trained workers, green 
jobs are not going to look significantly different from jobs in the construction 
sector. At the lower-level of skills you have carpenters, insulation installers, 
mason/concrete/tile and terrazzo workers; at the middle level electricians, 
plumbers, pipefitters, heating/ventilation/air-conditioning technicians; and at 
the upper middle level you have inspectors and appraisers. Any person with these 
skills and with the proper training can get certified as a green builder in any of 
the different types of structure they build. There are certifications in single-
family residential, multi-family residential, commercial, and industrial buildings 
The more complex the type of construction and certification, the higher the 
possibilities the worker has to obtain better salaries. Especially for minority 
groups who already have the basic level of skills in construction, entering at the 
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lower-level of KSA within the energy efficiency sector could mean getting outside 
of the dead-end job trap. Thus, green-collar jobs are defined in this essay as jobs 
that are generated to address energy efficiency, weatherization, and retrofits and 
that require certain levels of re-skilling and certifications.  

As it will become evident later in this essay, the new availability of federal funding 
on energy efficiency, the reduction of our carbon footprint, and the generation 
of jobs associated with this are shaping the green economy. In New York City the 
development of the green economy is also associated with local plans to improve the 
energy efficiency sector. In addition, new legislations, spearheaded by community-
based organizations and think tanks, are setting the stage to increase the demand 
for green-collar jobs. For instance, in a recent report (February 13, 2010) presented 
by Bruce Herman, Deputy Commissioner for Workforce Development, New York 
State Department of Labor, there is already $1.22 billion in public investments for 
the energy sector (Herman 2010). For the generation of labor demand, that is the 
creation of jobs, there is about $1.14 billion, and for the generation of labor supply, 
that is workforce development, there is about $78 million.  

Energy Efficiency Programs in New York City

The recession has hit NYC’s current economic landscape hard. The Bureau of Labor 
Statistics shows that the unemployment rate in New York City has surpassed the 
nation’s, raising to 10.5 percent in January 2010.There are nearly “425,000 people 
looking for work—the most in 33 years since records have been kept” (Malanga 2010). 
The unemployment rate is even higher among minority groups such as Puerto 
Ricans and African Americans. For instance, “African Americans have lost jobs at 14.7 
percent higher rate than whites in the city” (DiNapoli and Bleiwas 2010; McGeehan 
and Warren 2009).

Federally financed training programs are receiving hundreds of thousands of 
desperate, unemployed people. In 2009 the number of laid-off workers in job 
training increased to 241,000, which is double from the year before, 124,000. 
However, most of these training programs are failing to prepare people in the areas 
where jobs are available. Those that land jobs end up earning little more than those 
who did not receive training, according to a study done by the Labor Department 
in 2006 (Goodman 2010). Experts in workforce development argue that there is a 
disconnect between job training and what industries are needing.  

Despite the high unemployment rate, there are many jobs lying vacant in NYC. 
The problem lies in the fact that people need to have the right set of skills to 
take advantage of them. For instance, there is a shortage of skilled workers in the 
expanding sectors of health care, technology, and the green economy.

Although my position is counterintuitive, I argue that there has been no other 
time as promising as this one. This is particularly true of the emerging energy 
efficiency sector that requires a well-trained workforce. At the federal level, the 
confluence of finally recognizing the devastating effects of global warming, the U.S.’ 
enormous dependency on oil, and the need to end the recession have made available 
unprecedented resources for the development of green economies. This is also true 
at the level of New York City.

At the federal level, there is the Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP). 
Established in 1976, it has helped millions of low-income families to reduce their 
energy consumption by 32 percent. It has also helped to create an average of 8,000 
technical jobs within these communities. Over $91 million has already been allocated 



to weatherization providers under the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 
2009 (ARRA) in NYC (Mijin Cha and Dafoe 2009).

The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act is currently funding: $3.3 billion in 
smart grid development grants and $3.2 billion to the Energy Efficiency Community 
Block Grants program. This program’s main purpose is to provide funds to local 
and state government to reduce fossil fuel emissions and energy use and to improve 
energy efficiency. Another $300 million has been allocated for the Energy Efficiency 
Appliance Rebate program (Mijin Cha and Dafoe 2009).

Through the funding of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act and its 
2010 budget, the Obama administration is clearly making energy efficiency a national 
priority. Not only New York state and New York City are aligning their policies to 
take advantage of these new sources of funding, but also coalitions of think tanks 
(such as the Center for Working Families) and environmental justice groups (such as 
UPROSE) are submitting proposals to develop a sustainable and fair green economy.

More than transportation or industry, the energy used in U.S. buildings represents 
40 percent of the total energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions in the 
country (Gelman 2009). The annual cost to consumers is well over $400 billion. 
In the case of New York City, the percentage of residential and business buildings’ 
energy consumption is even higher, accounting for 51 percent of the city’s net 
consumption. Fifty three percent of that is used in residential structures. If we are 
to include municipal buildings, energy consumption goes up to 75 percent. The 
burning of fossil fuels to power buildings accounts for almost 80 percent of the city’s 
greenhouse emissions (Mijin Cha and Dafoe 2009: 12). In comparison with other 
states, New York pays the most in energy consumption because of high energy prices, 
higher consumption levels, but most importantly, because most of the buildings that 
are in the city are energy inefficient (Gelman 2009: 11).

Several governmental initiatives in NYC are pointing to the formation and growth 
of a green economy base on improving the energy efficiency sector. In conjunction 
with a broad range of stakeholders, the Bloomberg administration and the City 
Council have undertaken to reducing greenhouse gas emissions by 30 percent by 
2030. This plan is known as PlaNYC 2030. With an annual commitment of 10 
percent of the city’s energy budget—around $80 million in the 2008 fiscal year—the 
city plans to fund a series of municipal buildings efficiency projects. The Energy 
Planning Board already launched 14 of these projects in 2008. It is expected that 
these initiatives will generate over 124,00 jobs in construction, maintenance,  
and engineering over the next 10 years (Mijin Cha and Dafoe 2009: 13). 

There is also the Greener, Greater Buildings Plan of 2009. Introduced by the  
City Council, this plan will require buildings over 50,000 square feet to benchmark 
their energy and water use, undergo energy audits, and implement retrofits.  
This legislation should create over 2,000 new jobs in energy auditing and thousands 
more in construction jobs over the next 10 years.

One of the most aggressive programs to reduce energy consumption in NYC is 
known as the “45x15.” Introduced by Governor Spitzer in 2007, the original goal was 
to reduce electricity consumption by 15 percent by 2015. Under Governor Paterson 
the goal went up to reduce 45 percent of electricity consumption by 2015. The Energy 
Efficiency Portfolio Standard is in the process of evaluating the costs of the retrofits 
needed to achieve the 45x15 goal. Currently, the New York State Energy Research and 
Development Authority, among other organizations, is identifying sources of funding and 
the infrastructure needed for developing such a retrofit workforce (Gelman 2009: 9).
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The New York State Energy Research and Development Authority, more 
commonly known as NYSERDA, has been instrumental in the growth of a market 
for building energy efficiency services in the private sector. With energy efficiency 
programs since 1975, NYSERDA has served over 60,00 low-income households, 
reducing participants energy costs by more than $340 million per year. Their Energy 
Smart Program created over 5,500 jobs in the building retrofit and energy efficiency 
industries between 1999–2006 with many more projected in the near future.

Now from these different federal, state, and municipal initiatives a picture of  
what the green economy will look like within the next 10 years starts to emerge.  
If energy efficiency is to be improved in NYC, it is going to be through the systematic 
and small and large scale retrofitting of buildings. The backbone of retrofitting  
and weatherization programs is construction work—all trades of it. However,  
while construction skills are a prerequisite for energy efficiency projects, workers 
will require skills upgrades to install, operate, and maintain green equipment.

Skills upgrades will differ depending on the type of projects. For instance, 
weatherization programs are less complex in terms of the skills needed to complete 
a job than retrofits. The application of cost-effective, energy efficient measures for 
low-income residential and multifamily housing usually involves basic measures. 
Some of these include: insulation, door sweeps, caulking, and appliance replacement. 
The level of specialized construction skills is lower.

Retrofits require the physical alteration of a building to improve its energy 
efficiency. It usually implies the repair, upgrading, or full installation of building 
structures and heating, cooling, electrical, and hydraulic systems. While general 
construction workers can do retrofits in small houses and buildings, the level of 
skills for large-scale projects can be extensive. The New York City Green-Collar Jobs 
Roadmap lists some of the skills needed as follows: “Advanced computer-software 
proficiency, foundation in electrical systems, construction trade skills, mechanical 
tools experience, high school math background (or higher), understanding of building 
science, understanding of heating, ventilation, and air conditioning systems...”  
(Mijin Cha and Dafoe 2009: 34). 

By now it should be evident that in NYC there is a growing demand for a well-
trained workforce in energy efficiency. It should also be clear that green-collar jobs 
in this emerging labor market are based more on re-skilling traditional occupations 
than starting from scratch. This is good news for hard-to-place workers within 
traditionally marginalized communities, such as the Puerto Rican community, 
because the return from green training, certification, and accreditation will be 
handsome in terms of ascending the labor ladder. However, entering into this labor 
market will not be easy for the Puerto Rican community. In fact, in order to take 
full advantage of these new developments, many formidable barriers need to be 
overcome. They are based upon decades of enduring structural inequalities keeping 
minority groups in the U.S. from getting fair access to quality health care, education, 
and living-wage-earning jobs.

Puerto Rican Labor Force: Hurdles and Opportunities

By account of the 2000 census, 37 percent of Puerto Ricans 25 years and older in the 
United States did not finish high school. This compares against 16 percent of Whites 
and 23 percent of Blacks (US Census). For college graduation, only 9.9 percent 
finished with a 4-year college degree versus 26 percent for Whites and 14 percent 
for blacks. Thus, some of the barriers to green employment among Puerto Rican 
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communities revolve around low educational attainments. Insufficient reading, 
writing, science, and math skills can and do slow down people’s capacity to finish 
energy efficiency training programs and certifications. For instance, Luis Torres—
Associate Director for Community and Public Affairs—and Victor Rajcoomar—
Associate for Logistics and Planning—both from the Center for Sustainable Energy 
(located at the City University of New York’s Bronx Community College), agreed 
that one of the challenges to energy efficiency schooling and training among students 
of disadvantaged positions is the lack of basic science and math skills. Remediation 
courses are a must if our communities are to take advantage of green-collar jobs.

There are other types of barriers that historically have plagued Puerto Rican 
communities in NYC. One of every six Hispanic males in U.S. can expect to go to 
prison (Mauer and King 2007). In NYC, Puerto Ricans have disproportionately 
higher incarceration rates than other groups. Former inmates’ insertion in the labor 
market remains a challenge that needs to be addressed. However, some sectors 
within the green-collar labor market could serve as easier entry points with the right 
kinds of legislation to offer both green training to formerly incarcerated people and 
governmental incentives to possible employers. There are also the typical barriers 
of impoverished communities: lack of childcare and the need of having access to 
immediate income for living expenses and transportation while in training. At an 
average cost of about $8,000 per worker, energy efficiency training and certifications 
are often out of the reach for the people that could benefit the most from them 
(SSBX and Bronx Community College).

Given that Grassroots, 
communitY-based 
orGanizations have a 
stronG Presence within 
Puerto rican communities, 
theY could PlaY a better 
role as workforce 
intermediaries than 
traditional Governmental 
workforce develoPment 
ProGrams.

Even though there are many hurdles in the way of integrating Puerto Ricans 
within the emerging green energy sector, Puerto Ricans are better situated to 
take advantage of the new labor opportunities than other Latino groups in New 
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York City. Their advantage comes from Puerto Ricans’ particular grassroots 
history. Historically, Puerto Ricans were the first and most significant group of 
Latinos fueling life to New York City’s labor arteries, almost from the beginning 
of the 20th century. Geographically, Puerto Rican communities were at or near 
the manufacturing and industrial sectors—while that meant the burden of 
environmental pollution was in their shoulders—it also meant that they were 
spearheading the environmental justice movement in NYC (Sze 2007). This 
movement has made important strides within the government, as many of the 
clean energy plans have been forced to include minorities’ concerns within their 
plans. As a matter of fact, many of the community-based organizations serving 
within Puerto Rican communities come from an environmental justice background 
(UPROSE, SSBX, El Puente, etc.). These community-based organizations have 
made clear to the government that green-collar jobs cannot be separated from 
social and environmental justice. Green Jobs have to be good living-wage-earning 
jobs that nurture and reconstruct the health of communities affected by years of 
governmental neglect and industrial pollution. More important, many studies in 
workforce development have shown a lack of effective workforce intermediaries 
is often the reason there is such low representation of minorities within the labor 
market (Chapple 2006). Given that grassroots, community-based organizations 
have a strong presence within Puerto Rican communities, they could play a 
better role as workforce intermediaries than traditional governmental workforce 
development programs.

Workforce Development Infrastructure in NYC

New York City’s workforce development infrastructure is complex for it 
encompasses many agencies. This infrastructure is composed of: (1) Workforce 1 
Career Centers—operated by the NYC Department of Small Business Services, 
CUNY, and the NY State Department of Labor—which offers training and job 
placement; (2) New York City Employment and Training Coalition—this is a 
coalition of community-based organizations, community colleges, and union-
affiliated training programs that collects, disseminates, and advocates the best 
workforce development practices and policies; (3) Career and Technical Education 
High Schools—provide industry-specific training for students; (4) Department of 
Youth and Community Development—runs several job training and job placements 
for young people between the ages of 1–21; (5) union and union-affiliated training 
programs and the City University of New York—offer training and certifications 
in a range of fields to both member and non-members; and (6) community-based 
organizations such as Sustainable South Bronx and UPROSE, among others.

Despite or precisely because of how extensive it is, workforce development 
infrastructure in NYC is not optimally integrated and interagency cooperation 
is often lacking. Even when the Bloomberg administration made its reform a top 
economic development priority in 2003, workforce development agencies have a 
poor record servicing their generally unemployed constituencies, and particularly 
Puerto Ricans. A recent study done by the Hispanic Federation shows that while 
NYC has a complex workforce development infrastructure, it is not adequately 
addressing the needs of Latinos. In spite of the fact that current unemployment 
rates among Puerto Ricans and African Americans are significantly higher than the 
national rate, “less than 20 percent of unemployed Latinos accessed services through 
WIA funded programs, including Workforce1 Center” (Carlson 2010: 4).  
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As these numbers illustrate, this recent re-structuring of the workforce development 
programs under the Small Business Services, shifting away from intensive social 
services to short term job placement, seems to have gone too far. The current system 
“emphasizes placement over retention, quantity over quality, and low-wage service 
jobs over higher-paying career ladders” (Carlson 2010: 15).

There are other reasons for workforce development programs’ poor service record 
among underprivileged minorities, although they differ between Puerto Ricans and 
other Latino groups (Carlson 2010). Something that Puerto Ricans and other Latino 
groups share in terms of access barriers are: their limited knowledge of the labor 
markets and workforce development system, and the difficulty in taking classes and 
job training without a steady source of income and childcare services. However, 
unlike other Latino groups, Puerto Ricans neither have a language barrier that 
limits their access to work programs, nor have a citizenship problem that hampers 
their eligibility to such governmental services. Thus, for workforce development 
programs it would be a cost-effective and logical strategy to improve/increase 
their service record to Latinos in the emerging green economy by targeting 
communities such as the Puerto Rican group. As it has been documented by 
some studies, Latino groups and Puerto Ricans share a distrust of governmental 
institutions. “Latinos are most likely to seek work through sources they know and 
trust, community-based organizations are well positioned—as front-line service 
providers with strong cultural competency and credibility—to be the connective 
tissue between Latinos and the workforce development system” (Carlson 2010: 3).  
Given how important community-based organizations could be in order to 
successfully expand workforce development outreach among Latinos, the fact 
that most of them already serve Puerto Ricans makes establishing workforce 
development and CBO bridges a cost-effective strategy. 

The expected growth in demand for green-collar jobs in the different areas of 
energy efficiency requires workforce development expansion of existing green 
training programs. The NY State Department of Education needs to update its 
curricula of construction based Career and Technical Education (CTE) schools 
to include retrofit and building efficiency (New York City Green-Collar Jobs 
Roadmap). Green-sector specific Workforce1 centers must be created if the 
workforce development infrastructure is to take advantage of the impending  
high growth green jobs demand.

It cannot be stressed enough how important it is for workforce development 
programs to cultivate and support community-based organizations. Many of them 
have become already successful intermediaries in green-workforce development. 
Their success stems from their ability to identify and match community needs of 
employment with the needs of emerging green industries. Training and support of 
the unemployed and hard-to-place workers seems to be at the core of reintegrating 
people into the job market (Bennett and Giloth 2007). With the orchestration of 
private as well as governmental funds, some of these community organizations have 
achieved the reinsertion in the labor market of people that otherwise would not have 
had this opportunity (Meléndez and Harrison 1998).

According to McGahey (2004), what sets apart community-based workforce 
development intermediaries from other kinds of training programs is their close 
relation with employers and with the needs of a variety of community constituencies. 
Because of their capacity to negotiate with multiple actors—private, governmental, 
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local, federal, etc.—community-based organizations seem particularly well suited for 
this role. However, their vulnerability in terms of funding cannot be underestimated 
(Giloth 2004; Ryan 2004; Ruprecht 2008). Outreach and green education among 
communities that could benefit from these developments also pose a serious 
challenge. Often these activities are done by overworked, understaffed, and 
underfunded community-based organizations.

Local Initiatives  

There are exciting proposals and programs well under way. Most of these are spearheaded 
by community-based organizations and think tanks in NYC. I will now turn to two 
examples of these programs, for they offer insights into what sort of role workforce 
development intermediaries could play within the energy efficiency sector. The 
first example is a policy proposal known as Green Jobs/Green Homes New York, 
developed by the Center for Working Families in coalition with the Center for American 
Progress and in consultation with over 150 other stakeholders and community-based 
organizations. Among other community-based organizations, the SSBX and UPROSE, 
which are primarily Puerto Rican, were also part of this effort. Moreover, Puerto Rican 
communities traditionally populate the targeted areas for this proposal, East Harlem, 
the Bronx, Brooklyn, among other places. The financing bill proposes to enable “the 
state energy authority, NYSERDA, to work with utilities to establish a system of on-bill 
recovery that would allow homeowners to repay the cost of Green Jobs/Green NY 
retrofits on their utility bill.”2 If approved by the NYS senate, this proposal will drive 
the energy efficiency labor market by expanding the retrofit industry. But, perhaps more 
importantly, by including provisions within the bill to make sure that job training and 
hiring stays within the communities to be retrofitted, the bill contains the first steps to 
link newly created green jobs with social and environmental justice.

The second example looks at the Sustainable South Bronx’s training program, 
known as Bronx Environmental Stewardship Training. It illustrates how community-
based organizations play an important role within the green-collar jobs workforce 
development among Puerto Rican communities.

The Green Jobs/Green Homes New York Initiative

The Center for Working Families is a think tank organization founded in 2006.  
Their aim is “to bring innovative ideas into the public debate, to provide elected 
leaders with the research support to make bold policy proposals, and to strategize 
with organizations and activists to enact them.”3 For the last three years they have 
been working on different pieces of legislation to make the Green Jobs/Green 
Homes NY initiative possible. The initiative has three parts: legislation, financing, 
and green-jobs. According to Emmaia Gelman, editor and convener of the initiative, 
in the broad programatic sense, the idea was to create a state program that could use 
the resources that are only available to the state, like: legislation and state agencies 
and the powers of financing and financial aggregation bondings. So, it is intended as a 
state program that leverages all of these resources that are only available to the state 
to massively scale up specifically residential retrofits with the intention of lowering 
people’s energy use as a way of alleviating environmental burdens (00:01:02.55).

Residential retrofits can reduce energy consumption by to 30 to 40 percent.  
With the rising prices in energy, retrofits can pay for themselves within 10 years, 
if not less. They also increase the value of the property. It also means a significant 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions responsible for global warming.  
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Despite these benefits, homeowners often do not have the upfront resources to pay 
for these energy-efficient improvements without getting into potentially risky loans. 
The idea behind the initiative is that through an investment fund, the state provides 
homeowners with the retrofit’s funds, which will be recouped by the state through 
their utility bill. As Emmaia Gelman explains,

The state is authorized to create an investment fund that pulls in investor’s money 
from Wall Street, Pension Funds, whatever. And then you are a homeowner and you 
want to do a retrofit so you go to the state and the state says, “I know that the cost  
of retrofit is a barrier, but don’t worry because you will make back everything that 
you expend in ten years.” And you say, “well that’s great but I still don’t have it.”  
So then the state says, “here is $15,000 you are going to pay me back, if you save 
$50 in energy a month, then you are going to pay me 45 until it is paid off.” So 
your energy bill does not go up, at best it goes down and everybody is getting their 
money. So the state is authorized in the legislation to create a fund that makes that 
investment and then makes the deal with the home owner that as they save on energy 
they give some money back to the state. (00:21:58.52)

Now what makes this type of financing different from others is that homeowners 
are protected from the uncertainties of financial speculation. Emmaia stresses that, 

The important thing about the utility bill is that it is governed by a lot of consumer 
protections so if I miss a payment on my utility bill all that will happen to me is that 
 it gets put on my next bill with 10 percent interest. As opposed to taking a home 
equity loan and I miss a payment, something that might change my terms and go  
into foreclosure. (00:23:59.97)

With the ongoing recovery plan proposed by this initiative, retrofits funding will 
be available to owners of any type of housing and level of income in the targeted areas 
where the program is planned to rollout. There are other types of financing available.  
For instance, PACE, or Property Assessment Clean Energy Loan, provides you with 
a loan (they call it benefit assessment) for retrofits that are repayed through property 
taxes. Similar to bill ongoing recovery, the legislation will match your savings to your 
repayment. However, the prerequisites for the program—such as amounts limited to a 
certain percentage of home values, the right kind of income, etc.—makes it inaccessible 
to less buoyant homeowners. The final type of retrofits’ financing, and the less ideal, is 
state unsecured loans. Where the state takes [Fannie Mae Money] and buys down their 
14 percent interest to the 2 or 4 percent that the homeowner ends up getting.

The ongoing recovery bill piece within the Green Jobs/Green Homes NY 
initiative will reduce financial barriers to the widespread adoption of residential 
retrofits. This is important because it will drive the green-collar labor market. 
However, a growing green-collar labor market is not enough to secure the creation 
of sustainable and living-wage earning green jobs for the most disadvantaged 
communities. This is where the last part of Green Jobs/Green Homes NY  
initiative seems the most promising. According to Emmaia Gelman, 

the structure of the program that we developed makes energy efficiency a tool  
for economic development and it actually places it within community control.  
The legislation places it within community control [because] it requires NYSERDA 
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to work through grassroots constituencies based organizations to interest people in 
retrofits, to make sure the jobs are going to local people. (00:05:30.71)

By including labor requirement provisions within the proposed Green Jobs/Green 
Homes New York legislation, the initiative links residential retrofits’ financing to 
training and hiring people within the areas to be retrofitted. Moreover, because the 
funding of the retrofits comes through the state’s soon-to-be created Residential 
Retrofit Investment Fund (RRIF), contractors will have to abide by wage standards. 
This will ensure that living wages are paid to people working within this program, 
thus creating pathways out of poverty. Given that within the legislation NYSERDA 
has to use community-based grassroots organizations to recruit homeowners, these 
organizations will have some leverage to make sure that the newly created jobs stay 
within their communities.

On June 23rd, 2010 the New York State senate finally passed the Green Jobs/
Green Homes New York initiative. The legislation got 62 percent of the senate votes. 
With a few hurdles still to overcome—mediating with the unions, contractors, and 
other stakeholders to develop an agreeable job standards for NYSERDA, the final 
establishment of the Retrofit Investment Fund, etc.—, Green Jobs/Green Homes 
New York will be the largest and most ambitious residential retrofit in the United 
States. Given the provisions included in the bill—especially the ones about locally 
generated jobs—and the fact that the targeted areas are where most Puerto Rican 
communities inhabit, this effort points to legislation capable of shortening the gap 
between our communities and the emerging green job sector. 

Case Study: Bronx Environmental Stewardship Training (BEST)

In New York City alone there are several environmental justice organizations 
addressing issues of environmental inequality while simultaneously providing 
training and access to green-collar jobs. Of those, the most successful one, not 
only in NYC but some argue across the nation, is Sustainable South Bronx (SSBx). 
In fact, Sustainable South Bronx has been so successful that they have launched a 
nationwide consulting service. This program aims to help cities and other interested 
parties organize green-collar job resources to address civic issues such as storm-water 
management, public health, law enforcement, and quality of life.4  

Founded in 2001 as a result of the environmental struggle, SSBX has a wide 
array of projects that include: community outreach, youth development programs, 
education, greening of urban spaces and vocational training, among others. 
However, what has set apart SSBx is their Bronx Environmental Stewardship 
Training (BEST) program. Since its inception in 2003, the Bronx Environmental 
Stewardship Training program has been able to provide training and certifications 
within the newly emerging category of green-collar jobs. These certifications provide 
vocational and specialized training in the following areas: bioremediation, green 
roof installation, green roof maintenance, phytoremediation, ecological restoration, 
wetland restoration, stream bank stabilization, Landscape 101, Plant, Tree, Shrub 
Identification & Preservation, Job Readiness/ Life Skills, Water and Soil Quality 
Testing, Wildlife Identification, Environmental Remediation, and Power Tool  
Safety and Operation. The program also offers certifications in the following 
areas: First Aid and CPR, NYC Tree Pruner, Entry Level Tree Climbing, 40-Hour 
Hazardous Waste Cleanup, 10-Hour OSHA, Herbicide/Pesticide Applicator.
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Now, what is particularly striking about this program is their long-term success 
rates. Keeping track of graduates from the BEST program has shown that 85 
percent of participants ended up gainfully employed at the four-year-mark after 
graduation. Another 10 percent ended up enrolled in college. As of 2008, about 
150 have graduated from this program. These rates are striking for various reasons. 
First, participants of this program are from traditionally marginalized communities 
with immense structural limitations and little skills—in other words, hard-to-
place workers. Second, BEST is a 10-week, eight-to-five intensive program that 
can be quite demanding on people already juggling low-paying jobs and family 
responsibilities. Third, graduates of the program are successfully placed in green-
collar jobs even under the current economic recession where unemployment is 
skyrocketing. Dwaine, a field manager for BEST, explains his role and some of  
these difficulties by saying that,

I am their point person and a mentor to them. Sometimes I have to encourage them to 
hold on, because it can be hard to see the future possibilities when you’re doing work 
that looks like simple manual labor. Part of “environmental remediation” is rubbish 
removal, like jumping into the Bronx River and pulling out a rusty bicycle. But as the 
training continues and students see how their place in the bigger picture will help 
save the planet and themselves, my job gets a lot easier.5  

The stated mission of BEST is,

to bring issues of Environmental Justice to the forefront of community consciousness, 
and to begin to repair and reverse decades of environmental degradation. The BEST 
Academy not only connects residents of the South Bronx and other Environmental 
Justice communities to employment opportunities, but helps create an economically 
sustainable South Bronx. The entire community benefits from the increased number 
of residents who have marketable skills and can now contribute to the economic 
revitalization of the neighborhood.6  

Notice how this statement is squarely linking the social and environmental 
well-being of the community with the creation of green-collar jobs that are 
embedded within that particular locale, the South Bronx. This speaks not only of 
the sustainability of the South Bronx’s environment but also of the sustainability of 
green-collar jobs that are meant to address their specific problems of pollution.  
This grass-roots green-collar job development also means that jobs stay local:  
there is minimal risk of outsourcing.

 The way in which BEST works is explained,

The BEST Academy not only connects residents of the South Bronx and other 
Environmental Justice communities to employment opportunities, but helps create 
an economically sustainable South Bronx. The entire community benefits from the 
increased number of residents who have marketable skills and can now contribute to 
the economic revitalization of the neighborhood.7  

Sustainable South Bronx: a Model to Follow

Green-collar job development provides a particularly efficient career pathway for 



[ 109 ]

Puerto Ricans and other economically marginalized groups because this type of 
development seeks to improve low working skills to middle working skills.  
Middle-working skills require more education than high school, but less than a four-
year college degree.8 Technical programs such as BEST provide effective training, 
support, and the placing of participants with jobs within private and public sectors, 
thus paving a pathway for economic self-sufficiency. Because these jobs are middle-
skill, they provide opportunities for career advancement with augmented skills and 
living wages. In the process, these types of jobs not only positively improve the 
environment, but also positively improve the self as people develop an environmental 
and social consciousness of the issues affecting them.

Being able to transform this community that’s in a degenerate state, to be 
regenerating it... It’s not just transforming the environment, it’s also transforming the 
minds and the attitudes of the people. If they see that someone cares, it gives them 
hope, and now they care, and they change their behavior. When we first came around 
there was a lot of trash and debris, and now we’re having to do less and less garbage 
removal. The residents and the business owners are assisting us. That’s the best part. 
[This program allows you ] to cultivate three types of green: one green is greening the 
ghetto, like planting trees and installing the green roofs; the second is creating green-
collar jobs; and that gives rise to the third kind of green, which is creating currency for 
poor people like myself who are discriminated against because of prior history, skin 
color, or their education.9 

Because of the specificity of the environmental problems affecting the South Bronx, 
BEST connects environmental clean-up and “environmental clean-up and restoration 
in the community to the career development and economic needs of local people.” 
They explain their selection process by saying that,

While BEST Academy is open to any resident of New York City’s five boroughs, the 
majority of participants are from the South Bronx. Participants must have their high 
school diploma (or equivalent), and a valid driver’s license or permit. Participants are 
predominantly low-income individuals with many on public assistance.10 

Participants need to fill out a detailed six-page enrollment application covering 
everything from job experience to whether or not the person has been convicted  
of a felony to whether or not the person has a beard. That is how detailed it is. 
This selection process facilitates streamlining the training process by making sure that 
those taking the training are going to get the most out of it. Costing around $7,000 
per student, and including work clothes and a $600 dollar stipend, the BEST program 
has been able to secure funding from private donors and different foundations, but 
until recently not from the government. In their initial development, BEST organizers 
were wary that accepting governmental funds could compromise the integrity of course 
offerings. Annette Williams, Director of the BEST program, explains this decision,  

We haven’t relied on government support at BEST, and it shows. We developed 
market based approaches that take into account the skills in demand, and we ask 
employers what they need and how our graduates are performing. They learn that we 
are responsive to their needs, so they become responsive to ours. The program has 
changed since 2003 as a result, and as the market evolves, so will we.11  
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Like a barometer registering settled changes in the weather, the flexibility of their 
course offerings as well as their ability to constantly stay in touch with the green-
collar job market makes BEST highly responsive to changes in employers’ needs.  
This allows them to adapt their training to new skills demands.12 Indeed, BEST staff 
call employers on a monthly basis to find out what sort of new skills are needed 
within the green jobs market. In turn, there is a high demand for BEST graduates, 
securing jobs for about half of a graduating class. These and other reasons make BEST 
a green-collar job development model to follow. 

i arGue that while there is a 
GaP between the new labor 
demand and the Puerto 
rican labor force, Puerto 
ricans’ environmental 
Justice Grassroots historY 
Positions them ParticularlY 
well to take advantaGe of 
the emerGinG Green economY, 
for these cbos could PlaY an 
imPortant role as workforce 
develoPment intermediaries. 
Conclusion

New York City’s economic landscape is changing rapidly. While unemployment rates 
in the city are at historically record highs, the emergent energy efficiency green 
sector seems to promise viable employment alternatives to unprivileged minorities. 
As explained, this boom in green-collar jobs’ demand is due to the recent availability 
of federal and state monies and programs attempting to address global warming, oil 
dependency, and the current economic crisis. The NYC government’s emphasis on 
energy efficiency—over, say, environmental remediation or alternative energy—has 
meant that green-collar jobs, in this city and for this paper, are mostly defined in 
terms of low-to-middle construction skills involving weatherization and retrofits. 
This is good news for underprivileged minorities because workforce development  
in this area is more about upgrading skills than starting training from scratch.  
I argue that while there is a gap between the new labor demand and the Puerto Rican 
labor force, Puerto Ricans’ environmental justice grassroots history positions them 
particularly well to take advantage of the emerging green economy, for these CBOs 
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could play an important role as workforce development intermediaries. Without 
doubt, these long-standing grassroots organizations are among the most important 
assets that provide Puerto Ricans with an advantage in the green economy. As we 
have seen, although modest, many of these organizations are paving the way to 
become more important players as workforce intermediaries. The government 
needs not only to support these community-based organizations, with funding 
and technical expertise, but most importantly to learn how they are attempting to 
create career ladders for their constituencies. As we have seen, although training 
and certification programs, such as the Bronx Community College do exist, they are 
not linked in any significant manner with community-based organizations. CBOs 
and community college partnerships, as well as government and CBOs partnerships, 
need to be developed if our communities are to take advantage of the emerging 
energy-efficiency sector. Moreover, the government should fine-tune workforce 
development programs in NYC to respond to the needs of communities heavily 
affected by the economic downturn, such as the Puerto Rican, not by providing 
short-term and poorly paid employment but by preparing a labor force capable of 
tackling the long-term needs of the emerging green sector.

Postscript 
Although the New York State senate passed the Green Jobs/Green Homes NY 
initiative on June 23, 2010, the financing piece the bill—as of this writing (May 
30, 2011) has not passed yet. Without this financing piece—which would allow 
homeowners to do the energy-efficient retrofits without paying upfront, for the 
initial funding would have come from the Residential Retrofit Investment Fund—
the initiative is significantly undermined. While the election of Cuomo as governor 
of New York might seem to suggest that the bill does not stand a chance of passing, 
the fact that he has been in conversations about it offers members of the initiative 
some hope. 

notes 
1 Congresswoman Hilda L. Solis (D-CA) introduced this act.
2 http://www.cwfny.org/2010/06/nys-senate-passes-financing-bill-for-historic-green-jobs-
program/.
3 http://www.cwfny.org/about-us/.  
4 Source: http://www.greenforall.org/resources/sustainable-south-bronx-green-jobs-not-jails/.
5 Source: http://www.greenforall.org/resources/sustainable-south-bronx-green-jobs-not-jails/.
6 Source: http://www.ssbx.org/index.php?link=33/.
7 Source: http://www.ssbx.org/index.php?link=33
8 Refer to Appendix 1
9 From: Conrad, Ariane. GREEN STEWARDS in the BRONX
10 Source: http://www.ssbx.org/index.php?link=33
11 Source: http://www.greenforall.org/resources/sustainable-south-bronx-green-jobs-not-jails
12 Refer to Appendix II for an illustration of the different relationships that grassroots 
organizations can establish with academic institutions to facilitate the creation of career development 
pathways that are responsive to both the needs of employers and the needs of employees.
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