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A Message from the Staff of the Renewable Energy Policy Project

The following Resolution on Sustainable Energy and Low-Income and Minority Communities is the product of an extensive,
consensus-based process among representatives of groups focusing on environmental justice, low-income energy advocacy, clean
energy, environmental, enterprise development, and Indian Country issues.  While the process was indeed long, it has yielded a docu-
ment that truly reflects common concerns about the state of the U.S. energy sector.  As the accompanying fact sheet indicates, there is
much to be concerned about—so much so that greater cooperation between our diverse communities is warranted if we are to make a
positive impact on our national energy infrastructure.

It is no small task.  But successful examples abound of groups and programs that are finding a way to deliver cleaner and more affordable
energy solutions to low-income and minority communities:

■ The Energy Coordinating Agency of Philadelphia has successfully reached out to low-income residents to educate them on energy
efficiency’s benefits to their pocketbooks.  ECA informs residents about efficiency in conjunction with local programs dealing with
water, job training, and other core issues.  In other words, ECA considers energy as part of a holistic community approach so that it
is relevant to residents.

■ The Center for Neighborhood Technology has launched two efforts in Chicago.  One program offers energy-efficient appliances
through local stores.  Another involves the local utility to install community-owned, small-scale generation such as microturbines.
Both efforts are addressing Chicago’s notorious grid constraints so that local residents can save money and keep the lights on.

■ Hopi SUN has successfully sold and installed solar photovoltaic systems for Hopi residents lacking electricity.  The business is
running full time and now even exports its services overseas.  The business is a response to the disproportionate number of Indian
reservation residents who lack basic energy services.

These and other efforts, some funded by the U.S. Department of Energy’s Building America program, show that with project champi-
ons, some funding, and innovative strategies, cleaner energy is not just the province of middle- and upper-class households.  However,
these programs are among an isolated few.  Further, they are working within an energy system that offers few policies and business
incentives to make energy and equity one and the same.

The barriers to cooperation are not surprising.  First, groups from the relevant communities have limited resources and limited time to
dive into issues that are not central to their concerns—for example, environmental justice groups must scramble to head off looming
threats knocking on their community doorsteps every day.  And renewable energy firms with thin profit margins are pursuing higher-
income customers to buy more expensive energy.  Second, both communities are not familiar with each other and share little cultural
commonality.  Physicists specializing in the photovoltaic effect rarely talk with grassroots organizers in low-income neighborhoods.

But cooperation is possible, even promising, and increasingly desirable.  As this resolution shows, there are concrete, shared interests in
energy efficiency, renewable energy, and small power plants known as distributed energy.  Ultimately, all of the communities repre-
sented in this resolution offer something the others need—ultimate technological solutions, grassroots organizing skills, legal expertise,
energy policy know-how, and practical local wisdom.

Folks may ask “Now what should happen?”  This resolution seeks to create a framework, and we hope it will encourage you think about
what you can do to help implement successful clean energy and efficiency projects in your neighborhood.

Virinder Singh, Research Director
Fredric Beck, Research Manager
Mary Kathryn Campbell, Director of Marketing and Publications
Roby Roberts, Executive Director
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RESOLUTION ON SUSTAINABLE ENERGY AND
LOW-INCOME AND MINORITY COMMUNITIES

WHEREAS everyone has the right to safe, clean, afford-
able, and reliable energy and transportation services;

WHEREAS our children’s future, including their health,
climate, water and air face serious consequences from our
continued dependency on fossil fuels and nuclear power;

WHEREAS low-income, minority, and tribal communi-
ties should have full knowledge of and participation in
all aspects of energy policy decision-making, yet have been
excluded from energy policy design;

WHEREAS low-income, minority and tribal communi-
ties suffer disproportionate health and ecological impacts
from the energy industry and from energy users, includ-
ing coal and uranium mining, oil extraction, oil refining,
power plant siting, dirty and unsafe industrial practices,
and vehicle pollution;

WHEREAS low-income families disproportionately
spend more of their income on basic energy services;

WHEREAS homes in low-income, minority and tribal
communities severely lack energy efficiency features that
ensure heating, cooling, and lower bills;

WHEREAS rising energy demand and the restructuring
of the electric industry is unleashing more fossil fuel power
plants and extending the operating hours of existing
nuclear and fossil fuel plants in low-income and minor-
ity communities—thereby degrading the air, displacing
other uses of community space, and lowering local prop-
erty values;

WHEREAS the current state of electric industry restruc-
turing may create higher and more volatile electric rates
for residential customers, excessive payoffs to dirty power
plants, and inadequate support for cleaner energy options,
despite its potential to advance cleaner, more affordable
energy;

WHEREAS transportation policies that promote urban
sprawl, encourage greater reliance on gasoline and diesel
fuel, and neglect mass transit seriously affect low-income,
minority, and tribal communities through air pollution,
increased health problems and fewer job opportunities;

WHEREAS increased energy efficiency, renewable en-
ergy sources such as solar and wind, new energy tech-
nologies such as fuel cells, and cleaner transportation fu-
els such as natural gas offer significant yet virtually un-
tapped potential to improve the environment; supply af-
fordable energy to meet diverse needs; foster energy in-
dependence; create jobs in low-income, minority and
tribal communities; and lessen global warming;

Therefore, we the undersigned call for the following:

All parties that affect the energy system must commit
to working with local communities, particularly low-in-
come and minority communities, as equal partners when
making energy choices;

Utility and environmental regulators must prevent fur-
ther clustering of fossil fuel and nuclear power plants in
low-income and minority communities by including eq-
uity criteria and cumulative environmental impact as-
sessments in the siting process;

Federal and state legislators, utility and environmental
regulators, and energy providers must work with local
communities to maximize energy efficiency measures in
all communities, so low-income, minority and tribal com-
munities in particular can benefit from a higher quality
of life, greater energy independence, and lower bills;

Federal and state legislators, utility and environmental
regulators, and energy producers must shift our present
energy supply from fossil fuels and nuclear toward cleaner
energy sources such as solar, wind, and fuel cells in all
affected communities as appropriate and in ways that cre-
ate living-wage jobs and build community wealth;
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Federal and state legislators and utility regulators should
adopt electricity restructuring policies that offer afford-
able and stable electricity rates to low-income communi-
ties, shun subsidies to nuclear and fossil fuels, and ex-
pand cleaner energy solutions;

Fuel companies must commit to mass-producing cleaner
fuels while operating refineries in ways that do not pose
health and environmental risks to the surrounding com-
munity or threats to worker safety;

Industries in low-income, minority and tribal commu-
nities must commit to adopting the cleanest available

SIGNED:

(Star denotes national membership groups)

Association for Energy Affordability
California Planning and Conservation League
Californians for Renewable Energy
Center for Energy Efficiency and Renewable

Technologies
Center on Race, Poverty and the Environment
Communities for a Better Environment
Corporation for Enterprise Development
Environmental Advocates
Episcopal Power and Light
Esperanza Environmental Justice Project
475 Kent Avenue Tenants Association
Friends of the Earth U.S.*
Georgians for Clean Energy
Global Exchange
Global Green USA
GreenAction
Greenpeace USA*
Hickory Woods Homeowners Association
Indigenous Environmental Network
Institute for Local Self-Reliance
Intertribal Council on Utility Policy
Land and Water Fund of the Rockies
Legal Environmental Assistance Foundation
Loka Institute
Low-Income Energy Affordability Network
Magnolia Tree Earth Center
Massachusetts Energy Consumers Alliance

energy options available through lower materials use,
energy efficiency, renewable energy, and cleaner fuels;

Federal and state governments must consult with tribes
to supply technical and financial resources for renewable
energy and energy efficiency while respecting their unique
sovereign status;

Environmental justice groups, low-income energy ad-
vocates, clean energy advocates, community develop-
ment organizations, labor unions, energy providers,
elected officials, and local citizens must commit to work-
ing together to craft clean, affordable local energy and
transportation models.

Minnesotans for an Energy Efficient Economy
Natural Resources Defense Council*
New York City Environmental Justice Alliance
New York Lawyers for the Public Interest
New York Public Interest Research Group
The Next Generation
Northwest Energy Coalition
Pacific Institute for Development, Environment and

Security/Green Power Institute
Physicians for Social Responsibility
The Point CDC
Pratt Institute Center for Community and

Environmental Development
Project Underground
Public Citizen*
Public Utility Law Project
Redefining Progress
Renewable Energy Policy Project
Texas Legal Services Center
Texas Ratepayers’ Organization to Save Energy
Texas Sustainable Energy and Economic

Development Coalition
The United Tribes of North Dakota
Union of Concerned Scientists*
Vermont Energy Investment Corporation
West County Toxics Coalition
Youth Ministries for Peace and Justice
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FACT SUMMARY FOR

RESOLUTION ON SUSTAINABLE ENERGY AND

LOW-INCOME AND MINORITY COMMUNITIES
by the Renewable Energy Policy Project*

The following fact summary provides background infor-
mation on the preamble clauses in the Resolution on Sus-
tainable Energy and Low-Income and Minority Communi-
ties, which is supported by over 50 groups from groups
across the nation.*

“WHEREAS our children’s future, including their
health, climate, water and air face serious conse-
quences from our continued dependency on fossil fuels
and nuclear power”

■ Electric utilities are responsible for 26% of the nation’s
nitrogen oxide emissions and 64% of sulfur dioxide
emissions.  The electric utility sector ranks first among
U.S. industries emitting toxics as listed in the federal
Toxic Release Inventory, releasing 1 billion pounds of
toxics in 1998, more than the chemical, paper, plas-
tics and refining industries combined.  Many of these
emissions are known carcinogens, neurotoxins, and
acid gases that contribute to respiratory problems such
as asthma and emphysema.1

■ Utilities are the leading source of mercury emissions
(32.8% of the nation’s total).  The National Academy
of Sciences recently found that mercury causes devel-
opmental defects in 60,000 American children in utero
each year.  Its impacts are similar to those of lead, and
include impaired mental development, learning dis-
abilities and delayed development or deficits in lan-
guage, deficient motor function, attention and memory.
Since mercury can accumulate in fish, Native Ameri-
can and low-income and minority fisherfolk and their
families are most at risk.2

■ U.S. electric utilities accounted for 36% of total U.S.
greenhouse gas emissions in 1997, and over 8% of the
world’s greenhouse gas emissions in 1997.3   Plants fu-
eled by coal, natural gas, and oil make up the vast ma-
jority of these totals.

■ Coal mines have produced 95% of the total acid mine
drainage in the U.S.  Acid drainage harms 12,000 miles
of American rivers, and damages and eliminates aquatic
life.4

■ Coal mining has disturbed 2.4 million hectares of
American land.  Mountaintop removal in West Vir-
ginia (in which the tops of mountains are cut off and
dumped into adjacent valleys) and surface mining in
Wyoming are the two most prominent examples of land
disturbance by coal mining today.7

■ All 6 low-level nuclear waste dumps ever used in the
U.S. have leaked material into surrounding ground-
water and vegetation. (Unshielded nuclear waste can
deliver a lethal dose of radioactivity in as little as 30
seconds.)5

■ Waste “tailings” from uranium mining represent the
vast majority of low-level radioactive waste in the U.S.
The principal radioactive component, thorium-230,
has a half-life of 75,000 years.6

“WHEREAS low-income, minority and tribal com-
munities suffer disproportionate health and ecological
impacts from the energy industry and from energy
users, including coal and uranium mining, oil extrac-
tion, oil refining, power plant siting, dirty and unsafe
industrial practices, and vehicle pollution”

* This fact summary, however, is not assumed to have the support of the groups that have expressed support for the resolution.  The author,
Virinder Singh, takes sole responsibility for the content of this fact summary, which does not necessarily reflect the opinions of REPP, the REPP
Board of Directors, or its funders.  A portion of this summary has benefited from research in Adam Serchuk, The Environmental Imperative for
Renewable Energy: An Update.  Washington, DC: Renewable Energy Policy Project, April 2000.
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■ Indian Country holds one-third of the uranium min-
ing and milling waste in the U.S.  Mines on the
Crow,Hopi and Navajo nations yielded more coal than
the state of Illinois in first quarter of 1998—all from
surface mining.  In Navajo nation, over a third of all
homes do not have access to electricity.8

■ Oil extraction threatens the autonomy of a number of
local peoples throughout the world, including the
Ogoni in the Niger Delta of Africa, the U’wa of Co-
lombia, and the Gwichin of northern Alaska.  All of
these groups have protested the presence or plans of
major oil companies, due to negative environmental,
economic, and political impacts.  For example, in one
of the most extreme cases of oil extraction impacts,
Human Rights Watch found that foreign oil compa-
nies in Nigeria have habitually spilled oil with no threat
of penalty.  Government and quasi-government secu-
rity forces, some of whom have received funding from
foreign oil companies, have beaten and killed local citi-
zens who have demand compensation for spills on their
property.  Oil companies have failed to protest or even
monitor the repression of local citizens.9

■ While statistics remain difficult to obtain, refineries
located in low-income communities of color present
serious environmental health threats.  On March 25,
1999, Richmond, California (a predominantly low-
income, African-American community) witnessed two
explosions caused by valve failures at an oil refinery
that sent 350 people to the hospital with breathing
difficulties and vomiting. Emergency shutdowns, leaks
and substantial “business-as-usual” emissions have oc-
curred in low-income communities of color from
Marcus Hook, Pennsylvania to Norco, Louisiana.10

■ The poverty rate of communities located within one
mile of coal-fired power plants—20%—is almost
double that of the general population (11.3%).  Such
communities are 21.5% non-white, compared with
17% in the general population.11

■ Families with annual incomes below $10,000 suffer
more than twice the incidence of asthma, a respira-
tory illness partly attributable to air pollution, than

families making more than $35,000.  This makes low-
income families more vulnerable to pollution-related
illness.  African-Americans are 2 to 6 times more likely
than whites to die from asthma.12

“WHEREAS low-income families disproportionately
spend more of their income on basic energy services”

■ Low-income households spend 14.5% of their annual
income on energy, compared to an average of 3.5% for
all other households in the U.S.13

■ Households making less than $25,000 per year spend
on average $1,155 per year on energy bills.  For the
wealthiest families in this group (those making $24,999),
that comprises 4.6% of annual income.  That com-
pares with $1,696 spent per year on energy for house-
holds making $50,000 or more per year, which trans-
lates to only 3.4% spent on energy for the families
making the least in this group (that is, $50,000).14

■ Households in Indian Country pay 8.7 cents per kWh
for their electricity, which is 7% higher than the aver-
age rates paid by all American households (8.1 cents
per kWh).15

“WHEREAS homes in low-income, minority and
tribal communities severely lack energy efficiency
features that ensure heating, cooling, and lower bills”

■ Since energy efficiency measures such as insulation,
better building materials, efficient appliances, light-
ing, and water heating reduce energy use and there-
fore energy bills, low-income citizens in particular will
save an important portion of their income from en-
ergy costs.  In addition to energy costs, energy efficiency
benefits low-income households through reduced hous-
ing loss and abandonment, reduced loss of service due
to terminations, improved property values and reduced
health effects.16

■ Twenty million eligible, low-income homes still await
energy weatherization installations to reduce energy
use and improve comfort.17
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“WHEREAS rising energy demand and the restruc-
turing of the electric industry is unleashing more
fossil fuel power plants and extending the operating
hours of existing nuclear and fossil fuel plants in low-
income and minority communities—thereby degrad-
ing the air, displacing other uses of community space,
and lowering local property values”

■ Americans are expected to use 27% more energy in
2020 compared to 1998.  Energy consumption should
increase for all primary sectors—residential, commer-
cial, industrial and transportation.  Electricity use is
the top driver for greater energy use in the residential,
commercial and industrial sectors.  Without a signifi-
cant commitment to energy efficiency and renewable
energy, high electricity consumption could result in
1,000 new power plants in 2020, the vast majority
(97%) powered by fossil fuels.18

■ The volatile price of electricity in electricity markets
in the Midwest in 1999 and in California in 2000 has
prompted many electric utility officials to assert the
need for more power plants rather than cutting energy
use.  Electricity restructuring, once legislated in indi-
vidual states, provides the rules of the road for power
companies to embark on building new power plants.
For example, one estimate found that the mid-Atlan-
tic states (New Jersey, Maryland, Delaware and Penn-
sylvania) are the target for over 30,000 megawatts-
worth of new power plants, none of which were likely
to be renewable.19

■ Many energy planners today are calling for siting new,
large power plants near where the power is consumed,
thereby foregoing transmission line constraints and re-
ducing power lost in transit along the grid from source
to consumer.  Consumers of electricity are predomi-
nately located in cities.  Power plants will be sited in
neighborhoods that resist them the least.  However,
by locating large industrial facilities in neighborhoods,
energy planners and companies can degrade the visual
qualities of the neighborhood, attract high volumes of
vehicle traffic related to plant operations, and occupy
space such as waterfronts that are increasingly attrac-
tive sites for commercial, residential and recreational
development that have benefited cities such as Balti-
more, Providence, San Francisco, and New York.

There are many examples of power plant operations
targeting low-income and minority communities.  Re-
cently, in response to calls for more secure power sup-
plies in California’s Bay Area, a California utility at-
tempted to install an oil-fired power plant on a barge
next to Hunter’s Point, a low-income community of
color in San Francisco.  After substantial protest the
project was dropped.  However, similar issues face
other cities.  In New York City, a utility has proposed
to ramp up operations in a power plant located in
Manhattan’s Lower East Side, a low-income commu-
nity of color, to compensate for a plant closure in
midtown Manhattan.20

“WHEREAS the current state of electric industry
restructuring may create higher and more volatile
electric rates for residential customers, excessive
payoffs to dirty power plants, and inadequate support
for cleaner energy options, despite its potential to
advance cleaner, more affordable energy”

■ Unfortunately, San Diego, California, the first city in
the U.S. to experience unregulated pricing for elec-
tricity, endured a doubling in electricity prices in the
summer partly due to high demand for power in nearby
regions.  Such volatility may spread to other states,
particularly in the summer when demand for power is
often greatest, unless restructuring policies do the fol-
lowing, among others: offer sufficient incentives or re-
quirements to curb electricity consumption; encour-
age new, appropriate supplies of power; and contain
sufficient consumer provisions to guard against extreme
price volatility.

Throughout the U.S., state deregulation bills have in-
cluded some form of support for renewable energy and
energy efficiency.  However, given the importance of
moving to a clean energy future, it is unlikely that the
current amount of support for these cleaner energy op-
tions will lead to an ambitious transition within our
energy system.  For example, the total amount of money
for renewable energy and energy efficiency in all state
deregulation programs up to September 2000 was
roughly equal to $1.5 billion.  While this will contrib-
ute to clean energy development, it is just one-fifth of
the money to be raised by California utilities alone to
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pay off the remainder of their nuclear power plants
($7.3 billion). The trend for funding nuclear energy
more than renewable energy is not new—since 1943
nuclear power has received 120 times more federal
money than wind energy, and 33 times more federal
money than solar energy.  Nuclear energy has also re-
ceived more money than both wind and solar during
comparable periods of early technological develop-
ment.21

“WHEREAS transportation policies that promote
urban sprawl, encourage greater reliance on gasoline
and diesel fuel, and neglect mass transit seriously
affect low-income, minority, and tribal communities
through air pollution, increased health problems and
fewer job opportunities”

A study by the Environmental Justice Resource Cen-
ter found the following trends in Atlanta, which has
the lowest population density of any U.S. metropoli-
tan area:22

■ The average Atlantan drives more miles per day than
any other population in the world, even 50% more
than the average Los Angeleno.  While 34.9% of
Atlanta’s black females and 24.3% of black males use
public transit, 5.2% and 4.2% of their respective white
counterparts use public transit.

■ Increased driving due to Atlanta’s sprawl has contrib-
uted to four counties in the region nonattainment of
U.S. EPA standards for ground-level ozone.  Two of
the four counties have the largest share of people of
color.  A disproportionately large share of the child-
hood asthma cases—90.1%—in the Atlanta
nonattainment area occur in Fulton and DeKalb coun-
ties—two counties with the largest share of people of
color.

■ Sprawl in Atlanta has separated minorities from new
jobs.  The core city of Atlanta’s share of regional jobs
dropped from 40% in 1980 to 29.5% in 1990, while
Atlanta’s northern suburbs share of jobs rose from 40%
to 52% from 1980 to 1990.  One third of the region’s
people of color live in the city of Atlanta, compared
to 6.3% of the region’s whites.

“WHEREAS increased energy efficiency, renewable
energy sources such as solar and wind, new energy
technologies such as fuel cells, and cleaner transpor-
tation fuels such as natural gas offer significant yet
virtually untapped potential to improve the environ-
ment; supply affordable energy to meet diverse needs;
foster energy independence; create jobs in low-
income, minority and tribal communities; and lessen
global warming”

■ According to a study by five clean energy organiza-
tions, a significant national commitment to renewable
energy and energy efficiency up to 2010 would cut elec-
tric sector NOx emissions by 48%, SO2 emissions by
77%, particulates by 38%, and CO2 emissions by 27%
below 1990 levels.  This would save $530 per U.S.
household.23

■ The study mentioned above estimates that energy ef-
ficiency could actually cut national energy use from
2000 to 2020.

■ Installing 3,000 MW of wind power in Texas would
add just 75 cents to average family’s monthly electric
bills.  A national wind program that installed 10,000
MW of wind over 10 years would create $7 billion in
direct economic activity, or 52 cents per American
household per month over 10 years.24

■ Wind, solar, biomass and geothermal technologies have
all exceeded published expectations of cost reductions
from 1975 to the present.  Wind is the fastest growing
energy source in the world, driven by efforts in Ger-
many, Denmark and Spain.25

■  A study by the U.S. Energy Information Administra-
tion found that Indian nations containing 50% of the
U.S. Indian population have renewable resources (such
as wind, solar and biomass) that could be developed
for less than 2 cents above average wholesale electric-
ity prices in their respective regions.  Indian nations
can even become exporters of green power, earn rev-
enue, and create new jobs.  These Indian nations are
located throughout the U.S.26
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The Renewable Energy Policy Project (REPP) supports the advancement of renewable en-
ergy technology through policy research. We seek to define growth strategies for renewables
that respond to competitive energy markets and environmental needs. Since its inception in
1995, REPP has investigated the relationship among policy, markets and public demand in
accelerating the deployment of renewable energy technologies, which include biomass, hydro-
power, geothermal, photovoltaic, solar thermal, wind and renewable hydrogen. The organiza-
tion offers a platform from which experts in the field can examine issues of medium- to long-
term importance to policy makers, green energy entrepreneurs, and environmental advocates.

REPP receives generous support  from the U.S. Department of Energy, the Energy Foundation,
the Joyce Mertz-Gilmore Foundation, and the U.S Environmental Protection Agency, the State
of New Mexico, the National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL), the Bancker-Williams
Foundation, and the Oak Foundation.

To order REPP publications, contact REPP at (202) 293-2898.

REPP publications are available free of charge on the Internet at
http://www.repp.org
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For more information on the work behind this resolution and on the links between energy
and low-income and minority communities, contact:

■ Robert Gough, Intertribal Council on Utility Policy: rpwgough@aol.com

■ Alex Lantsberg, Arc Ecology: wideye@ziplink.net

■ Ansje Miller, Redefining Progress: miller@rprogress.org

■ Jerrold Oppenheim, Low-Income Energy Affordability Network: jerroldopp@tgic.net

■ Karl Rabago, Rocky Mountain Institute: rabago@rmi.org

■ Carlos Richardson, New Community Builders: c/o Enrique Valdivia (below)

■ Virinder Singh, Renewable Energy Policy Project: virinders@repp.org

■ Kari Smith, Center for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Technologies: ksmith@sirius.com

■ Mathy Stanislaus, New York City Alliance for Environmental Justice:
mstanisl@concentric.net

■ Dean Suagee, Vermont Law School, First Nation Program: dsuagee@vermontlaw.edu

■ Enrique Valdivia, Esperanza Environmental Justice Project of San Antonio:
evaldivia@trla.org


