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In memory of John Logue (1947–2009)

For more than two decades, John Logue was a national leader in employee own-

ership, a primary mechanism for building wealth among working Americans by 

broadening the ownership of capital . Due to his efforts and those of his colleagues 

at the Ohio Employee Ownership Center, Ohio has more employee-owned com-

panies and more employee owners per capita than any other state . John was also 

a leader of the Evergreen Cooperative Initiative in Cleveland, which is profiled in 

this report . We dedicate this report to John’s memory .
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Preface
By Gar Alperovitz and Ted Howard

Over the past several years, the vision of a new and transformative green American 
economy—one capable of employing millions of workers in renewable energy, 
green construction, clean transportation, recycling, and more—has exploded 
across the nation . Unions, business groups, and activists are all strong advocates 
of public investment in this green new world . The Obama Administration and 
Congress herald its virtues to the point where “green jobs” has become a central 
theme of federal policy . The American Recovery and Reinvestment Act or “stimu-
lus bill” passed by Congress in March 2009, marked our nation’s largest investment 
in green jobs development . 

To date, green jobs have been seen primarily as a new employment strategy and 
workforce development opportunity . The jobs that are envisioned are little differ-
ent in quality from the economy’s traditional employment opportunities: some 
of the new jobs will be high wage, but most will not; some will be unionized, 
but most will not; virtually all of the companies in the green sector will either be 
privately held or owned by outside investors . While many billions of dollars in 
public monies will be devoted to building the green economy and its jobs, little 
discussion has been held about who, in the end, will be the beneficiaries of the vast 
wealth that will be created through this investment . The hope has been for jobs, 
pure and simple . 

We do not disagree with the importance of such an approach in appropriate 
settings . The purpose of this report, however, is to put a different, but we believe 
critically important, proposition on the table for debate and discussion:

Given the central role that taxpayer-financed public investment will play in 

building the green economy, should we not—as a matter of public policy—at-

tempt whenever possible to ensure that these investments are targeted in such 

a way as to create wealth and financial security for America’s workers, and 

economic stability for the communities in which green businesses are located? 

In our view, the emerging green economy is an opportunity not only to create 
a significant number—perhaps millions—of new, green jobs . It also represents an 
historic moment to organize those jobs so that they significantly broaden owner-
ship over wealth and capital . In short: green jobs you can own .
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The emerging green 
economy . . . represents 

an historic moment to or-
ganize those jobs so that 

they significantly broaden 
ownership over wealth and 
capital. In short: green jobs 

you can own.

By building on numerous practical precedents and expanding our vision be-
yond green jobs to green ownership, we can offer America’s workers living wage (or 
better) employment and the chance to build their wealth and assets through an 
equity stake in the businesses in which they work . This report argues that joining 
the vision of the green economy with practical and well-established mechanisms 
and strategies of community wealth building and broadly shared ownership can 

also result in new community-stabilizing strategies: innovations 
that can begin to turn back the tide of disinvestment that has 
overwhelmed our urban areas in recent decades . 

We believe that there has been far too little discussion within 
policy circles, the labor movement, and among environmental-
ists about how to join green jobs to ownership opportunities . 
Without such a strategy, the advent of the green economy may 
result in business as usual: the use of public funds to subsidize 
large corporations that invest in green industries and technology . 
That may help reduce the nation’s reliance on fossil fuels . But the 

promise of a more equitable green economy will have been squandered . At best, 
activists may be able to ensure that some of these jobs will be “high road” by using 
union contracts to enforce better wages, benefits, and labor conditions .

While supportive of such strategies, this report argues that there is another ap-
proach to creating an equitable green economy, one that can powerfully com-
plement existing high road efforts . The new approach—which we call community 
wealth building—involves empowering workers and communities to become owners 
in the new economy .

The pages that follow contain many examples and case studies of real-life green 
jobs and ownership strategies now growing around the country . Simply by way of 
example, they include: an Ohio employee-owned developer of hardware for the 
solar and wind industries; a network of green housecleaning worker co-ops in the 
San Francisco Bay Area that pays living wages and ownership dividends to their 
worker-owners; a rural electric co-op in Vermont that gets 100 percent of its power 
from renewable sources owned by 10,000 local residents . 

Many of these efforts are in an early stage of development and only a few have 
moved to a significant scale or are in the manufacturing sector, where jobs are typi-
cally higher paid and there are true career paths . Nonetheless, building forward on 
the basis of current experience, we believe there is now a real opportunity to create 
significant momentum around a genuinely new model of large-scale worker and 
community-benefiting green enterprises . 
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The new approach—which 
we call community wealth 

building—involves empow-
ering workers and commu-
nities to become owners in 

the new economy.

In our own community building work in Cleveland, Ohio, The Democracy 
Collaborative has teamed with The Cleveland Foundation, the Ohio Employee 
Ownership Center, Shorebank Enterprise Cleveland and many of the city’s ma-
jor “anchor institutions” to create a network of “Evergreen Cooperatives” that are 
owned by their workers and anchored in the city’s low-income neighborhoods . 
Each business is committed to being the “greenest” in its sector—a commercial-
scale, 10-million pound, health care bed linen laundry; a community-based solar 
energy generating company; the nation’s largest urban food production green-
house . These green jobs/green ownership companies are the first of a projected 

network of 10 Evergreen cooperatives planned for development 
and designed to employ 500 over the next five years . A larger goal 
is to create 5,000 such jobs in Cleveland in the coming years .

“Growing a Green Economy for All” seeks to build on exam-
ples such as these and answer the question: How might green 
jobs be developed to provide “jobs that you can own” in commu-
nities across the country? In this report, we examine the present 
use of community wealth building forms of ownership in the 

green economy and highlight 10 “case studies” in particular for more in-depth 
analysis . We then identify some of the critical challenges that these efforts face, 
along with steps being taken to meet those challenges . Finally, we suggest ways in 
which policymakers, nonprofit intermediaries, and foundations can assist and lend 
a critical helping hand in fostering a new green jobs and green ownership frame-
work for the green economy .





We define community 
wealth building enterprises 
as entities in which owner-

ship is broadly shared, lo-
cally rooted, and directed 

toward the common good.

Executive Summary

This study examines the potential of the growing green economy to support strate-
gies that build community wealth and thus ensure a more equitable distribution 
of income and resources in our country . Community wealth building strategies 
spread the benefits of business ownership widely, thus improving the ability of 
communities and their residents to own assets, anchor jobs, expand public ser-
vices and ensure local economic stability . We define community wealth building 
enterprises as entities in which ownership is broadly shared, locally rooted, and 
directed toward the common good . Community wealth building ownership forms 
include cooperatives, employee stock ownership plan (ESOP) companies, munici-

pal enterprises, non-profit social enterprises, community devel-
opment corporations, and community development financial 
institutions . For this report we interviewed more than sixty key 
leaders in the community wealth building, renewable generation 
and energy efficiency fields . 

We define the green economy as those industries that con-
tribute toward ecological sustainability, especially through the 
reduction of carbon emissions, as well as the adoption of broad-

er sustainable resource use practices . In examining the potential of community 
wealth building forms of business in the green economy, we look at six key sectors: 
renewable energy, green building, clean transportation, waste management, land 
use and green financing . 

Encouragingly, we find community wealth building enterprises in all six sec-
tors, including electric cooperatives that invest in renewables, municipal utilities 
that support solar ownership, employee-owned businesses that engage in green 
manufacturing, worker co-ops that install solar panels, social enterprises that dom-
inate the recycling industry in their communities and non-profit developers that 
are taking the lead on greening affordable housing . Ten of these examples are pro-
filed in the report’s Case Studies section . We also find non-profit intermediaries 
experimenting with carbon markets, community development lenders re-directing 
their portfolios to seize new green opportunities, and state pension funds investing 
in energy efficiency . 

In addition to highlighting this activity, this report also identifies significant 
challenges that those who seek to build an equitable green economy face . Among 
these are the following:
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•	 Access to appropriate financing: The federal government’s reliance on tax 
credits places public or nonprofit firms that cannot use the credits at a consider-
able disadvantage .

•	 Regulatory barriers to community innovation: The process of approv-
ing a community-owned wind project, for example, entails thirty-three steps . 
This can take three to five years of a non-profit or cooperative enterprise’s time . 

•	 High front-end costs: Whether it is an affordable housing developer seeking 
to do its first green building project or a new employee-owned business seeking 
to raise start-up capital, ventures face substantial front-end legal, design and 
coordination costs . 

•	 Unstable markets: The lack of long-term and predictable policies and 
programs that foster stable demand for renewable energy has hindered new 
investment .

•	 Insufficient infrastructure. Intermediaries play a critical role in building 
organizational capacity . However, they have only begun to catch up with the 
need to support green economic development in community wealth building 
sectors . 

•	 Hesitant philanthropy: To date, only a handful of foundations are active-
ly assisting community wealth building organizations to grow in the green 
economy . 

The challenges more egalitarian forms of business ownership face in gaining 
ground in renewable energy and other sectors of the growing green economy are 
real . At the same time, there is also a real and historic opening at this time to ex-

pand economic opportunity and reduce wealth and income dis-
parities, while advancing environmental sustainability . Among 
these opportunities are:
•	 Community ownership of wind production: In 

Denmark today, roughly five percent of the population 
(which would be the equivalent of 15 million people in the 
United States) owns a stake in a windmill guild or coopera-
tive . This ownership pattern requires a “feed-in-tariff” system 
that provides guaranteed prices for renewable energy . Such a 

policy regime can be duplicated in the United States . Indeed, in 2009, 
Gainesville, Florida and the state of Vermont both passed laws establishing 
feed-in-tariff policies .

•	 Public and co-op power company procurement of renewable energy: 
Today, more than a quarter of all U .S . electricity is distributed via cooperative or 
public power companies . These entities can use their market power to promote 

there is also a real and his-
toric opening at this time 

to expand economic oppor-
tunity and reduce wealth 

and income disparities, 
while advancing environ-

mental sustainability.
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Solar energy is a growing 
field in which community-
oriented forms of business 

have excelled.

sustainability, with the profits generated supporting their members . In Austin, 
Texas, for instance, Austin Energy has shifted 12 percent of its energy purchas-
ing to renewables . In other cases, co-ops and municipal energy companies have 
become direct renewable energy producers .

•	 Employee ownership in solar energy and recycling: Solar energy is a 
growing field in which community-oriented forms of business have excelled . 

For instance, Boulder-based Namasté Solar is a 100-percent, 
employee-owned (ESOP) company that has gained an estimat-
ed 20-percent share of the Colorado solar installation market . 
Recycling also has strong employee-owned examples . Employee-
owned Recology, based in San Francisco, is a recycling industry 
leader that serves more than 50 communities in California .

•	 Leveraging existing employee-owned company assets: Employee stock 
ownership plan (ESOP) companies today employ 13 .7 million Americans or 
roughly nine percent of the total labor force . They represent a much higher 
concentration of workers engaged in manufacturing . These businesses have 
over $900 billion in assets which can be reinvested in growing “green” sectors 
of the economy, capturing the economic benefits for their employee owners . 
For example, in Sharon Heights, Ohio, the EBO Group, whose business once 
focused almost entirely on providing drive systems for the coal industry, now 
does nearly half of its business in the clean transportation, solar, recycling and 
medical equipment sectors . 

•	 Developing cooperative networks: Network building is a proven strategy 
for supporting community enterprise . In the San Francisco Bay area, Women’s 
Action for Gains in Economic Security (WAGES) has developed a network of five 
worker co-ops that provide housecleaning services that avoid petrochemical 
cleaning agents, while providing living wages and ownership dividends to their 
immigrant women owners . 

•	 Leveraging the economic power of local anchor institutions: In Ohio, 
the Cleveland Foundation has helped catalyze a network of green worker co-
operative businesses that aim to generate wealth for workers while promoting 
area-wide sustainability goals . Each of these “Evergreen” cooperatives is closely 
linked to the procurement needs of the city’s major educational and health sec-
tor institutions .

The report concludes with a series of recommendations aimed at intermedi-
aries, policymakers, foundations, and practitioners to realize the promise of ex-
panding wealth-generating opportunities for working Americans . Among the 
recommendations:
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•	 Intermediaries (trade associations, regional organizations, and advocacy 
and research institutes) can play an important role by gathering data, fostering 
learning communities (i .e ., peer-to-peer networks and information exchange), 
supporting research and development, engaging in advocacy, and facilitating 
the building of new partnerships . Intermediaries can also work across industry 
lines at the national and state levels to forge advocacy coalitions for their mem-
bers that underscore the importance of community wealth building and equity 
in federal, state and local green economy initiatives .

•	 Policymakers can help redress the unequal playing field—in part, a result of 
the nation’s current system of public subsidies that uses tax credits that only 
for-profit entities can employ . An obvious step to take would be to creatively 
target some of President Obama’s proposed $150 billion federal investment in 
renewable energy and energy efficiency to adequately fund the Clean Renewable 
Energy Bond (CREB) program . Policymakers could also help finance public and 
nonprofit investment, ensure equitable access to the grid, create stable markets, 
and mandate set-asides for community groups in government-funded projects . 
Local and state governments can also use existing financing tools, such as cre-
atively leveraging their pension funds and employing bonding and taxing au-
thority for similar purposes .

•	 Foundations can productively use their positioning and financial capital to 
support place-based community wealth building initiatives, promote policy 
change, build capacity through intermediaries and use their mission-related in-
vestment tools to bring in private and public funders . Foundations can advance 
community wealth building in the green economy by seeding demonstrations, 
prodding and supporting intermediaries, sponsoring research, convening part-
ners to build cross-sector alliances, supporting advocacy, and helping leverage 
public and private financing .

•	 Practitioners are the leaders of the thousands of enterprises that together 
form the nation’s growing network of non-profit, public, cooperative, and em-
ployee-owned businesses . To prevail in the green economy, practitioners will 
need to act in an entrepreneurial fashion to seize the available opportunities . 
At an external level, this requires advocating for general policies that support 
green job training or create opportunities for green business . It also means en-
gaging in organizing, education, and advocacy with trade associations, founda-
tions, and policymakers regarding the essential role that community wealth 
building forms of ownership can play in ensuring that the wealth and income 
resulting from public investments in green economic sectors are widely shared . 
At an internal level, this requires making the essential investments in research 
and development; training of boards, managers and staff; and business plan-
ning to identify viable market niches .



Introduction

My vision now is a green—completely green South Bronx, with businesses 
throughout the area that are owned and run by people who are living in 
the area together, where the workers are actually the owners of a business 
together. And that’s something that we can spread throughout.1

—Omar Freilla, Founder, Green Worker Cooperatives (Bronx, NY)

We are looking at a new paradigm for creating wealth in the Cleveland 
community. We will create a network of for-profit businesses that will hire 
from the neighborhoods and the employees will own the businesses that 
are created.

—India Pierce Lee, Program Director, The Cleveland Foundation2

Efforts to build a “green economy” are at the center of a growing movement to both 
curb global warming and create good jobs and healthy communities . President 
Obama has called for a $150 billion investment in renewable energy and energy 

efficiency over the next decade . The Apollo Alliance, a coalition 
of labor, environmental, business and community leaders, argues 
for spending $500 billion in this same period and claims such 
an investment would create more than five million high quality 
green-collar jobs .3 

The green economy is growing in the United States despite a 
lack of consistent policy focus and investment . A 2009 study by 
the Pew Charitable Trust attributes more than 770,000 jobs gen-

erated by nearly 70,000 businesses to this sector . A study written three years earlier 
for the U .S . Conference of Mayors arrived at a similar estimate and projects that, 
by 2038, an estimated 4 .2 million jobs can be created, representing 10 percent of 
new job growth . Although green jobs represent only half of one percent of all jobs 
today, their growth outpaces overall job growth; according to Pew, between 1998 
and 2007, green jobs grew at an annual rate of 9 .1 percent versus overall growth 
of 3 .7 percent .4

Efforts to build a “green 
economy” are at the center 
of a growing movement to 
both curb global warming 

and create good jobs and 
healthy communities.
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The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, which shared the Nobel 
Peace Prize with former Vice President Al Gore in 2007, has estimated that the 
United States and other developed countries will need to cut carbon emissions by 

at least 80 percent by 2050 in order to limit climate change to 
minimally acceptable levels .5 Such a transformation will be an 
enormous challenge . At the same time, it is also a tremendous 
opportunity to both reconfigure existing industries and create 
entirely new ones . 

It is well known that the United States economy, although 
highly productive, has been markedly unequal in the distribu-

tion of the benefits of that productivity . Even today, poverty rates in the United 
States remain twice as high as those of most comparable nations . While economic 
inequality decreased in the decades between the Great Depression and President 
Johnson’s Great Society, these numbers began to take a dramatic turn for the worse 
by the late 1970s . For three decades, wages have stagnated while wealth accumu-
lated increasingly at the top . Today, income and wealth inequality in the United 
States have approached levels not seen in America since the years immediately 
preceding the Great Depression .6

It is in this political and economic context that current policy efforts to create 
green jobs must be scrutinized . Our nation stands at an inflection point . The eco-

nomic “reset” that the nation sorely needs opens the possibility 
for designing a new economy in which wealth, income, and eco-
nomic opportunity are more broadly shared .

As noted above, the Obama administration has proposed to 
spend $150 billion to promote green economic development 
over the next ten years .7 If it chooses, the nation can continue 
on its present path of subsidizing multinational corporations to 
invest in green industries . But in that case, even if the use of fossil 
fuels is reduced, the likely effects on reducing wealth and income 

disparities will be, at best, meager, as the profits earned through these enterprises 
will accumulate at the top—and the promise of a more equitable green economy, 
as touted by Freilla and others, will have been squandered .

The economic “reset” that 
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The Promise of Community Wealth Building
The need to ensure equity in the emerging green economy has attracted consider-
able attention . The most common approach advocated to address this issue in-
volves the use of government-enforced project labor standards, job training pro-
grams, and unionization to create “high road” jobs . Phil Mattera of Good Jobs First, 
for example, writes that:

A prosperous green future is possible only if public officials make wider and 

more aggressive use of the tools at their disposal—including labor standards 

for subsidy recipients, living wage rules for government contractors, prevail-

ing wage requirements, best value contracting, and project labor agreements—

to hold employers accountable for creating good jobs . Finally, government 

must protect the right to organize—a right that, for many workers, provides 

their best hope of a fair wage and a voice on the job .8

Historically, unions and labor standards have played an important role in equal-
izing power at the workplace and reducing income disparities . However, the rate 
of unionization in the private sector in the United States has declined over the 
past several decades from 35 .5 percent in 1945 to 7 .2 percent in 2009 . While this 
decline may be bottoming out (before the Great Recession reversed recent gains, 
private sector unionization had climbed slightly in 2007 and 2008), the prospects 
for a labor strategy by itself to achieve equity in the green economy are limited . 
Indeed, Mattera notes that many green sector jobs, such as the manufacture of 
wind blade components, can be shifted offshore, making union strategies vulner-
able to the same management outsourcing strategies that have weakened labor 
generally .9

This report argues that there is another approach to creating an equitable green 
economy, one that can powerfully complement existing “high road” efforts . This 
approach, which we call community wealth building, involves empowering workers 
and communities to become owners in the new economy—tangibly embedding 
capital in community . In short: green jobs you can own .10 

Community wealth building businesses take two primary forms . First: local 
“publics” can employ a variety of for-profit and non-profit institutional structure 
to build assets in neighborhoods, workplaces, and communities . Second: govern-
ment can act in an entrepreneurial fashion to help create “anchored” jobs (that 
don’t get up and leave to pursue profit maximization) and spur locally based capi-
tal formation . In both approaches, individuals and various public groups gain di-
rect or indirect benefits by building community wealth through direct business 
ownership .
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Although largely unnoticed, over the past few decades, there has been a steady 
build-up of a wide range of new institutional models, forms of community-sup-
portive economic enterprises that anchor jobs in communities and, by broadly 
distributing resources generated by these businesses, ensure that wealth is more 
equitably shared throughout the communities in which these businesses operate . 
The growth of community wealth building in recent decades, discussed below, is 
impressive, particularly when juxtaposed against the declining numbers for union-
ization cited above .

Forty years ago, there were fewer than 200 employee-owned companies in the 
United States with less than 250,000 members . The community development fi-
nancial institution (CDFI) industry had not been launched . Few community devel-
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•	 Wealth	and	
income	
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community	
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local	tax	revenues
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Commitment	to	
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Invest	public	
assets	to	help	
finance	efforts

•	 Community	wind
•	 Publicly	owned	
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•	 Tribal	enterprise
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•	 Nonprofit	
intermediaries
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Public Policy

Issues

Green jobs 
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Figure 1: Green Community Wealth Building Model
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opment corporations (CDCs) existed . State public pension funds did not yet utilize 
economically targeted investments . 

Today, the National Center for Employee Ownership reports that 13 .7 million 
Americans work at roughly 11,400 businesses where they own all or part of the 
company through employee stock ownership plans . The value of these accounts 
was $922 .5 billion as of the end of 2006, or an average of $67,500 per worker . There 

are now over 4,600 CDCs nationwide that develop on average 
86,000 units of affordable housing and 8 .75 million square feet 
of commercial real estate a year . Between 1998 and 2005, CDC 
business development efforts helped create an estimated 527,000 
jobs . Community development financial institutions manage as-
sets of over $25 billion . In 2006, these groups financed affordable 
housing for 69,000 housing units and helped create or maintain 
35,000 jobs . More than half of the states now allocate a portion 

of their pension funds to economically targeted investments, which now total 
ten of billions of dollars . Also, older forms of community ownership continue to 
thrive—everything from the 2,000-plus publicly owned utility companies span-
ning the nation to a cooperative movement in which 130 million Americans par-
ticipate, which has $3 trillion in assets, generates $650 billion in annual revenue, 
and employs over 850,000 .11 

Community wealth building can take many forms: Non-profit “social enter-
prises” are non-profit organizations that develop businesses both to make money 
and to further their mission; social enterprise has often been pursued by non-
profit organizations as a strategy to develop environmentally beneficial businesses . 
Community development corporations (CDCs) originated in the 1960s as a revitaliza-
tion strategy that would employ non-profit, community-based firms to develop 
locally controlled assets; an increasing number of CDCs, led in part by the action 
of CDC intermediary organizations such as Enterprise Community Partners, have 
been active supporters of green building in affordable housing and transit oriented 
development . 

Community development financial institutions (CDFIs) have developed more re-
cently than CDCs . CDFI is a general term that refers to a range of community-based 
financial institutions including community development banks, credit unions, 
loan funds, venture capital funds, and microenterprise loan funds . CDFIs aim to 
fill capital needs that are not served by conventional sources of finance, a problem 
that historically has been particularly severe in minority communities where bank 
“redlining” has made raising local capital difficult . Today, an increasing number of 
CDFIs are providing financing for the development of new green sector businesses .

The growth of community 
wealth building in recent 

decades is impressive, par-
ticularly when juxtaposed 

against the declining num-
bers for unionization
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Figure 2: Growth of Community Wealth Building
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Employee ownership has different roots than some of the other community 
wealth building approaches . Unlike the approaches named above, which are large-
ly dominated by nonprofit firms, employee ownership is a for-profit form of busi-
ness that provides an important tool for building local community wealth . In these 
enterprises workers own either all or part of the company . The most common in-
volves financing by workers’ pension contributions in the form of an employee stock 
ownership plan (ESOP). 

The ESOP is owned in whole or part by its employees through an employee pen-
sion plan . An ESOP is a tax instrument created by a 1974 federal law that enables 
employees to acquire shares of their company over time as part of their retirement 
benefits . For employees to acquire shares, they do not need to purchase stock . 
Rather, the company funds the stock ownership plan by making tax-deductible 
contributions out of future profits . Often ESOPs are formed when a family busi-
ness owner wishes to retire, as the ESOP provides a tax-advantaged way to exit 
while preserving the company in the hands of the family business owner’s former 
employees . Federal tax law provides incentives for owners of closely held compa-
nies to sell to an ESOP, as well as to the companies maintaining them . A 100-per-
cent ESOP-owned company, for instance, can elect to be an S corporation and not 
pay any income tax . As a business, the ESOP’s primary responsibility is to earn a 
profit . Yet the ownership structure of the ESOP itself promotes critical social pur-
poses . In particular, the ESOP mechanism has enabled thousands of family busi-
ness owners to sell their companies to their employees, thereby both expanding 
employee assets and helping preserve the long-term economic (and tax) base of 
their communities .12

Not all community wealth-building strategies have emerged in recent decades . 
The first modern cooperative was founded in Rochdale, England (near Manchester) 

in 1844 . Cooperatives, which have existed in the United States 
for over a century, have begun to show renewed vitality in recent 
years . Based on the principle of “one member, one vote,” co-ops 
can be structured in many different ways, including worker co-ops 
(where workers own the business), consumer co-ops (for instance, 
most grocery co-ops follow this form), producer co-ops (most com-
mon in agriculture), or purchasing co-ops (typically used to pool 

the purchasing power of small businesses, such as hardware stores) . In recent years, 
growth among purchasing co-ops has been particularly strong, with the number of 
purchasing co-ops increasing more than five-fold over the past 15 years .13

Another older form of community wealth building that has been active in the 
green economy is the municipally owned enterprise . Combined, cooperatives and 

Combined, cooperatives  
and public power compa-
nies currently control one 

quarter of the U.S. elec-
tricity market.
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public power companies currently control one quarter of the U .S . electricity mar-
ket, making them well positioned to lead the transition to renewable sources of 
energy, with profits accruing to the benefit of their member- or citizen-owners .

Related to all of this is a dramatic change in how state and local governments 
deal with capital investment to achieve public goals, and how they steer invest-
ment capital to promote local asset building . Municipalities and states are increas-
ingly becoming active community investors through economically targeted invest-
ments . The California state pension fund CalPERS, for example, through its Green 
Development Fund, had, by the end of 2008, placed $725 million in high per-

formance and sustainable office buildings, $419 million in envi-
ronmental screened public equity funds and $1 .1 billion in 112 
private clean energy companies .14 

The community wealth building approach offers some critical 
advantages from a policy perspective . First, it makes sense in a 

period when government faces growing fiscal constraints . Because community-
wealth strategies generate their own income, they are able to make efficient use 
of limited public resources and, indeed, in the long-term can help generate jobs, 
wealth, and tax revenue to help finance public services .

A second advantage of this approach is that most of these efforts—employee-
owned firms, community development corporations, municipally owned business-
es, social enterprise, or co-ops—are deeply tied to the stability of specific localities . 
Such companies also contribute to the local tax base, thereby helping to provide 
resources for local services in a time of great fiscal pressure . 

Moreover, because the jobs created are literally “owned” by those who do them 
or by the larger community, there is far greater certainty that the jobs and enter-
prises created, once generated, will stay in the community, greatly reducing the 
likelihood of future outsourcing . For similar reasons, these enterprises are very 
likely to provide living wages and decent working conditions to their employees . 
Such enterprises, if encouraged and supported by appropriate government policy 
could play an important, even central, role in building the green economy—and in 
ensuring that the green economy truly does reclaim our nation’s so-called “throw-
away communities .”15

Employee-owned firms are 
deeply tied to the stability 

of specific localities.
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Mapping the Green Economy
Although definitions of the green economy vary, for the purposes of this study, we 
define the green economy as the group of sectors that promote overall ecological 
sustainability, especially through their contribution to reducing carbon emissions, 
but also more broadly through the incorporation of sustainable resource use busi-
ness practices .16 For the purposes of this analysis, we have chosen to employ the 
typology provided by green industry consultant and writer Karl Buckart and fo-
cus on six specific key industries that contribute to this emerging green economy: 
renewable energy, green building, clean transportation, waste management, land 
management and green financial markets .17 

The renewable energy sector includes industries that produce electricity 
from natural resources such as solar, wind, hydropower, geothermal and biomass 

Renewable	
Energy

Energy	generation	from	solar,	wind,	geothermal,	biomass

Green	Building
New	construction,	retrofitting,	weatherization,	water	recycling,	
low	energy	use	appliances,	stormwater	planning

Clean	
Transportation

Low-carbon	fuel	R&D,	hybrid	vehicle	development,	ride-share,	
public	transit,	transit-oriented	development

Waste	
Management

Recycling,	municipal	waste,	materials	salvage	and	reuse,	
deconstruction,	toxics	remediation,	brownfields	clean-up

Land	Use
Locally	grown	food,	organic	agriculture,	carbon	sequestration,	
urban	gardening,	farmers	markets

Green	Investment
Carbon	trading,	green	banking,	clean-tech	investments,	green	
investment	services

Sector Selected induStrieS within Sector

Figure 3: Green Economy—Six Leading Sectors
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and biofuels such as ethanol and biodiesel .18 In 2009, renewable energy was re-
sponsible for nearly ten percent of U .S . energy production with hydropower ac-
counting for about one-third of that amount . Excluding hydropower (the produc-
tion of which dates back to the Great Depression and is dominated by large federal 
projects) and ethanol, wood waste accounted for 54 .3 percent followed by wind 
at 19 .1 percent, geothermal at 10 percent, solar at 2 .5 percent and biodiesel at 1 .8 
percent, with other renewables making up the remaining 12 .3 percent .19 

The green building sector: The built environment has an enormous impact 
on our energy and raw materials use, waste output, carbon emissions and water 
consumption . Buildings in the United States consume 72 percent of all electricity 

used, produce 38 percent of all carbon emissions and account 
for 14 percent of potable water consumption . Green building is 
the practice of creating structures and using processes that are 
environmentally responsible and resource-efficient throughout a 
building’s life cycle from siting to design, construction, operation, 
maintenance, renovation and deconstruction . Green buildings 
efficiently use energy and water, protect the occupants’ health 
and improve worker productivity and reduce waste, pollution 

and environmental degradation . The U .S . Green Building Council has developed 
the most common standards used to assess building resource development through 
its LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) rating system .20 Both 
retrofitting and weatherization are subsets of the green building industry . Also sub-
sumed under the green building industry category are water management activities 
ranging from water recycling, low-use fixtures and appliances, gray water recovery, 
low-water landscaping and irrigation, and stormwater planning .

The clean transportation sector is a critical part of the green economy since 
transportation contributes approximately one third of all U .S . carbon emissions . 

Included in this industry are the research, development and dis-
tribution of fuels that are lower in carbon (ethanol and biodie-
sel, for example) and cleaner and more efficient vehicles (electric 
and hybrid cars, among other innovations) . Increasing transpor-
tation choices is another primary component of this industry . 
This strategy focuses on improving and expanding public transit, 
encouraging more compact communities with access to transpor-
tation alternatives, and the development of ride-share and flex 
programs .21 

Waste management is a diverse sector within the green economy includ-
ing recycling; municipal waste; materials salvage and reuse; deconstruction; toxics 
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remediation; brownfields clean-up; and related businesses that focus on waste and/
or energy use reduction through the use of energy- and resource-efficient produc-
tion processes . Sustainable packaging is also a major component and is the fastest 
growing segment of the global packaging industry, expected to corner 32 percent 
of the total market by 2014 .22 Much of the increased activity in green packaging 
has been driven by Wal-Mart, which unveiled its Packaging Scorecard in November 
2006 . Implemented in February 2008, this set of metrics is used by the giant retailer 
to evaluate the packaging used by suppliers, including transportation costs .23 

The land use sector of the green economy is focused on three strategies: pro-
moting locally grown food, reducing/eliminating the use of chemicals in growing 
and harvesting resources from the land and air, and promoting the sequestration of 
carbon through natural sinks. While organic agriculture has been an increasingly 
common practice in the United States since the 1970s, the promotion of locally 
grown food is a far more recent phenomenon, particularly the practices of urban 
gardening and the extraordinary growth of farmers markets . Financial and techni-
cal activities that enable landowners to preserve and restore natural carbon sinks 
such as forests and soil remain a very recent sectoral strategy .24 

Green investment: The lack of consistent policy focus on and investment in 
the green economy by the federal government has made the development of in-
novative and flexible financing tools by the private and non-profit sectors difficult . 
Though venture capital, at least until the current recession, has been very interest-

ed in clean-tech enterprises, philanthropic and pension invest-
ments have been quite limited . Activities that have developed in 
the green financing sector include carbon trading, green banking 
and green investment services .25 A recent innovation in this area 
is the introduction of an Energy Efficiency Opportunity Fund, a 
collaboration of Living Cities and Green For All . Announced in 
September 2009, the partners aim to raise a $20 million fund, 
which they estimate could leverage $200 million in financing for 
building energy retrofits .26

An important set of activities that is still too recent to call 
a sector is the growing educational infrastructure for training 
workers in the green economy, within community colleges and 

through job-training apprenticeship programs specifically . A pioneer here is the 
Oakland Jobs Corps, a project of the Ella Baker Center and the Oakland Apollo 
Alliance, based on the Pathways out of Poverty green collar job training and place-
ment model developed by Raquel Pinderhughes, that graduated its first class of 
40 low-income adults from a nine-month training program for jobs in the energy 
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efficiency, green construction and solar industries in June 2009 . Another early 
adopter of green training, following a similar model, is Cuyahoga Community 
College in the Cleveland, Ohio area, which in 2008 launched its “Green Academy” 
program .27

Potential for Community Wealth Building
There is no question that the green economy is markedly growing, although pro-
jections widely diverge on the actual number of jobs that will be created—from as 
low as 4 .2 million jobs28 to as high as 37 million jobs over the next thirty years .29 
A large percentage of these jobs will be in manufacturing—making components 
for renewable energy generation; construction and weatherization; waste manage-
ment; and freight transportation . Wind energy, for instance, currently provides 
less than two percent of the nation’s electricity, but it is also the nation’s fastest 
growing renewable energy source . A 2007 study by the U .S . Department of Energy 
concluded that with appropriate policies and the use of appropriate technologies, 
the United States could realistically generate 20 percent of the nation’s electricity 
from this source by 2030 .30

Large sums of public funds are slated for investment in clean energy and en-
ergy efficiency projects and programs . The 2009 economic stimulus bill provided 
for $59 billion in energy spending, including funds for greening federal facilities 

and weatherizing publicly owned as well as subsidized affordable 
housing stock . The Weatherization Assistance Program (WAP), 
which is administered by nearly a thousand non-profit commu-
nity action agencies across the country, has received a twenty-
fold increase in resources .31 

What are the opportunities for investing these resources into 
policies, programs and enterprises that can substantially create 
wealth-building opportunities for a broad spectrum of people 

and communities? In Denmark, about five percent of the population now owns a 
stake in a windmill guild or cooperative .32 If we extrapolate those numbers to the 
United States today, we could expect to see 15 million people owning a piece of 
the wind generation industry—saving on their energy bills and selling watts back 
to the grid . These projections are not unfounded—today nearly 25 percent of our 
nation’s population buys its electricity from publicly and/or cooperatively owned 
utilities . 
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Why cannot the community wealth owning sectors—the public, non-profit, 
ESOP, and cooperative sections of our economy—similarly own 25 percent of other 
parts of the growing green economy? At the United States’ current modest national 
recycling rate of roughly 30 percent, this sector employs more than one million 
workers, but ownership is concentrated in the hands of two investor-owned firms, 
Waste Management and Republic Services, that together handle more than half 
the solid waste generated in the United States today . Were the national recycling 
rate to rise to 75 percent, some four million new jobs (direct and indirect) could be 
created . If current trends persist, most of the wealth generated by these jobs will be 
transferred to the shareholders of these two corporate giants . However, a number 
of successful non-profit-owned recyclers have thrived over the past three decades . 
If these successes could be built on and community-owned enterprise were to cap-
ture the same 25 percent of the market that they currently hold in the U .S . power 
market, then we could see hundreds of thousands of new recycling jobs in the 
community wealth building sectors . And this represents merely one of a number 
of key potential growth sectors in the expanding green economy .33 

The potential of community wealth building to make a significant contribution 
to ensuring an equitable distribution of income and wealth in a green economy 
in the United States is clear . But it will require the efforts of both practitioners and 
policymakers to realize that promise . In this report, we outline where some of the 
opportunities in the emerging green economy lie for practitioners, as well as areas 
where policymakers and foundations can assist and lend a critical helping hand . 





Community Wealth 
Building in the Green 

Economy Today

[Community wealth building enterprises] get it from the mission perspec-
tive and they are accustomed to being good stewards of . . . environmental 
resources. 

—Dana Bourland, Vice President, Enterprise Community Partners

Beneath the radar screen, community wealth building forms of ownership 
are gaining ground in the green economy. Community wind has established 
a strong foothold in Minnesota. Many publicly owned utilities and consumer 
co-ops, which combined presently control one quarter of the U.S. electricity 
market, are shifting to renewable energy. Overall, a broad range of commu-
nity entities are involved, including tribal utilities, worker co-ops, employee 
stock ownership plan (ESOP) companies, social enterprises, community devel-
opment corporations (CDCs), community development financial institutions 
(CDFIs), and public pension funds. 

Community wealth building enterprises can be found throughout the growing 
green economy . As Bourland emphasizes, in some sectors, such as the green build-
ing sector where Enterprise Community Partners works, community enterprises 
play a leading role . Figure 4 highlights some of these efforts .

Community Wind 
The concept of “community wind” encompasses locally owned wind projects that 
sell or offset energy to the electric grid . Community members must have a direct 
financial stake in the project beyond land leases or local tax revenues . Denmark, 
the world leader in per capita wind production, generates about 30 percent of 
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Figure 4: Community Wealth in the Green Economy
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its electricity from wind, almost entirely produced by small clusters of mid-
sized turbines primarily owned by community residents and collective entities . 
Consequently, about five percent of the Danish population—well over a quarter 
of a million people—own a stake in a wind turbine or wind farm . Germany is 
second to Denmark in per capita wind production, and like Denmark, has encour-
aged this wind ownership model with the result that about 30 percent of installed 
turbines are owned by associations of landowners and local residents . Community 
wind turbines power generation also provides a valuable return to their owners . In 

Denmark, for instance, mandated pricing (feed-in-tariffs) ensures 
that community owners earn back the value of the wind turbines 
in eight years and earn a 25-percent return after 10 years .34 

In Minnesota, where state policy encourages local ownership, 
27 percent of the state’s wind capacity is owned by community-
based enterprises, according to Senior Researcher John Farrell of 
the Institute of Local Self-Reliance . This compares to a national 

average of just one percent . In Oregon and Iowa, the state governments have tar-
geted incentives to community wind projects .35 Community wind projects come in 
a number of forms . These include ownership by landowners, school districts, local 
governments, non-profits, cooperatives and Native American tribes . 

The largest community wind project in the United States is located in 
Washington’s Columbia River Gorge and is a cooperative comprised of publicly 
owned utilities and non-profit organizations . Costing $360 million, this wind in-
stallation creates enough electricity to power 38,000 homes . More typical is the 
Minwind Energy Farm in the southwest corner of Minnesota, which is owned by 
about 300 area farmers and other community members . Consisting of 11 turbines, 
it produces enough wind power to almost supply all of the power needs of nearby 
Luverne, Minnesota’s 5,000 residents .36

Community wind is often touted as an effective rural development strategy . A 
2004 study by the U .S . General Accounting Office found that local ownership of 
wind systems generates an average of 2 .3 times more jobs and 3 .1 times more local 
dollars compared to absentee ownership . Outside of rural communities, WindShare 
and the Toronto Renewable Energy Cooperative have created North America’s first 
urban-based turbine . Generating enough power to meet the needs of 200 homes, 
the 30-story ExPlace turbine in Ontario’s largest city also serves a critical education-
al function, visible to hundreds of thousands of downtown commuters every day .37

The concept of “commu-
nity wind” encompasses 

locally owned wind projects 
that sell or offset energy to 

the electric grid.
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Publicly Owned Utilities 
Although the point is rarely made, more than one-fourth of Americans today own 
their own electric companies, either as members of one of the nation’s 900 electri-
cal cooperatives or as citizens of the 2,100 cities or counties that own their own 
utility company . On average, public power costs about 10 percent less than elec-
tricity provided by private companies . According to an American Public Power 
Association (APPA) study of 573 public utilities, the median net revenue transfer to 
municipalities was 5 .8 percent of revenues . By contrast, the median tax payment 
of investor-owned utilities was 18 percent less or 4 .9 percent of gross revenues . 
This means that public power contributes close to $2 .3 billion a year to their pub-
lic owners or approximately $350 million a year more than those same localities 
would likely receive in taxes if they had investor-owned utilities instead .38

Public power companies exist in large cities ranging from Austin, Seattle, Los 
Angeles and Sacramento; to mid-sized cities, such as Gainesville (Florida); and 
small towns such as Waverly (Iowa) . These publicly owned firms have used a va-
riety of investment and policy tools to participate in renewable energy genera-
tion . Some cities have decided to pursue outright ownership of renewable energy 

generating facilities while others are devising ways for their cus-
tomers to help finance small scattered or “distributed” generating 
installations .39

In Florida, the Gainesville Regional Utility recently partnered 
with a privately owned company to build, own and operate a bio-
mass plant fueled by forest and urban wood waste . The city will 
buy and own all of the energy produced from this facility, which 

is also expected to produce significant tax and job creation benefits . This publicly 
owned utility openly declares its intention to make Gainesville the nation’s lead-
ing “Solar City” and recently became the first utility in the nation to offer a feed-
in tariff program for solar photovoltaic installations . Gainesville’s feed-in tariff—a 
system now being used in 45 countries across the globe that mandates guaranteed 
minimum prices for residents providing power to the grid in order to encourage 
renewable energy production—offers customers a higher price for solar than cus-
tomers pay for power from the grid . A 20-year contract, and the above–market-rate 
price for renewable power that the feed-in-tariff policy guarantees, helps home-
owners secure financing for the panels, which can cost up to $40,000 . The rest of 
Gainesville’s customers pay a surcharge of 40 cents per month to subsidize those 
who go solar .40

Another innovator has been the small town of Ellisburg, Washington (popula-
tion 16,000) . Here the city has taken the initiative to bring together investment 
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capital from community members to finance and directly install 200 solar panels 
that are providing electricity for 20 homes . This pilot project marks the nation’s 
first community solar project . Each citizen-investor gets credit on their electric bill 
for the solar power produced by their share of the investment . Similarly, Ashland, 
Oregon recently installed a solar electric system on a public facility . Citizens can 
purchase a panel or a portion of one, securing the right to purchase its output for 
20 years and get a credit on their electric bill .41 

Public utilities can also promote renewable energy use (and position their com-
munities to control renewable energy production) through policies and programs . 
In Texas, Austin Energy is known for ambitious renewable standards that rely on a 
comprehensive conservation, energy efficiency and renewable purchasing agenda . 
In Seattle, Seattle City Light’s Green Power Program enables customers to add on 
$3 increments to their utility bills to help finance public projects powered by re-
newable energy .42 

In other cases, public utilities directly invest funds to increase production ca-
pacity . Waverly Power and Light in Iowa was the first municipal utility to own and 
operate wind turbines in the Midwest and now has three turbines that can power 
more than 250 homes . Residents of Columbia, Missouri, voted in 2004 to adopt a 
local Renewable Portfolio Standard which requires that 15 percent of the munici-
pally owned utility’s power come from renewable sources by 2017 . Responding to 
the voters’ mandate, the city built a biogas energy plant on its landfill in 2008 
and is hoping that this facility will supply two percent of its total power needs in 
2009 .43

Consumer and Producer Co-ops
There are 882 electric consumer co-ops in 47 states today, covering 75 percent of 
America’s landmass and serving 12 percent of the nation’s population .44 According 
to a recent report released by the cooperatives’ national trade association, 88 per-
cent of all electric co-ops offer renewable power to their customers . Moreover, 11 
percent of the electricity that electric co-ops deliver to their members comes from 
renewable sources—compared to 8 .5 percent for investor-owned utilities . Although 
two-thirds of the rural electric cooperatives are looking to build their own renewable 
energy programs or work with their power supplier (since most co-ops are in the 
energy distribution, not generation, business), today most co-ops direct their green-
ing efforts to energy efficiency and conservation, ranging from education, free en-
ergy audits, financial incentives and weatherization services . As Brian Crutchfield, 
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renewables manager at Blue Ridge Electric in North Carolina notes, “We focus on 
the low-hanging fruits of conservation and demand-side management .” Instead of 
purchasing power from renewable sources to meet North Carolina’s portfolio stan-
dards, his co-op sells more efficient light bulbs to their consumer members at a sub-

sidized price as well as water heater jackets and low-flow show-
erheads . The 10,000-member Washington Electric Cooperative 
in Vermont provides one powerful example of the potential for 
co-ops to own their own sources of renewable energy . In the past 
decade this co-op has moved from purchasing nuclear-generated 
power to relying entirely on renewable sources .45

For rural electric co-ops in the Midwest, Northwest and Texas, 
wind power is the most popular renewable source, followed by 

biomass and solar . Almost 150 electric co-ops either own wind facilities or have 
agreements to purchase power from wind power companies . Western Farmers 
Electric Cooperative in Oklahoma powers more than 20,000 homes with wind en-
ergy harvested from the 45-turbine Blue Canyon Wind Farm, a Limited Liability 
Company (LLC) . The 20-year purchase agreement provides wind power to its 19 
distribution co-op members, serving over two-thirds of rural Oklahoma .46 

Rural electric cooperatives are also in a strong position to explore biomass 
technologies because they already serve the local farming and forestry sectors . 
Nationwide, there are 105 co-ops in 22 states that use biomass in their power sup-
ply . Wisconsin’s Dairyland Power Cooperative owns three animal waste-to-energy 
facilities on dairy farms in its service territory . Each anaerobic manure digester fa-
cility produces sufficient methane to power at least 600 homes . The East Kentucky 
Power Cooperative, a wholesale generation and transmission cooperative, owns 
three landfill gas-to-electric plants, each of which supplies electricity to about 2,000 
homes . Fourteen members of this eastern Kentucky wholesale co-op sell the energy 
produced from the landfill gas plants to retail customers through their EnviroWatts 
program with customers paying a modest surcharge each month to purchase one 
or more 100-kilowatt blocks of green power .47

Seeking national impact, 24 Generation-and-Transmission and four unaffili-
ated electric cooperatives in 2008 formed the National Renewables Cooperative 
Organization . In this first phase, NRCO is serving as a clearinghouse for informa-
tion, packaging potential renewable projects and aggregating investment requests 
from members . Executive Director Amadou Fall intends to engage members in two 
to three renewable projects—most likely involving wind and/or biomass . He an-
ticipates a second phase of development in which NRCO will play a developer and 
owner role for its members . “The challenge for co-ops,” Fall noted, “is our size . 
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Only a handful of electric co-ops are sufficiently large to have a voice . NRCO can 
provide that voice on an aggregate basis .”48

With a history of activism during the 1990s era of electricity deregulation, the 
Northeast has spawned several urban consumer electric cooperatives . Massachusetts’ 
Co-op Power is experimenting with a range of community energy projects from 
sponsoring “barn raising” solar water installations to offering installer sponsored 
rebates for hydro, solar and wind systems to raising more than $2 million to build 
a bio-diesel processing plant .49 In the mid-Atlantic region, Philadelphia’s Energy 
Cooperative, originally organized to provide its members with cheaper home heat-
ing oil, now sells electricity to its 6,500 members, all from renewable sources . In the 
West, another consumer co-op is CCEnergy, a 450-member San Rafael (California)-
based solar installer that saves its members money by buying solar equipment at 
volume discounts, connecting them to qualified contractors, and managing more 
complex installation projects; members are required to purchases three shares at 
$100 apiece . 

Cooperatives have also played a major role in growing the biofuels sector, espe-
cially through farmer-owned ethanol production and sales producer co-ops . Until 
recently, this industry was locally owned . In 2003, 50 percent of all existing etha-
nol refiners and nearly 80 percent of all proposed plants were majority owned by 
farmers, generally structured as hybrid cooperatives and limited liability compa-
nies . Since 2005, however, the ownership equation has dramatically changed with 
80 percent or more of new ethanol production coming from externally owned 
plants .50 

Nonetheless, co-ops maintain a sizeable market share . One co-op survivor 
of this structural shift is the Chippewa Valley Ethanol Company in Minnesota, 

a cooperatively owned corn ethanol plant with 975 local own-
ers . Committed to retaining its independence, this cooperative 
not only used ethanol to produce energy, but has also developed 
unique products like Shakers Vodka . Chippewa derives their 
ethanol from wheat and rye grown in fields near the plant it-
self . Its main use for ethanol is for energy generation . Chippewa 
produces 48 million gallons of ethanol a year . The company is 
partnering with technology companies to burn corncob waste to 

provide thermal energy for its corn ethanol process . When its facility is completed, 
the company estimates that 90 percent of its natural gas energy inputs will have 
been replaced by biomass power from corncobs and other agriculture residues, 
grasses and wood . Chippewa decided to enter the vodka business when a marketer 
that had launched Pete’s Wicked Ale approached them with the idea . Launched in 
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2003, by 2006 Chippewa was producing approximately 45 million gallons of fuel 
ethanol and shipped 15,000 cases of Shakers .51 

Another large cooperative effort is Ag Processing, Inc . (AGP), a joint venture 
between the cooperatives Land O’Lakes, Farmland Industries and Boone Valley 
Processing Association with over 250,000 farmer-owners in the Midwest . This fed-
eration is converting soybean oil into biodiesel and corn into ethanol . In Fiscal-
Year 2008, the cooperative produced a record 57 million gallons of soy biodiesel .52

At the other end of the economic spectrum is a growing number of biofuel 
purchasing cooperatives, similar to the natural food-buying clubs of the 1970s . 
In Oregon, Bend Biofuels Cooperative has over 200 members and collectively 
purchases fuel from wholesalers . The Piedmont Biofuels Co-op in central North 
Carolina sells fuel to its more than 500 members who pay a $50 membership fee .53 

Tribal Enterprise 
The nation’s Indian tribes alone could produce enough wind power to satisfy about 
14 percent of U .S . demand while solar resources on tribal land could generate 4 .5 
times the energy needed to power the entire United States . But federal policy has 
largely precluded tribal ownership of these vast resources . Like non-profit and pub-
lic entities, Indian tribes are not able to take advantage of the federal tax credits 
essential to develop competitive wind and other renewable energy projects . And 

unlike landowners in Iowa and Minnesota, the tribes have been 
reluctant to structure wind ownership and financing deals that 
flip after ten years from outside investor to member ownership . 
“It’s because of sovereignty issues,” explains Lizana Pierce, Project 
Manger for the Tribal Energy Program at the U .S . Department of 
Energy . “Tribes are usually hesitant to relinquish that much eq-
uity interest to non-Tribal partners . Often tribes resort to negoti-
ating an economically unappealing ground lease and option to 
purchase the project after the federal tax benefits have expired .” 
Other major barriers, says Pierce, include the additional com-
plexities in an already cumbersome regulatory process created by 

federal permitting and Bureau of Indian Affairs requirements, as well as difficulties 
securing access to the grid . “Transmission access is a major barrier,” notes Pierce .54 

One prominent tribal enterprise success, however, involves a project on the 
Rosebud Sioux Tribe’s reservation in South Dakota . Erected in 2003, the Alex Little 
Soldier Wind Turbine project took eight years to complete, getting its first major 
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break in 1999 when the U .S . Department of Energy awarded a $500,000 grant 
followed by a loan (the first tribal commercial wind loan made) from the Rural 
Utilities Service of the U .S . Department of Agriculture . The two million kilowatts 
of electricity generated cover 80 percent of the power needs of the tribe’s casino/
motel operation . A key partner was the private Native Energy consulting firm that 
provided 25 percent of the financing through the sale of these renewable energy 
credits .55

More than 14 percent of Native Americans have no access to electricity . An 
off-the grid project is under construction on the lands of the Ramona Band of the 
Cahuilla Indian Tribe near San Diego . The first of its kind, this project will be an 
eco-tourism resort that uses multiple alternative energy technologies to meet all 
of its energy needs and recycle much of its waste . Jointly funded by the Ramona 
Band, the U .S . Department of Energy and the U .S . Department of Agriculture, it 
has contracted out the job of overseeing multiple renewable energy vendors to a 
private firm—Catalyx, Inc .—that hopes to replicate this off the grid project in third 
world countries .56

“We see many great projects in the pipelines,” says Pierce of the Tribal Energy 
Program at the U .S . Department of Energy . The agency awarded 14 grants total-
ing $3 million in 2009 to support research and feasibility studies for renewable 
energy projects on tribal lands . “The tribes are becoming more aware of options, 
particularly if they don’t have oil and gas . The early projects had many barriers to 
overcome . They set a precedent .”57

Worker Cooperatives 
Worker co-ops are a growing and vibrant sector in the economy, particularly in the 
Northeast and the San Francisco Bay Area . According to Melissa Hoover, Executive 
Director of the U .S . Federation of Worker Cooperatives, the green economy pres-
ents fewer challenges to worker co-ops than traditionally organized businesses . 
“These firms are used to struggling with multiple bottom lines,” she noted . “We are 
seeing the growth of co-ops in labor-intensive sectors of the green economy such 
as green cleaning, deconstruction, solar PV installation, recycling, landscaping and 
lead abatement where start-up costs are minimal .”58 There are emerging examples 
of worker co-ops in more capital-intensive sectors—e .g ., a green commercial laun-
dry and a biodiesel plant—and in these cases, foundations and the public sector 
helped to capitalize the enterprise . 



Growing a Green Economy for All28

An example of a worker co-op in a new sector is PV Squared, an employee-
owned firm that designs and installs solar systems for homeowners, businesses, 
churches and other institutions in the western New England area of Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, and Vermont . Originally intended to manufacture solar panels, the 
early worker owners recognized that capital entry costs would be too great . Their 
business substantially benefits from favorable state policies that help homes and 

businesses subsidize the cost of solar installations in their three 
target states .59

Another green worker co-op is Toxic Soil Busters in Worcester, 
Massachusetts . With 17 worker-owners ages 14–18, the co-op 
cleans up yards long contaminated by lead paint that flaked off 
the exterior of buildings . Successfully advocating for city funds 
from HUD’s lead abatement programs, this worker co-op is being 

incubated by a local environmental justice organization .60

Five green house-cleaning worker co-ops in the San Francisco Bay Area have 
been organized over the past decade by the non-profit WAGES (Women’s Action to 
Gain Economic Security) . These co-ops use green cleaning supplies, protecting the 
health of their workers and that of their clients, while reducing the use of petro-
chemicals . They also use green as a major marketing tool . The community wealth 
building potential of the cooperatives is significant . In 2007, for instance, Natural 
Home Cleaning Professionals, one of the five WAGES cooperatives, announced a 
year-end profit of more than $90,000 . Workers voted to distribute 70 percent of 
the profit as bonuses (roughly $4,000 per worker-owner), with the remaining 30 
percent reinvested in the business .61

On the East Coast, another example of a worker co-op in a traditional economic 
sector—salvage and reuse—is Rebuilders Source . This south Bronx enterprise oper-
ates a discount retail store for surplus and used building materials, and brings to the 
business a passion for worker ownership and the lens of environmental justice .62 

In the Midwest, yet another example is provided by Cleveland’s Evergreen 
Cooperatives, a growing network of worker cooperatives that aim to be the green-
est in their sectors . To date, two cooperatives have been launched (a green com-
mercial laundry and a solar installation co-op), with more co-operatives, including 
a 5-acre, 230,000-square-foot urban greenhouse, planned for development .
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Employee Stock Ownership Plan (ESOP) Companies
There is no reliable national estimate regarding the participation of ESOPs in 
the green economy .63 John Logue, late Executive Director of the Ohio Employee 
Ownership Center at Kent State University, however, pointed to a range of exam-
ples in Ohio . One of these, the 100-plus year-old Chilcote Company, employs 450 
people in four locations . The company manufactures and distributes a wide range 
of photo albums, picture frames, and other book and menu packaging . As part of 
their product mix, this ESOP takes paper trimmings from the landfill and processes 
this common waste into photographic packaging products .64

Another Ohio employee-owned company, The EBO (Excellence By Owners) 
Group, is creating new lines of green business . Traditionally a manufacturer of 
drive systems for the coal industry, this ESOP now does nearly half of its business 
in non-coal dependent sectors, including both medical equipment and recycling . 
In both Chilcote’s and EBO’s cases, company-financed research in product design 
and new business opportunities led them to shift operations toward more sustain-
able industries .

A third Ohio company that is 30-percent ESOP-owned and fully situated in 
the green economy is YSI (formerly Yellow Springs Instruments) . Clearly commit-
ted to environmental sustainability in all aspects of its operations, this company’s 
nearly 300 employees design and manufacture environmental monitoring systems 
to protect natural resources and aquatic life . This is not just a product line—YSI 
annually publishes a sustainability report focused on their bottom lines of profit 
and the environment .

Outside of manufacturing, ESOPs are frequently found in the engineering, de-
sign, and construction sectors . One example is Janotta and Herner Inc ., a design-
build contractor in Monroeville, Ohio with $50 million in sales and deep experi-
ence in LEED construction .65 

ESOP companies are also active in the green economy outside of Ohio . One lead-
ing example is Urban Ore . Urban Ore, which began operations in 1980, recently 

converted to employee ownership . Based in Berkeley, California, 
the firm started with three individuals dedicated to reusing mate-
rials, but has since grown to 38 employees .66 

The employee stock ownership plan form of ownership has 
also been a key player in the solar industry . Based in Boulder, 
Colorado, Namasté Solar is a 100-percent, employee-owned com-

pany that has an estimated 20-percent share of the Colorado solar installation mar-
ket . Founded in 2005, Namasté Solar has grown from three to 55 employee-owners . 
In 2008, its revenues totaled $14 .5 million and it has become a market leader in 
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Colorado, with a portfolio of more than 750 projects totaling that generate more 
than four megawatts of energy . In the four year period of 2005–2008, Namasté 
Solar was the 56th-fastest growing company in the nation overall, had the 4th-
fastest rate of growth of all energy companies and ranked number-one in growth 
in the solar industry .67

Another prominent ESOP firm in the green economy is San Francisco-based 
Recology (formerly Norcal Waste Systems), a leader in recycling since its start as a 

scavenging operation in the early twentieth century . Converted 
to an ESOP in 1986 and 100-percent employee-owned for more 
than two decades, Recology operates over two dozen subsidiaries 
and handles about two million tons of waste each year—haul-
ing, recycling, reusing and composting for over 50 jurisdictions 
in California . Today Recology employs 2,200, and serves 570,000 
residential and 55,000 commercial customers . To date, $55 .7 mil-
lion has been paid out to employee-owners in ownership benefits 
since its . And ownership is clearly dispersed—the largest ESOP 
account at Recology represents less than one third of one percent 
of total shares . 

Recology is also a unionized company; wages start at $20 
an hour and maintenance workers with ten years experience 

can expect to earn a base wage of $29 .50 an hour; by contrast, Los Angeles-based 
Community Recycling and Resource Recovery Inc .—a non-union, non-ESOP firm 
in the same industry—in 2008 paid its workers $8 .25 an hour . Recology annually 
generates more than $500 million in revenues and ranks number seven nationally 
in its industry in the United States .68

Social Enterprises69 
In addition to cooperatives, ESOPs and local governments, non-profit social en-
terprises are also prominent in the emerging green economy . As noted above, so-
cial enterprises are non-profit organizations that develop businesses both to make 
money and to further their mission . Increasingly, social enterprise is being used 
as a strategy to develop environmentally beneficial businesses . Some of the stron-
gest examples come in two related but very different industries—recycling and 
deconstruction . 

Recycling was originally the province of community-based non-profit organiza-
tions and the public sector . During the past three decades, however, with the intro-
duction of state and local policies that banned certain materials from the landfill, 

Another prominent ESOP 
firm in the green economy 

is San Francisco-based 
Recology, [which] employs 

2,200, and serves 570,000 
residential and 55,000

commercial customers. 
To date, $55.7 million has 

been paid out to employee 
owners in ownership 

benefits.



Growing a Green Economy for All 31

mandated higher tipping fees and/or required the recovery of certain streams of 
waste, the recycling industry has increasingly consolidated into for-profit owner-
ship . Two companies—Waste Management, Inc . and Republic Services—dominate 
many local and regional markets . These “consolidators” maintain market power 
via vertical integration—controlling collection, waste transfer stations and land-
fills . Since these companies earn more profits from disposal fees than from recy-
cling, they have little incentive to see recycling grow .70

Yet Martin Bourque, Executive Director of Berkeley’s Ecology Center, sees a 
promising future for non-profit ownership in the sector . He points out that those 
non-profit firms that have managed to survive and prosper—e .g ., in cities like Ann 
Arbor, Michigan; Berkeley, California; Arcata, California; St . Paul, Minnesota; and 
Boulder, Colorado—have effectively scaled up by following a similar business mod-
el . They supplement their recycling contracts by operating retail reuse outlets, of-
fering buy-back and drop-off services, providing composting services and manag-
ing green events . The successful non-profit in this sector, Bourque also emphasizes, 
must build a strong community base of support . Government relations are critical 
to keep the consolidators out and secure a long-term contract . Since each market 
is unique, the non-profit organization must be adaptable and entrepreneurial . The 
non-profit recycler in St . Paul, for example, has a key contract with the local paper 
mill that allowed for financing to scale up . The Ecology Center in Berkeley benefits 
from its proximity to the Port of Oakland .71 

The largest economic pay-off in the recycling industry comes from re-manufac-
turing . Recycling-based manufacturers employ more people and pay higher wages 

than do recycling businesses that just collect and sort . 
An example of a successful recycling-based manufactur-
ing social enterprise can be found in Eugene, Oregon, 
where the St . Vincent de Paul Society developed a series 
of businesses . One of these, Aurora Glass Foundry, uses 
recycled window and bottle glass to create hand-cast art 
and interior design products . St . Vincent de Paul also 
operates a mattress recycling operation that employs 
15 people; a chlorofluorocarbon (CFC) gas reclamation 
facility; a woodshop that creates a full line of afford-
able furniture, Dogma Dog Beds; and a computer recy-
cling enterprise, which sells repaired computers at the 
agency’s thrift stores . These businesses help sustain this 
agency which has more than 300 employees and serves 
45,000 at-risk individuals every year .72

The Ecology Center has operated has operated 
Berkeley, California’s curbside recycling program 
since 1973 . Earnings support the nonprofit’s com-
munity education programs . Photo courtesy of The 
Ecology Center
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Another green line of business where social enterprises play a significant role is 
deconstruction . Deconstruction is a business that involves the careful disassembly 
of building structures to salvage parts (such as lumber) for productive reuse . The 
practice of deconstruction has been around since the Egyptian pharaohs and the 
ancient Greeks and was common in the United States before World War I when 
labor was relatively cheap, wood was relatively expensive and heavy machinery 
relatively uncommon . After the invention of dynamite by Albert Nobel in 1863, 
however, demolition became the overwhelmingly preferred process to get rid of 
unwanted buildings . Now, with the growing interest in sustainability and the 
growing realization that many older structures have valuable parts (lumber, for 
example) that can be salvaged and put to productive re-use, the practice of de-
construction is making a comeback . Brad Guy, Executive Director of the National 
Building Materials Reuse Association, contends that the deconstruction industry 
has barely begun to realize its potential . Guy estimates that less than two percent 
of waste is recaptured from the building industry with flooring, framing and other 
structural elements representing 95 percent of this “waste .”73

There are many social enterprises that operate in the deconstruction sector . The 
Reuse Center in Minneapolis is a 14 year-old, $2 million salvaged building materi-
als enterprise that operates a retail facility in a low-income neighborhood but finds 
its most profitable market to be demand for high-end quality recycled barn tim-
bers . The Reuse People (TRP) in California’s East Bay is also a social enterprise with 
retail facilities, but local contractors and a furniture remanufacturing company are 
its key customers . It operates on both a state and national level: statewide through 
a series of branch stores operated by Habitat for Humanity, and nationally by play-
ing a middleman role between building owners and deconstruction firms across 
the country .74 

An example of a non-profit social enterprise that does both deconstruction and 
sale of used building and remodeling materials as well as re-manufacturing is Our 
United Villages in Portland, Oregon . Their ReFind Furniture subsidiary designs and 
hand crafts high-end sustainable and contemporary furnishings for the Portland 
market .75

Community Development Corporations 
The green affordable housing industry was birthed in the late 1990s . Factors be-
hind its formation included an increasing awareness that housing was contribut-
ing to ill health (especially exposure to lead-based paint, worn carpeting, mold 
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and moisture), as well as concerns over reducing energy use . In 2004, Enterprise 
Community Partners, a national intermediary that works with many community 
development corporations, took the lead in developing a green affordable housing 
initiative called Green Communities . In so doing, Enterprise has helped commu-
nity development corporations gain a foothold in the growing green building in-
dustry . Enterprise developed a comprehensive set of standards for green affordable 
housing, set up financing mechanisms to help cover the increased costs, worked to 

build the capacity of affordable housing developers and coached 
policymakers at all levels to create a more favorable financing 
and regulatory environment . In the first five years of the initia-
tive, Enterprise has invested $650 million to create more than 
14,500 green affordable homes in 350 developments in 30 states . 
The federal government has also begun to support these efforts, 
through such programs as the Green Healthy Homes initiative at 
the U .S . Department of Housing & Urban Development .76 

Community development corporations clearly dominate 
Enterprise’s green portfolio . A scan of the projects Enterprise has 
supported reveals that most were developed by non-profits or 
public agencies, such as public housing authorities . Eleven out of 
twelve of the projects listed for California, for example, are non-
profit sponsored projects . This is a far higher rate than non-profit 

participation in the national Low Income Housing Tax Credit program . Nationally, 
non-profit organizations typically do about 25 percent of deals financed through 
the low-income housing tax credit each year . The IRS requires that each state set 
aside at least 10 percent of these credits for projects at least partially owned by non-
profit organizations, although some states have higher thresholds .77

Dana Bourland, Vice President of Green Initiatives for Enterprise, confirms the 
level of non-profit prominence in this sector . “I would say that the non-profit sec-
tor is taking the lead for sure,” Bourland attests . “They get it from the mission 
perspective and they are accustomed to being good stewards of funding and envi-
ronmental resources . Plus, non-profits are used to cobbling together a wide array 
of funding sources in this marketplace and are used to operating in a very complex 
environment .”78

The 2009 American Recovery and Reinvestment Act—better known as the 
“stimulus bill”—offers a critical opportunity for community wealth builders to 
capture a healthy percentage of the green affordable housing market . It authorizes 
$5 billion in new weatherization funding flowing through a non-profit delivery 
system, $250 million to retrofit 10,000 units of HUD-owned housing, $1 billion to 
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retrofit 100,000 public housing units and $3 .2 billion for the new Energy Efficiency 
and Conservation Block Grant for which energy retrofits of housing is an eligible 
activity . But ARRA also represents a huge challenge for the non-profit building sec-
tor to scale up to meet this new demand .79

Community Development Financial Institutions
The connection between green industries and lending has been most clear to 
those community development financial institutions (CDFIs) that serve rural com-
munities . With Ford Foundation support, the Triple Bottom Line Collaborative’s 
10-member alliance is testing specific tools to strategically invest debt and equity 
capital .80 

Coastal Enterprises (CEI), for example, in Maine is pursuing multiple strate-
gies to invest in the green economy, recognizing as Senior Vice President Carla 
Dickstein says, “that energy goes across our portfolio .”81 Their efforts range from 
making loans to loggers to buy equipment conducive to sustainable harvesting 
practices to exploring how a potato fueled bio-plastics industry could be structured 
in the state . This leading community development intermediary is currently doing 
a value-chain analysis of their portfolio companies to discern if there is potential 
for these commercial borrowers to green their products and services . Two other 
members of this Collaborative—The Reinvestment Fund and Self Help—have also 
decided to look internally, scrutinizing their current client base for opportunities .82

In the Northwest, Shorebank Enterprise Pacific is using its capital resources 
to help small landowners, farmers and fishers generate income using sustainable 
practices . With funds from the Gates Foundation and the State of Washington, 
this CDFI capitalized a $7-million fund to provide flexible, low-interest loans to 
property owners in a threatened watershed containing endangered shellfish beds . 
Facing huge development pressures, these landowners can now make improve-
ments to their property to reduce pollutants entering this watershed .83

An urban-oriented CDFI, the Low Income Investment Fund in California, is also 
focusing on its existing expertise and portfolio, using $5 million in capital from two 
private utilities to green childcare centers .84 Since its launch in 2005, the California 
Preschool Energy Efficiency Program has given grants to 640 centers that have 
helped the centers save 30 percent on their utility bills .85 Also in California, LISC 
(Local Initiatives Support Corporation) and Global Green USA are co-sponsoring 
a pilot project to increase energy efficiency through the use of weatherization and 
other green practices in charter schools in low-income Los Angeles communities .86 
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Another urban-based CDFI, the Chicago Community Loan Fund, which serves 
northeastern Illinois, is using its growing green technical expertise to help com-
munity development corporations (CDCs) and others better confront the financial 
and development barriers they encounter . To this end, the Chicago Community 
Loan Fund has published a guide for local developers, created a working group 
of peer CDCs to share best practices, and, in 2009, launched a website to act as 
a clearinghouse of information for affordable sustainable development (www .
greenaffordable .org) . The Chicago Community Loan Fund has also promoted 
green building by adjusting its predevelopment lending practices . The CDFI has 
found that borrowers who use an integrated development process often face in-
creased costs at the beginning of a project .  The higher predevelopment costs are 
often compensated for by reduced costs in the construction phase, but the early 
stage financing provided by the CDFI has proved critical in allowing green projects 
to reach the stage where the offsetting savings can be realized .87

Nonprofit Intermediary Financing
Renewable Energy Certificates (better known as “green tags”) are measured in kilo-
watt-hours, the standard electricity metric . With this tool, the physical attributes 
of electricity (e .g . electrons sent to the grid) are separated from its environmental 
attributes (renewable) and sold or traded separately . This enables individuals, or-
ganizations and governments to support the generation of renewable energy even 
though they are not the actual producers or users of this energy . This tool is increas-
ingly being used by utilities to comply with state Renewable Portfolio Standards .88

Non-profit organizations have taken the lead in making these tools work for 
small, distributed renewable energy systems and for individual landowners . The 
Bonneville Environmental Foundation was the first to use this tool (they called 
it Green Tags) in 2000, selling investment shares in a solar project sponsored by 
the city of Ashland, Oregon and other partners .89 Bonneville advanced front-end 
payments for projected Green Tag production, thus helping to defray some of the 
significant early project costs . The Bonneville Foundation also formed a partner-
ship with the Northwest Solar Co-op to help homeowners afford to invest in pho-
tovoltaic by selling Green Tags to the public and then annually reimbursing the 
homeowners for the solar power they produced . Each homeowner receives about 
$200–$250 per year, helping to defray the significant capital costs for the solar 
installation . Today, Bonneville generates 39 percent of its $16 million budget by 
selling carbon offsets on a national scale and using these funds to put solar panels 

http://www.greenaffordable.org
http://www.greenaffordable.org


Growing a Green Economy for All36

on schools, educate children about renewables and restore habitats . Another path-
breaking project was a partnership with Our Wind Cooperative, a collective of 
small rural landowners across the Northwest who each installed a small wind tur-
bine on their own property .90

Non-profit groups have also taken the lead in using the carbon-offset tool to 
help preserve natural carbon sinks, such as forests and soil . The Northwest Natural 

Resources Group has developed a carbon-offset program for 
small forest owners, selling the calculated sequestration value to 
independent buyers and brokers . Typically these purchasers are 
large companies that want the positive public relations that they 
receive from reducing their carbon footprint . These credits can 
generate $1,000–$4,000 per acre for the landowner .91 The Nature 
Conservancy and the California Pacific Forest Trust are also serv-
ing as climate exchange brokers for small forest landowners . 
In Kentucky, MACED (Mountain Association for Community 
Economic Development), a community development group, has 
also played a leadership role, pioneering a strategy that aggregates 

carbon credits for owners of small forest holdings and sells them to the Chicago 
Carbon Exchange .92 This extra income provides an incentive to landowners to use 
sustainable forestry practices .

Nationally, Enterprise Community Partners has established a Green Communi-
ties Offset Fund . Enterprise plans to seek charitable contributions to help develop 
and retrofit affordable housing to generate lower carbon emissions and use these 
contributions to purchase carbon offsets from affordable housing sponsors .93

Public Pension Funds
“There are remarkable opportunities in this time of remarkable risk and dangers,” 
noted Thomas Croft, Executive Director of the Heartland Labor Capital Network 
at the 2009 national “Good Jobs, Green Jobs” conference . Croft’s 2009 book, Up 
From Wall Street: The Responsible Investment Alternative, surveys six private equity 
and seven real estate funds . These funds, Croft emphasizes, attract socially re-
sponsible capital, primarily from public pension funds (and, to a lesser extent, 
union co-managed private sector “Taft Hartley” funds) in the United States and 
Canada . Croft found that many funds meet their environmental and social—as 
well as financial—goals . Their performance, Croft contends, presents a staggering 
contrast to the short-term speculative practices that have so recently dominated 
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the investment scene . Croft concedes that such triple bottom line investment in 
the United States is more limited than in some European nations and in Australia, 
where union pension funds own the nation’s largest wind company .94 

Given the scale of the assets controlled by state and local public pension funds 
in particular, which, even after sharp falls in stock values in 2008 and 2009, still 
total $2 .35 trillion, the possibility for states to leverage those assets to support the 
generation of community wealth is tremendous . CalPERS, for example, has histori-
cally played a lead national role in investing a portion of its $176-billion portfolio 
in projects that create local jobs, support small businesses and finance low income 
housing—activities typically known as Economically Targeted Investments (ETIs) . 
In the wake of the civil unrest sparked by the Rodney King case, CalPERS initiated 
direct investments of $75 million in South Central Los Angeles .95 In 2004, under 
the leadership of former State Treasurer Phil Angelides, CalPERS announced its 
Green Wave Initiative with the goals of increasing the energy efficiency of its $12 
billion real estate portfolio by 20 percent in five years, investing $500 million in en-

vironmentally responsible public firms and placing $200 million 
as venture capital in new clean technologies . California’s public 
pension fund also announced that it would gather information 
on corporate production of greenhouse gases and other environ-
mental threats and issue new corporate governance guidelines to 
back shareholder proposals to report environmental risk, particu-
larly with respect to climate change .96

In 2006, CalPERS went further and established a Green 
Development Fund, which aims to leverage pension dollars to 
help finance LEED certified, sustainable office buildings . By the 
end of 2008, CalPERS had placed $725 million in sustainable of-
fice buildings, $419 million in environmentally screened public 
equity funds and $1 .1 billion in 112 private clean energy com-
panies . In 2009, CalPERS announced a commitment of $200 
million to the Khosla Ventures Expansion Fund, a Silicon Valley 
based clean-tech fund that invests in ethanol, bio-refineries, bio-
plastics, solar, energy efficiency and battery storage . All told, 

Green Development Fund investments to date total $2 .444 billion or close to 1 .4 
percent of its roughly $176 billion in total pension fund assets .97

In 2008, Robert P . Casey, Jr ., Treasurer of the State of Pennsylvania, announced 
the Keystone Green Investment Strategy with four components: 1) a new Green 
Fund with up to $40 million in Treasury assets to attract and leverage private sector 
investments in clean technology; 2) a commitment to reallocate up to $50 million 
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in assets to investment managers demonstrating a superior rate of return in clean 
tech stocks; 3) a new set of screens for the state’s fund managers and consultants 
for evaluating a company’s potential exposure to environmental liabilities; and 4) 
membership in the Investor Network for Climate Risk . Established by Ceres, this 
network is comprised of state treasurers and controllers from fifteen states, a hand-
ful of foundations, four unions and other institutional investors that have agreed 
to consider climate risk and opportunities in their investments .98 

Another example of the pension sector’s engagement in the green economy is 
the Multi-Employer Property Trust or MEPT Fund, a $4 .6-billion real estate fund 
whose investor base consists of union and public employee pension funds . A leader 
in “responsible property investing,” through 2008, MEPT had built 3 LEED certi-
fied buildings and won awards for its redevelopment of a long abandoned hospital 
on Roosevelt Island in New York City into a green housing complex .99

In Canada, Quebec’s Solidarity Fund with $7 billion in assets clearly articulates 
its priority to invest in environmental friendly businesses and job creation proj-
ects . Targets for its environment portfolio include waste recovery and recycling, 
water treatment, air treatment and soil decontamination .99



Case Studies: Innovation 
in Green Community 

Wealth Building

You need to set your course, find the right people, and chase down the 
opportunities.

—Avram Patt, General Manager, Washington Electric Co-op100

Across the country, there are many innovative models of how green jobs are being 
linked to ownership strategies and wealth building . Some of the innovators are in 
renewable energy (e .g ., wind, solar), while some focus in other areas, such as by 
becoming “greenest in class” in conventional businesses or operating re-use stores . 
Taken together, the following ten case studies, outlined in Figure 5 and discussed in 
detail below, illustrate the growing diversity of community wealth building activi-
ties in the green economy . 

It should also be noted that all of the cases reviewed here are precedent setters 
in some way—whether it is the first co-op or non-profit to build an urban wind tur-
bine, operate a solar installation business, spawn green housecleaning franchises 
or go 100-percent-renewable . All are also potentially replicable—indeed, many are 
already being replicated—provided that the same level of diligence, persistence, 
risk taking and commitment to mission is present . 

Austin Energy (Austin, Texas)
This city-owned utility, although stymied from direct ownership of renewable en-
ergy sources due to its inability as a public entity to access federal tax credits, has 
nonetheless played a leading role as an incubator for green energy technology.

The nation’s ninth largest municipally owned utility, Austin Energy has the coun-
try’s most successful utility-sponsored green energy marketing program, backed 
by the City of Austin, which has one of the most aggressive renewable energy 
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Figure 5: Case Study Overview

Austin	Energy	
(TX)

Public	owned	utility	gets	12%	of	power	from	renewable	sources

Washington	
Electric	Co-op	(VT)

Co-op	utility	obtains	100%	of	its	power	from	renewable	sources

Coastal	Community	
Action	(WA)

Social	enterprise:	$14M	wind	turbine	generates	$720,000	for	
nonprofit	in	unrestricted	income

WindShare	
(Toronto)

Urban	wind	co-op	powers	250	homes;	3,400-home	project	
planned

PV	Squared	
(MA-CT-VT)

$4	million	a	year	solar	installation	co-op,	employs	15

Green	Worker	
Cooperatives	(NY)

First	co-op	start-up	is	a	re-use	store	in	the	South	Bronx

EBO	Group	(OH) ESOP	with	$24M	in	sales,	shifting	business	to	green	economy

ReUse	Center	
(MN)

14	year-old,	$2M	a	year	social	enterprise	re-use	business

WAGES	(CA)
Network	of	five	green	housecleaning	worker	co-ops	with	80	
worker-owners

Evergreen	(OH)
Network	of	green	worker	co-ops	in	Cleveland;	goal	is	to	achieve	
average	worker	equity	of	$65,000	in	eight	years

caSe capSule Summary
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goals—30 percent renewable by 2020—in the nation . And in October 2009, the 
municipally owned utility was pushing to raise that goal to 35 percent . Austin 
Energy is playing a lead role in a public-private initiative to “design a new, clean 
energy infrastructure, business model and proving ground for tomorrow’s energy 
technology .” But unlike Washington Electric, this large public utility does not own 
its own wind and landfill methane generation sources . “We looked hard at self 
ownership,” recalls Mark Kapner, Senior Strategy Engineer and formerly the util-

ity’s Manager of Conservation and Renewable Energy, “but we 
couldn’t make it work financially . We can’t take advantage of the 
federal tax benefits . We’d like to own our resources, but it’s less 
expensive to buy from someone else .”101

Currently, approximately 12 percent of Austin Energy’s power 
comes from renewable sources, primarily from wind, with land-
fill methane gas a distant second . The utility has just signed a 
20-year agreement to purchase power from a large wood-fired 
power plant in East Texas . “We don’t generate any income from 
using renewables,” says Kapner . “We just strive for lower costs 
for the consumer . But we do generate profits from operating our 
natural gas powered plants—$90 million in profit last year—that 
we reinvest in the city’s General Fund .” Austin Energy owns and 
operates two natural gas powered plants and is also part owner of 

two power plants outside Austin, one powered by coal, the other by nuclear fuel . 
They plan to substantially reduce operation of the coal-fired plan by buying more 
energy produced from natural gas and renewable sources and from more aggressive 
conservation and energy efficient practices . Unlike CPS, San Antonio’s municipal 
energy, Austin Energy decided not to invest in a second nuclear plant—“strictly on 
financial grounds” says Kapner . Kapner says that this public utility’s rates are well 
below the average, 40 percent lower than the privately owned utilities operating 
in Texas .102 

Kapner attributes the public utility’s aggressive stance on conservation and 
renewables to its governance . The City Council serves as the governing body of 
Austin Energy, unlike San Antonio whose public utility has an independent board . 
“We’re more responsible to the citizens,” asserts Kapner .103 

Austin Energy’s close relationship with the City Council also helps explain why 
this city is playing a lead national role as an incubator for green energy technology . 
“Austin has the opportunity to play the same role in the evolution of America’s 
energy economy as it did with the semi-conductor boom in the ’80s,” said Mayor 
Pro Tem Brewster McCracken . McCracken is referring to the Pecan Street Project—a 
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partnership between the city, the public utility, the University of Texas, the cham-
ber of commerce, nine corporations and the Environmental Defense Fund—that 
aims to develop a clean energy research and development consortium and create 
an economically sustainable distributed generation system . “Austin Energy is do-
ing something quite unique: It is trying to reinvent the electric system and to share 
the lessons it learns with the world . Austin Energy is opening its grid to new clean, 
cutting-edge resources that will lead to a cleaner Austin and create a model to 
tackle global climate change,” observed Jim Marston, Texas regional office director 
of the Environmental Defense Fund .104

The common leadership of the City and the public utility give Austin a distinct 
advantage in implementing a green power program, setting aggressive climate pro-
tection goals and redesigning its urban energy system . Austin Energy can imple-
ment technology changes more quickly, approve needed planning and zoning 
modifications, and remain accountable to the citizenry . Austin Energy’s leadership 
in the green economy is part of a broader City economic development strategy to 
spur new business development and attract jobs to the region .105

Washington Electric Co-op (East Montpelier, Vermont)
This small Vermont co-op demonstrates that it is possible, with a strong staff 
and a committed board and membership, for a consumer electric cooperative 
to make the leap from nuclear and fossil fuel derived electricity to 100 percent 
renewables.

Washington Electric Co-op is very different from most of its 900 peers across the 
country . First, it is a hybrid in the power industry, generating and transmitting 
power as well as directly distributing it to 10,000 retail customers across 41 small 
towns . Typically, electric co-ops are either small retail distributors of power to a 
residential and commercial membership base across a rural county or counties or 
large wholesale suppliers of power to state or multi-state networks of these small 
distribution co-ops . Washington Electric serves a small rural area but also gener-
ates its own power supply . Co-op manager Avram Patt attributes this difference 
to the fact that there are very few electric co-ops in the northeast and thus no 
statewide or multi-state generation and transmission cooperatives . Higher rural 
population densities in this region made it feasible for investor and publicly owned 
utilities to extend lines to rural places by the 1920s, a full decade before the Rural 
Electrification Authority extended power lines across rural America . “Our territory 
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intertwines with the Investor Owned Utilities,” says Patt . “We serve all the hills 
and they serve the valleys .”106

For years, Washington Electric Co-op relied on the Vermont Yankee nuclear 
power plant to supply nearly one-third of its power . In 2002, however, the co-op’s 
board decided not to renew that contract and to explore alternatives . “This came 

after years of hotly contested, brutally fought board elections 
that changed the Board and changed the co-op’s direction, “re-
called Patt . “We took this first step, not knowing how much we 
could accomplish and what it would cost .” They first stumbled 
on an opportunity to contract with a landfill converting its meth-
ane gas to electricity and never looked back, starting their own 
plant at the state’s largest landfill in Coventry, Vermont in 2005 . 
Now Washington Electric gets about two-third of its supply from 
a landfill, 20 percent from large hydro plants in Quebec, five per-
cent from its own small hydro station, and up to five percent 
from a pool of small hydro and wood chip plants in Vermont . 
Washington Electric will also be purchasing a portion of the out-
put from a wind firm in the northeast part of the state, which is 
scheduled to go on line in late 2010 .107

The co-op operates in some of the most rural parts of Vermont 
and consequently has historically had some of the highest elec-
tricity rates . On the other hand, “we haven’t seen a rate increase 
in ten years,” proudly notes Patt . The co-op also generates a sig-

nificant amount of income—$2 million out of its annual $13-million budget—
from the sale of Renewable Energy Certificates to a consumer-owned energy retail-
er in Massachusetts . Vermont does not have a Renewable Portfolio Standard on the 
books . Concludes Patt, “If you want to do it, go entirely renewable, any electric co-
op can do it, although it was easier for us than it will be for some others . You need 
to set your course, find the right people, and chase down the opportunities .”108

Coastal Community Action and the Grayland Wind 
Energy Project (Washington State)
Vision, persistence, political relationships, access to expertise and some wind en-
abled this social service agency to build and own its own wind turbine social 
enterprise and generate income to finance critical community services.
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Coastal Community Action (CCA), which operates a portfolio of housing, food, 
health and employment programs for low-income people in two of Washington’s 
coastal counties is typical of community action agencies across the country . But 
their development and ownership of a $14-million wind turbine project on 29 
acres that will generate up to $720,000 annually in unrestricted income is clearly 
not the norm .109

The Grayland Wind Energy Project is the child of Craig Dublanko, CCA’s chief 
financial officer, who spent nine years moving the project from concept to frui-
tion . “It was a study in perseverance,” he noted . “Our learning curve was huge 
and we had to keep postponing the closing . In the beginning, people laughed . We 
had no background in the wind industry and no partner . But we worked to sur-
round ourselves with good people and the right counsel . And we own and manage 
housing .”110

“For us,” says Dublanko, “this is a social service project first and foremost . Our 
intent from the start was to generate revenue for our programs . But our original 

model, taking advantage of the state’s new net metering law by 
building a handful of small turbines on the agency’s HUD as-
sisted housing units, wasn’t feasible .” CCA redesigned a project 
that would use larger turbines on a single site . The big break came 
when their state senator sponsored a bill to appropriate $5 mil-
lion for the project . Partnering with ShoreBank Enterprise Pacific 
(a community development financial institution) and Wells 

Fargo, the project received $2 .7 million in New Markets Tax Credits allocations 
along with $3 .5 million in renewable energy credits from a specialized renewable 
energy finance firm .111 

The project was also helped by passage of Washington’s Renewable Portfolio 
Standard . “Before the RPS,” recalled Deblanko, our public utility wasn’t interested 
in buying our energy . We would have had to sell it to investors in Seattle . “Now we 
have a great partnership with the Grays Harbor PUD and they will be buying all of 
the wind energy we produce from the turbines over their 25-year life .112 

Dublanko firmly believes that this model is replicable with other non-profits 
across the nation . “A strong and creative non-profit can pull this off . But it doesn’t 
need to be a wind project to generate income for core services . We just happen to 
have a bit of a wind resource and we hit the green energy bandwagon in the sweet 
spot . But everyone has a resource they can build on .”113
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WindShare—and the Toronto Renewable Energy  
Co-operative (Toronto, Ontario)
Half owned by members, half owned by the local utility, this cooperative overcame 
huge regulatory hurdles to become North America’s first urban wind turbine. 

Exhibition Place with its nearly 200 acres of lakefront parkland is Toronto’s trade 
show venue . More than 4 .5 million visitors sample its exhibitions, fairs, car races, 
parades and boat and craft shows . It is also home to North America’s first urban-
based wind turbine and first community-owned wind power project in Ontario, 
Canada . A joint venture between the municipal utility (Toronto Hydro) and the 
Toronto Renewable Energy Co-operative, this 250-foot structure generates enough 
electricity to power 250 homes .114 

Constructed in 2002, the project faced huge regulatory hurdles . “It’s the phys-
ics of electricity that is the problem,” says Toronto Renewable Energy Co-operative 
Executive Director Judith Lipp . “Because the turbine’s output feeds into the grid, 
we can’t guarantee that the co-op’s members are the users . We had long discussions 
with our regulators . They approved this cooperative project, but only on a case-by-
case basis . It is difficult for those wanting to come after and it is 2009 and nothing 

(cooperatively owned wind) else has been built since .” The proj-
ect also struggled with securing access to the electric grid . “It’s 
a mindset issue where people in the industry are used to large 
generating plants far from the users, dealing with a few players . 
Our project was messy . We needed real will .”115

“We also had lots of money to raise,” continued Lipp with her 
litany of challenges . “Our turbine cost $2 million and that was 
seven years ago .“ As half-owner, the co-op recruited 500 inves-
tors putting up from $500 to $5,000 . Members were required to 
buy a minimum of five shares for $100 each, with a ceiling of 50 

shares . They got a forgivable loan from Environment Canada . The project did not 
want public subsidies, preferring to demonstrate to the bank the feasibility of a 
renewable energy project . But Lipp and her colleagues have since concluded that 
the project was too small to be economically feasible . “A crane costs $10,000 per 
day to put up a turbine, regardless of the size of the turbine .”116

The cooperative’s next project is a larger scale wind farm in a rural commu-
nity on the shores of Lake Huron . It represents a partnership between a new local 
energy cooperative and WindShare . This project has struggled with access to the 
grid and other regulations but has signed a long-term land lease for the wind farm 

A joint venture between 
the municipal util-

ity (Toronto Hydro) and 
the Toronto Renewable 

Energy Co-operative, this 
250-foot structure gener-

ates enough electricity to 
power 250 homes.



Growing a Green Economy for All46

site and completed a two-year wind data study . The project is expected to produce 
enough wind to power over 3,400 homes .117

PV Squared (New England)
A worker co-op with seasoned management, access to state subsidies, and low 
entry costs can successfully compete in an increasingly competitive solar instal-
lation industry.

PV Squared (shorthand for Pioneer Valley PhotoVoltaics Cooperative, Inc .) is one 
of the few solar installation businesses in the nation organized as a worker-owned 
cooperative . It didn’t start off in the installation business . “Originally there were 
two guys who wanted to start a factory to make solar panels and who wanted to 
treat the workers well,” recalled Bill Stillinger, PV Squared’s general manager . “But 
they didn’t look at the capital it would take for such a business: $10–15 million . 
They never raised the money . But installation was so obvious . So they revised the 
concept .” Stillinger says that PV Squared has never had to raise significant up-front 
capital, although they did have to put up their homes as collateral to secure lines of 
credit . One of their sources is the Cooperative Fund of New England that provides 
financing to co-ops, land trusts and non-profit organizations .

Today, PV Squared works in Connecticut, Massachusetts and 
Vermont, with a sales volume of about $4 million per year . Five 
of its 15 employees are full worker-owners . “The others are on 
the path,” says Stillinger . “It’s like building a family . It never hap-
pens in less than three years and typically in five years . Worker 
ownership is serious business .” PV Squared had no profits for the 
first five years and this is the first year that the co-op will declare 

a patronage dividend for its worker owners—“a modest one” says Stillinger .118

This co-op manager is passionate about worker ownership . “We’re mission 
driven . Our goal is not to make a pile of money and sell out but to stick with our 
mission and spread renewables as far as we can .” Worker co-ops like PV Squared, 
says Stillinger, tend to create long-term stable jobs, employ sustainable business 
practices and are strongly connected and accountable to their community . “Most 
of the pains of running the business,“ Stillinger notes, “are common small busi-
ness problems or problems associated with solar technology; they don’t stem from 
being a worker co-op . It’s building systems on new homes and dealing with other 
contractors who try to drill right through the solar collectors . It’s observing basic 
safety measures—we are on people’s roofs and solar panels become active electrical 
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devices as soon as you take them from the box .” The regulatory environment is 
constantly changing, observes Stillinger, who deals with several state bureaucra-
cies . “Staying on top of that is a lot of work .” And PV Squared is operating in a 
competitive market . “To many people, we look like a bunch of guys with vans and 
ladders,” notes Stillinger . “The field is vast, but the future is huge . We regard com-
petition differently than our competitors—we want to partner and collaborate on 
larger jobs . The big companies could care less .” Stillinger reports that 70 percent 
of their business comes from networking and reputation . “Other installers low ball 
the bid and put up cheaper equipment that is unreliable and needs constant atten-
tion . But our installations produce more energy on average than our competitors, 
using larger conductors and better quality components . We can afford to do this 
because we’re not trying to meet shareholder expectations . We are the owners . We 
focus on quality .”119

Stillinger also plays a public advocacy role . During the contentious 2009 
Connecticut state budget process, Stillinger publicly advocated for the preserva-
tion of the Small Business Incubator Program that provided a $12,000 grant to the 
worker co-op to pay the tuition and fees for classroom and workplace training for 

PV Squared installation at Middletown, CT Public School . Photo courtesy of PV Squared
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three new employees . He pointed out at a press conference that their sales revenue 
projections for 2009 are double that of 2008, despite the down economy .120

The worker owners as well as the entire co-op both meet monthly . Stillinger 
worries about what the co-op will look like “when we grow to 25 worker owners 
and 30 other employees . I guess we’ll need a representative board .”121

Green Worker Cooperatives (Bronx, New York)
Green Worker Cooperatives, with the motto “Your work shouldn’t kill you, your 
community or the Earth,” is a non-profit incubator of worker cooperatives that 
explicitly links environmental justice with the green economy.

Green Worker Cooperatives seeks to be a model for doing things differently in the 
South Bronx, a part of New York City known for its poverty, dumping and high 
asthma rates . Founder Omar Freilla has a very tangible vision for his community . 
“I want to see worker co-ops on every street corner—for co-ops to be the way that 
business is done here and what people are used to . That way more wealth can stay 

in the community and more people can practice democratic de-
cision-making at work,” Freilla says . As for green opportunities, 
Freilla is expansive: “They’re everywhere . You could make almost 
any business green . Whatever people are interested in creating, 
they can do it in greener ways .”122

Founded in 2003, the non-profit Green Worker Cooperatives 
was launched to incubate worker-owned enterprises that could 
improve environmental conditions in the South Bronx . Raising 
nearly $1 million from philanthropy, Freilla and his staff launched 
their first green co-op in the spring of 2008 . Rebuilders Source is a 
discount retailer of surplus and used building materials, enabling 
the community to buy goods more cheaply, reducing the amount 
of waste headed for the landfills and cutting down the number of 
waste hauling trucks driving through the neighbrhood .123

The first year was a difficult one, recalls Freilla . “The business was pretty close 
to shutting down and we had to step in and float it ourselves . The original work-
er-owners had to let themselves go . So Green Worker Cooperatives offered to 
step in and put its own money into the business to run the store until finances 
stabilized .”124

Freilla doesn’t point to the recession as the cause for Rebuilders Source’s prob-
lems . He emphasizes internal issues . “We had major management issues and 
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challenges with the capacity of the people who formed the co-
op . And none of us were up to speed on how to make a business 
both open and accountable . There’s not a lot of information out 
there, that’s written . We were working with people who hadn’t 
had experience in a cooperative setting or as managers .”125

The challenges embodied in moving to cooperative owner-
ship, particularly in a workplace, don’t faze Freilla . He lists off a 
set of ideas for the next set of worker co-ops in the South Bronx, 
from a green residential renovation business to an artisans’ co-
op that uses recycled materials to a local organic restaurant to a 
green B&B featuring an urban farm .126 

In addition to incubating specific green enterprises, Green Worker Cooperatives 
runs the Co-op Academy, an eight-week long training program for community 
residents interested in being part of a worker co-op . Freilla also has a broader edu-
cational strategy . “Our approach to mass education is by demonstrating the suc-
cess of each of the co-ops . A strong group in each co-op is the best sales pitch and 
embodies what co-ops are about .”127

Excellence by Owners: The EBO Group Goes Green 
(Sharon Heights, Ohio)
Who says that ESOPs can’t be on the cutting edge of green manufacturing? The 
EBO Group’s Dave Heidenreich argues that employee ownership and green start-
ups go hand-in-hand.

Executive, entrepreneur and engineer Dave Heidenreich is an avid proponent of 
employee ownership in the green economy . The head of an Ohio-based manu-
facturing business with $24 million in annual sales, 70 employee-owners, and a 
20-percent annual growth rate, Heidenreich believes that ESOPs have the advan-
tages of surplus internal capital and sustained employee motivation to succeed in 
new ventures in the green economy . “In six years we have gone from a rustbelt 
company serving declining markets with declining sales and declining stock value 
to a fast growing company developing products that the world needs for the grow-
ing energy and medical markets,” proudly recounts Heidenreich . “The employee-
owners made it happen . They became venture capitalists, reinvented our company, 
and positioned the company to be awarded our first government grant .”128

This is not the typical view of ESOPs, which, although occupying a significant 
percentage of production and employment in America’s manufacturing sector, are 

Workers in the storeroom of Rebuilders 
Source, a discount retailer of surplus 
and used building materials that is 
Green Worker Cooperatives’ first busi-
ness venture . Photo courtesy of Green 
Workers Cooperatives
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seen by some ESOP experts as hampered in starting new companies; more typi-
cally, ESOPs form as existing family businesses convert to employee ownership as 
the founders retire . But Heidenreich believes that ESOPs are well suited to business 
start-ups . In particular, he points out that an increasing number of ESOPs are set 
up as S-corporations, and thus eligible for substantial tax exemptions, which can 

be used to invest in new ventures .129 EBO Group started as Power 
Transmission Technology in 1978, a company that designed cus-
tomized power components for the coal mining, energy and tun-
neling industries . The company created a profit-sharing plan six 
years after inception and, in 1990, converted the plan to an ESOP . 
A decade later, seeing heavy industry enterprises all around them 
fail, EBO Group looked for other opportunities and focused on re-
cycling equipment . In 2002, the company seized on the medical 
industry and began making surgical stretcher chairs . “We discov-
ered that our employee-owned culture was an awesome place to 
start new ventures,“ Heidenreich recalled . Recycling and medical 
products now account for nearly half of the company’s sales .130 

In 2004, Heidenreich began studying renewable energy to dis-
cover how the company could participate in the fastest growing 
part of the energy market . EBO Group’s newest subsidiary, eZHy-

brid Drives Inc ., is developing oil-cooled electric drive modules for commercial 
vehicles . With the necessary batteries and controls, they can convert most urban 
buses and trucks to zero emission, plug-in, hybrid vehicles .

In 2006, the company name was changed to EBO Group Inc . (Excellence by 
Owners) . The name is based on a quarterly continuous improvement process called 
EBO (Excellence by Objectives), which the company has had in place for 25 years . 
In 2008, EBO Group became a 100% employee-owned company .131

The ReUse Center (Minneapolis, Minnesota)
Under the umbrella of a multi-faceted non-profit organization, this social enter-
prise has learned the hard way to profit from a new green industry—deconstruction.

Operated by the non-profit Green Institute, the ReUse Center is a $2 million sal-
vaged building enterprise serving the Twin Cities region through two retail outlets 
and a deconstruction business . 75,000 customers forage the reuse stores for sal-
vaged building items and green building products .132 
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Mick Pulsifer is the deconstruction and sales manager for this nearly 14-year-
old business . “The last six months have been the best we ever had,” he recalled . 
“People are looking to buy materials cheap .” But he also stressed the “big learning 
curve” that’s intrinsic to the deconstruction and resale business .” Pulsifer pointed 
to a large project that the ReUse Center had “lost big on” .  .  .It was a large advertis-
ing company in Minneapolis with lots of beautiful furniture for their computers—
maple and cherry, two floors’ worth . Each unit was worth $3,000 . We took them 
apart, catalogued and photographed them . Despite our marketing, no one wanted 
them . We had to haul them out and give them away . We probably sold 20 of them . 
To this date,” Pulsifer concluded, “we’re still not sure why there wasn’t a market 
for these goods .”133

Two market segments that are working for this non-profit green business are de-
constructing high-end homes in the resort communities around Lake Minnetonka 
and reclaiming the timber from old barns for their valuable hardwood . Pulsifer 
notes that an 8,000-square-foot home yields about $70,000 worth of re-usable ma-
terial . “We get about two projects a year like that . We’re the only game in town . 
There’s a big rush of people in their sixties, downsizing but wanting to stay on their 
property around the lake . Or a developer that can make five to six lots out of the 
property . They get a tax write-off . We get to sell the material on line and in our 
stores .” Foraging barns for their huge timbers in Minnesota and Wisconsin is also 
proving fruitful . “If we can do this right,” muses Pulsifer, “we can buy throughout 
the country . But it’s tricky—some barns are a lot more valuable than others .”134 

The ReUse Center also has a store in the low-income Phillips community in 
Minneapolis, which is where the Green Institute began nearly 15 years ago, when 
its founders led community opposition to the siting of a solid waste transfer sta-

tion there . When the county dropped its plans for 
the station, they also made grant funds available for 
the development of a building materials exchange 
and re-use facility that would create jobs for lo-
cal residents . “We do a good job,” noted Pulsifer, 
“of getting stuff in this store that’s affordable to 
people in the neighborhood .” Another initiative is 
the Phillips Eco-Enterprise Center, the first specu-
latively built green commercial building in the up-
per Midwest that now houses an incubator, an R&D 
center and a job-training complex, as well as tenant 
organizations focused on sustainability . The build-
ing was a pilot for the LEED commercial building 
standards .135 

Workers for The ReUse Center engage in salvage opera-
tion while deconstructing a building . Photo courtesy of 
The ReUse Center
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Pulsifer also noted the importance of building strong relationships with a diverse 
set of players—from trash haulers to demolition companies to local and state regu-
lators to developers . “This is an industry where a non-profit can’t afford to make 
mistakes and where workers’ comp costs 35 cents of every dollar brought in .”136

WAGES (Oakland, California)
As an incubator of green housecleaning worker co-ops in the San Francisco Bay 
Area, this social enterprise leader is learning how to balance the demands of 
democratic governance with the need to stay competitive in a labor-intensive 
sector, moving to hybrid governance forms and franchising strategies to scale up.

WAGES—Women’s Action to Gain Economic Security—has helped build five 
worker-owned green cleaning businesses in the Bay Area in the past decade and 
recently launched a networking effort to scale up this model through joint market-
ing, purchasing and mutual learning . “It’s a good business niche,” noted Executive 
Director Hilary Abell “with low start-up and entry costs and a growing market 
in our area .” The co-ops’ prices match those of competitors who are not green 
because, says Abel, “cleaning products are just a small part of overall costs .” And 

the green cleaning market is not saturated . (Interestingly, MBA 
students at nearby Stanford University advised that their future 
marketing efforts should lead with a social justice message, as 
compared to their former eco-friendly message .)137

WAGES began in 1995, with a mission of promoting the so-
cial and economic well being of low-income women, but did not 
inject “green” into their mission until 2007 . “Over the years, we 
had become increasingly focused on creating dignified jobs and 
sustainable worker-owned businesses,” recalled Abell . “The fact 
that they were green became central not only to our strategy 
but to our mission,” Abell added . Each of the five co-ops targets 
different Bay Area communities . The newest co-op, Home Green 
Homes, is based in San Francisco and is supported by a partner-
ship between WAGES and Seventh Generation, Inc ., a socially 

responsible Vermont-headquartered company that makes non-toxic household 
products .139 

Abell proudly points out that all of the co-ops’ 80-plus worker-owners are earn-
ing 50-to-100 percent more in hourly wages than they earned before and many 
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are making $14–15 per hour plus benefits . Comparable wages at cleaning services 
in their markets are $8 to $9 .50 per hour . In addition, workers are gaining critical 
skills in governing a cooperative, overseeing a business, marketing and customer 
service . Abell stresses the critical role of worker education in the co-ops’ develop-
ment . Women joining one of the existing co-ops must engage in an 80-hour cur-
riculum while those joining a start-up are required to take 150 hours of education 
and peer leadership training . WAGES guides each co-operative to go through a 
three-to-four year incubation process that includes contracting with WAGES for 
a professional manager whose salary is subsidized at a decreasing rate throughout 
the process .140

A professional manager is one of the two lessons that Abell shared . “Early on,” 
she recalled, “we had an explicit goal of moving workers into management . We 
learned that it was neither a realistic nor a helpful goal, distracting and confusing 
the co-op members as well as creating conflict . If the opportunity arises in one of 
the co-ops for a worker to become a manager, certainly yes,” Abell emphasized . 
“But our goal is to have a strong, effective manager who excels at participatory 
management .”141

Abell’s second shared lesson was about the need to streamline governance, de-
emphasizing the participatory character of worker co-ops . “Taking time out for 
frequent meetings for collective decision-making really takes its toll on the busi-
ness .” The six-year-old Natural Home Cleaning co-op in the East Bay operates 

with a hybrid governance model, a smaller 
board with both worker-owners and outside 
allies, though the workers have the majority . 
The older co-ops in Silicon Valley swing back 
and forth between monthly decision-making 
meetings with all of the worker-owners and a 
smaller representative board .142

WAGES has an expansion plan and aims 
to grow to 200 worker-owners in network co-
ops .  Prior to the recession, WAGES had hoped 
to reach this milestone by the end of 2010 . 
“Though the economy is putting a wrench in 
it,” remarked Abell, “our co-ops have grown 20 
percent in 2009 .” Now WAGES is also looking 
at green commercial cleaning targeted to LEED 
certified buildings and spot cleaning, steam 
cleaning, landscaping and weatherization as 

Worker-owners celebrate the opening of San Francisco-based 
Home Green Home Natural Cleaning, the fifth in WAGES’ 
growing network of eco-friendly worker cooperatives . Photo 
courtesy of The WAGES
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additional avenues for growth . Abell notes that their franchising move means that 
more decisions are being made outside of the co-op process . “The co-op develop-
ment process is still too labor intensive,” Abell concludes . “We’ve got to balance 
not reinventing the wheel versus the natural inclination of owners to want to 
think independently .”143

WAGES is also helping to build worker co-ops focused on green cleaning in 
other parts of the country . They have advised Home Cleaning Professionals, a new 
worker co-op in Asheville, North Carolina that has both a growing Latino popula-
tion and a reputation for environmental consciousness . A partnership between the 
Center for Participatory Change, Nuestro Centro and Mountain BizWorks provided 
the co-op with startup funds, a business plan, English classes, a savings fund, finan-
cial education and leadership training . The co-op didn’t begin its cleaning service 
as green, but has been shifting to using eco-friendly cleaning products to suit the 
eco-conscious customer base .144

The Evergreen Cooperative Business Network of 
Cleveland, Ohio
This partnership between a community foundation, the city’s anchor institu-
tions, and City Hall, backed by the technical assistance of an employee-ownership 
center and a community development financial institution, is developing an in-
novative model for delivering equity, environmental and economic returns in the 
green economy.

In October 2009, Evergreen Cooperative Laundry (ECL) opened its doors on 105th 
Street in Cleveland . The industrial-scale laundry is the product of a unique part-
nership between The Cleveland Foundation, the City of Cleveland, Cleveland’s 
University Circle educational and medical institutions, the Ohio Employee 
Ownership Center, The Democracy Collaborative, and ShoreBank Enterprise 
Cleveland . ECL is a green worker cooperative that will conserve energy by using 
energy-efficient washing machines and dryers along with processes to reuse waste 
heat and water . More broadly, the Evergreen effort aims to demonstrate that “an-
chor institutions” like the Cleveland Clinic and University Hospitals can provide 
a long-term market for locally owned businesses, thereby helping reduce local 
unemployment and poverty and stabilize surrounding neighborhoods . The prod-
uct of a $5 .7-million investment, at full capacity (expected to be reached with 
three years), ECL will clean over 10-million pounds of health care linen a year 
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and employ 50 resident-owners from the low-income Greater University Circle 
neighborhoods that surround some of Cleveland’s leading non-profit anchor in-

stitutions .145 “The biggest challenge (to assembling nearly $6 mil-
lion in upfront capitalization),” says Jim Anderson, ECL’s Chief 
Executive Officer and a Senior Program Coordinator at the Ohio 
Employee Ownership Center, “was the banks . They won’t finance 
start-ups . The Cleveland Foundation’s willingness to guarantee a 
bank loan was critical .”

The workers at the laundry share temporary employment sta-
tus for the first six months—and then, if they have demonstrated 
their ability and commitment to the company and their fellow 
employees, are invited to join the co-op . During the first six 
months, the base starting wage is $8 an hour . After six months, 

workers are invited to join the co-op and wages are increased to $10 .50 an hour . 
While hardly an enormous salary, even at this level, an ECL employee will be earn-
ing significantly more than the industry standard of $8 .25 an hour . And unlike its 
competition, ECL offers members of the cooperative free health care benefits with 
no co-pay .

The wealth building as-
pect of ECL could be sig-
nificant: the company’s 

business plan projects that 
the equity stake in the 

business for a worker who 
has remained on the job 

for eight years could be as 
high as $65,000.

Worker-owners of Cleveland’s Evergreen Cooperative Laundry participate in the opening ceremony of 
their business . When operating at full capacity, ECL will employ 50 local residents . Photo courtesy of The 
Cleveland Foundation 
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Each new member of the cooperative is expected 
to purchase an ownership share in the company . 
Each share will cost $3,000 . Because the typical ECL 
worker does not have such a sum readily available to 
invest in the business, the company deducts 50 cents 
an hour from an employee’s salary . Typically, it will 
take three years to cover the purchase of an employ-
ee’s share in the business . When employees leave the 
company, their share is returned to them . 

As owners, ECL workers enjoy greater job security 
than workers at more traditional businesses, because 
outside investors do not determine the company’s 
policies nor making its financial decisions . The re-
sponsibility for that belongs to the worker-owners . 
The wealth building aspect of ECL could be signifi-
cant: the company’s business plan projects that the 
equity stake in the business for a worker who has re-

mained on the job for eight years could be as high as $65,000 . Profits will be allo-
cated into member “patronage accounts” on an annual basis . The Ohio Employee 
Ownership Center provides extensive training for the worker-owners, including 
helping to build a culture of cooperative ownership and management .146

The laundry is just the first of what is expected to develop into a growing net-
work of Evergreen Cooperative businesses . Central to that effort is the Evergreen 
Cooperative Development Fund, established in 2009 as a non-profit revolving loan 
fund designed to provide seed funding for local cooperative-owned business start-
ups . Currently housed at ShoreBank Enterprise Cleveland, a community develop-
ment financial institution, the Fund uses philanthropic and socially responsible 
investments (such as foundation grants and program related investments) to lever-
age additional capital sources (bank loans, state and federal grants and loans, and 
so on) . Loans are made to Evergreen cooperatives on favorable terms, but must be 
paid back to the Fund and other lenders over time . These repaid loans are then 
used to help finance the start-up of the next generation of worker cooperatives . 
Additionally, the businesses receiving start-up investments from the Fund are re-
quired to return ten percent of their pre-tax profits to the Fund, providing what 
organizers anticipate will be a steady stream of revenues to seed additional coop-
erative businesses .147 To supplement the revolving loan fund, additional types of 
financing vehicles that can attract new sources of low-cost capital are also being 
explored .

Keith Parkham, technical supervisor, programs the 
Evergreen Cooperative Laundry’s computerized, green 
equipment . Photo courtesy of The Cleveland Foundation 
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A second Evergreen cooperative that also opened in the fall of 2009 is Ohio 
Cooperative Solar . Ohio Cooperative Solar (OCS) is a community-owned clean en-
ergy business that provides weatherization services and owns, installs, and main-
tains solar panels on the rooftops of Cleveland’s large nonprofit anchor institu-
tions . The company establishes Power Purchasing Agreements (PPAs) with roof 
owners (typically hospitals and universities) to buy the solar energy generated for 
a fixed rate over a 15-year time period . Selling power under a PPA helps make solar 
energy affordable to nonprofit anchor institutions, which, like other public and 
nonprofit entities, are ineligible to directly benefit from tax credits themselves .148

Like the Evergreen Cooperative Laundry, Ohio Cooperative Solar is an employ-
ee-owned co-op that hires and trains under-employed residents from local neigh-
borhoods . With an initial investment of about $1 million from the Evergreen 
Cooperative Development Fund and $1 .5 million in a State of Ohio energy stimu-
lus loan, the worker cooperative eventually will leverage an additional $14 million 
in federal, state, and philanthropic loans and grants to create about 3 .5 megawatts 
of solar in one square mile, the largest such concentration by far in the state (as of 
this writing, Ohio has just 2 megawatts of installed solar) . 

Ohio Cooperative Solar’s work crew completes the first 110kW solar installation on the roof of a 
Cleveland Clinic building . The co-op plans to install 3MW of solar in Cleveland by 2013 . Photo courtesy 
of The Cleveland Foundation 
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Ohio Cooperative Solar is hopeful that the scale of the anchor institution com-
mitments will enable it to negotiate a bulk purchasing deal with a large original 
equipment manufacturer, thereby further lowering costs and providing the op-
portunity for further business expansion .149 Also, under Ohio state law, this busi-

ness model creates the opportunity for Ohio Cooperative Solar 
to sell Renewable Energy Certificates (RECs) to utility companies, 
since Ohio utility companies have a state mandate to achieve a 
certain level of production from solar or other renewable energy 
sources .150 

The company’s first solar installations began in April 2010 . 
Ultimately, the goal is to develop a workforce capacity that will 
carry out installations throughout the state . The business is pro-
jected to grow to employ 75 to 100 worker-owners .

After the laundry and the solar installation enterprises, two additional co-ops 
slated for launch are a 230,000-square-foot, year-round commercial hydroponic 
greenhouse business (Green City Growers) and a student co-op community news-
paper and media source (Neighborhood Voice) that can serve as a vehicle for en-
gaging residents in the overall community wealth building effort . Even as these 
two businesses prepare to launch, the leaders of the Evergreen initiative are be-
ginning to vet and conduct feasibility studies on the next generation of coopera-
tive businesses tied to the purchasing needs of Greater University Circle anchor 
institutions .151

When all is said and done, of course, Evergreen, like the other community 
wealth and ownership strategies described in this report, will succeed because 

of the men and women who are the owners of the companies . 
“Because this is an employee-owned business,” says ECL mainte-
nance technician and former marine Keith Parkham, “it’s all up 
to us if we want the company to grow and succeed .” Parkham’s 
colleague, Medrick Addison, ECL’s overall work supervisor and a 
former Time-Warner Cable employee, adds, “I never thought I 

could become an owner of a major corporation . Maybe through Evergreen things 
that I always thought would be out of reach for me might become possible . Owning 
your own job,” he says, “is a beautiful thing .” 152
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Meeting the Challenges

It isn’t easy, but in some ways the green economy presents fewer chal-
lenges than the traditional economy. Co-ops [in the green economy] openly 
struggle with issues of growth, participation in the marketplace, and others 
contradictions. But in one sense, co-ops have always faced these chal-
lenges, because they are operating on principles anyway. 

—Melissa Hoover, Executive Director, U .S . Federation of Worker Co-ops153

Building equitable ownership in the green economy is not an automatic 
process and, in many cases, government policy increases these obstacles. 
Nonetheless, community wealth builders have developed a number of creative 
ways to overcome these barriers.

Clearly, there are significant examples of community wealth building in the grow-
ing green economy . This section will focus on the specific challenges to scaling up 
these models . An overview of these challenges appears in Figure 6 .

Some challenges can be effectively addressed by creative action by community 
wealth building enterprises and organizations themselves . Policy—at the federal, 
state, and local levels—and philanthropic investments also have critical roles to 
play . But access to appropriate capital, markets and expertise are challenges that 
practitioners face in nearly all sectors of the green economy . 

Federal Financing Barriers to Nonprofit or Public Firms 
Federal incentives for generating energy from renewable sources largely come in the 
form of tax credits—wind-energy developers get a per kilowatt-hour (production) 
tax credit, biofuels developers are eligible for a per gallon (production) tax credit 
and solar producers receive an up-front capital (investment) tax credit . Non-profit 
and public enterprises—including Indian tribes, nonprofit cooperatives, and pub-
lic power companies—however, do not pay income taxes and thus do not benefit 
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Figure 6: Facing the Challenges

Federal	subsidies	favor	for-profit	
corporations	over	non-profit	or	
public	providers

•	 Use	for-profit	forms	of	ownership,	such	as	
worker	co-operatives,	to	capture	economic	
benefit	of	federal	incentives.

•	 Expand	federal	financing	options	for	
nonprofit	and	public	entities	to	create	a	
level	playing	field.

Grid	access	rules	and	regulations	
create	barriers	to	entry

•	 Work	with	government	officials	to	cut	red	
tape.

•	 Build	larger	projects	to	reduce	per-unit	
development	costs.

•	 Change	policy	to	facilitate	market	entry.

High	ESOP	start-up	costs

•	 For	“pure”	start-ups,	use	S-corp	(e.g.,	
Namasté	Solar).

•	 Expand	existing	ESOP	into	new	fields	(e.g.,	
EBO	Group).

Challenges	of	new	market	
development

•	 Get	public	policy	right:	e.g.	set	tipping	
fees	high	enough	to	discourage	needless	
dumping.

•	 Access	philanthropic	and	intermediary	
support	to	cover	a	portion	of	pre-
development	costs.

Need	to	develop	green	financing	
industry	expertise

•	 Develop	partnerships.
•	 Identify	sectors,	such	as	combined	home-
and-energy	improvement	loans,	where	
strong	market	development	potential	exists.

•	 Use	public	policy	to	link	energy	and	
community	development	finance.

challengeS potential remedieS
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from tax credit subsidies . In 2005, the Community Renewal Energy Bonds (CREB) 
program was created to provide a comparable financing tool for cooperative and 
public entities . But Congress only funded CREB at $800 million for its first two 
years, while receiving $2 .5 billion in requests . Allocations ranged from $23,000 to 
$31 million for specific projects . Although helpful, CREB has not been able to sup-
port community wealth building at scale, in part, because, as Austin Energy Senior 
Strategy Engineer Mark Kapner points out, the administrative costs for using the 
program are too high . As a result, although Austin Energy gets approximately 12 
percent of its power from renewable sources, it must contract with out-of-state 
companies to attain nearly all of that power . Indeed, the profits from the solar 
power Austin Energy purchases go to a company headquartered in Spain .154

Community level renewable projects owned by residents, small businesses and/
or farmers have also had great difficulty in accessing federal financing subsidies . 
In order to access the Production Tax Credit commonly used by wind developers, 

investors must have “passive income” (income from rents and/
or investments) to use these credits . Few potential community 
investors have sufficient passive income to use this tax credit .155 

John Farrell, Senior Researcher at the Institute for Local Self 
Reliance, offers this example: “A typical two-megawatt wind tur-
bine provides enough electricity to power 600 average American 
homes . Under current federal laws, however, it is nearly impossi-
ble for these same 600 households to pool their resources and own 
this wind turbine because they do not qualify for the Production 
Tax Credit and would face a complicated and expensive securities 
registration process .” Farrell estimates up-front costs of $30,000 
to $125,000 and annual compliance expenses ranging from 

$10,000 to over $400,000 . Thus, this community of 600 homes would most likely 
have to partner with a large absentee equity firm and trade ownership interest after 
ten years .156

A major obstacle for community ownership of solar generating capacity is its 
high capital cost, particularly for photovoltaic panels . A typical residential installa-
tion costs between $24,000 and $40,000 . But federal incentives for installing solar 
generating facilities have been skewed to large commercial owners because they 
are offered as tax credits or accelerated depreciation schedules . Although the in-
dividual homeowner or small business is eligible for an Investment Tax Credit 
of 30 percent of project value, until 2009 these benefits were capped at $2,000 
for residential systems . No such cap, however, existed for commercial projects . 
A federal program, the federal Renewable Energy Production Incentive, provides 
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annual incentive payments to non-profit, cooperative and public entities produc-
ing renewably generated electricity that is then sold to another source . Like the 
CREB tool, however, its funding level, capped to $800 million a year, is far less 
than the demand . State, local and utility incentives reduce but do not substantially 
eliminate the disparity in public subsidies for community versus large commercial 
users .157

Consequently the financing models that have evolved to compensate for this 
skewed system do not support many forms of community ownership . Wind proj-
ects in the United States have typically been owned through one of two business 
models . Through the absentee owner model, a landowner will lease his or her land 
to a developer, earning about $2,000 to $5,000 per turbine annually . The land-
owner could, however, earn two to three times that amount by owning the turbine 
directly .158

The second ownership model, known as the “Minnesota Flip,” similarly in-
volves an outside wind developer who pays for and installs the turbines for free 
on a landowner’s property and benefits from the tax credits that make the project 
feasible . However, after a typical term of ten years, the project is turned over to 
the landowner who then benefits from the revenues derived from the sale of the 
wind power and is also liable for maintenance and other operating costs . John 
Farrell characterizes the Minnesota Flip as “a convenient legal arrangement for a 
Byzantine renewable energy policy,” reserving judgment as to its utility as a com-
munity wealth building tool . “Overall, it has some of the highest total potential 
returns to community members,” notes Farrell, “if the turbine doesn’t have signifi-
cant maintenance issues in the long term . So far, very few of those projects (if any) 
have reached the flip stage and so we don’t have a lot of data on how good or bad 
these arrangements are .”159

For the individual homeowner, solar is a relatively expensive technology with 
significant upfront costs ($15,000-$20,000 per residence) and a long payback pe-
riod . Because of these substantial capital costs, several financing options are used 
that do not involve community ownership . With the first tool, the photovoltaic 
panels are leased to the customer who then gets the benefits of locally generated 
power without paying upfront capital costs or maintenance expenses but not re-
ceiving the benefits of ownership . Solar City, a California-based company that is 
working to vertically integrate the industry by offering design, financing, installa-
tion and monitoring services, typically offers homeowners a 15-year lease with an 
option to buy the panels for 10–20 percent of the original cost at the end of the 
term . (The industry is too new to assess the benefits of that ownership offer .) The 
second model is the solar power purchase agreement (PPA) where the customer 
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simply pays for the power generated, signing a 15-to-20-year agreement to buy the 
solar power at a fixed rate . Although the consumer benefits by access to a renew-
able source of electricity and predictable power rates, he/she will probably never 
own the photovoltaic panels nor benefit from any of the government incentives . 
A rooftop owner with a 50-kilowatt photovoltaic panel can expect to earn about 
$2,000 in lease payments over the life of the agreement . Seventy-two percent of 
photovoltaic installations completed in 2008 used the PPA model, including big 
box retailers such as Walmart .160

Indian tribes face similar barriers . Few tribes, despite having substantial wind 
and solar generating capacity, currently own their own facilities 
because of their ineligibility for renewable energy federal tax ben-
efits . Furthermore, because of sovereignty issues, tribes are often 
hesitant to relinquish the equity necessary to make the “flip” an 
attractive strategy . The Department of Energy, as well as the U .S . 
Department of Agriculture, manage grant and loan programs for 
renewable energy, some of which are open to tribes but funds are 
very limited and oversubscribed .161

There have been some recent policy victories for the renew-
able production sector . The Emergency Economic Stabilization 
Act (EESA), enacted in late 2008, lifted the cap for residential pho-
tovoltaic installations and allowed application of the tax credits 
against the alternative minimum tax . The American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act of 2009 (“stimulus bill”) temporarily amends the rules gov-
erning the Production Tax Credit to enable project developers to apply for a grant 
from the Treasury Department in lieu of the credit, equal to 30 percent of the cost . 
This amendment was designed to be temporary because tax credits are not feasible 
given the depressed profit levels during the recession . But local government units, 
non-profits, co-ops and other partnerships are specifically prohibited from using 
this cash incentive .162 Other opportunities provided by the stimulus bill include an 
additional $1 .6 billion in CREB financing to help public entities and cooperatives 
finance renewable power projects and $6 billion for a temporary loan guarantee 
program for renewable generation and transmission projects .163 

While obstacles to nonprofit and public ownership are significant, the example 
of Ohio Cooperative Solar in Cleveland, Ohio—detailed above—illustrates that 
for-profit forms of community ownership do not face the same barriers, which is 
not to say that developing viable employee-owned solar installation businesses is 
easy . Critical factors behind the Ohio Cooperative Solar business model are: (1) 
low cost capital, made possible by the support of The Cleveland Foundation; (2) 
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pre-confirmed multi-year purchasing agreements with the city’s large anchor insti-
tutions; and (3) the State of Ohio’s aggressive requirements for the expansion of 
solar and other renewable energy technologies . While these factors do not guar-
antee success, they provide a significant competitive advantage that bodes well for 
the profitable development of such enterprises .164 

Grid Access and Regulatory Barriers
Another challenge for community producers of renewable energy is access to the 
power grid, typically controlled by the large privately owned investors or region-
al monopolies .165 Small projects face challenges that include an expensive and 
lengthy approval process, specific equipment requirements and high standard fees . 
Although these relationships are subject to regulatory scrutiny, utilities have typi-
cally been given substantial discretion in setting the interconnection framework 
for “distributed” projects . Judy Lipp, Executive Director of the Toronto Renewable 
Energy Co-operative, recalls the onerous process of negotiating with the utility to 
secure access to the grid . “It’s a mindset issue where people in the industry are used 
to large generating plants far from users and dealing with a few players . You need 
real will to get through these barriers .” 

Community wind producers also face enormous regulatory hurdles in getting a 
project approved . Jennifer Grove of Northwest SEED, which helped Our Wind Co-

op install turbines for ten small projects in the Northwest, notes 
that, “Wind takes three to five years in lead time, even in a state 
like Oregon which is the ripest of our states .”166 Lipp recalls a 33-
step process for the Toronto community-owned turbine . These fi-
nancial, legal and tax challenges are major barriers to community 
owned projects . In the 1920 and 1930s, federal power authorities 
partnered with consumer owned utilities around hydroelectric 
generation and transmission . The Last Mile Project is an example 
of community-sized entities joining together with larger utilities 
to collectively invest in a large project and thus share the consid-
erable costs of feasibility studies, permitting, site development 
and turbine procurement, thereby securing lower financing costs 
per turbine .167 One advantage that community wind projects 

have over large externally owned projects is that they are far less likely to face the 
NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) response that proposed turbines face from neighbor-
ing landowners across the country .168 
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Changing the regulations is one obvious remedy, but in the absence of policy 
change, Lipp’s group has addressed the barriers they have faced in two ways: first, 
by getting a forgivable loan from the Canadian federal government to cover the 
pre-development costs for its first project; and second, by scaling up its second 
project to a much larger size that reduces, proportionately, the cost of obtaining 
the requisite approvals .169

High ESOP Start-Up Costs
The late John Logue of the Ohio Employee Ownership Center believed that ESOPs 
were ill-suited to what he called “hard core green” start-ups . With front-end legal 
costs of at least $30,000, ESOPs are expensive to set up compared to other corporate 
forms . They are not attractive to the typical venture capitalist seeking high returns 

to compensate for the high risk of new enterprises . “But,” said 
Logue, “ESOPs are well suited to high-performing manufacturing 
enterprises which the U .S . needs many more of if we are to lead 
the world’s green economy .” Moreover, as CEO Dave Heidenreich 
of The EBO Group points out, an increasing number of ESOPs are 
set up as S-corporations—as the Colorado-based solar installer, 
Namasté Solar, profiled above, is—and thus eligible for substan-
tial tax exemptions, which can be used to invest in new ventures . 

Additionally, many existing co-ops can leverage existing assets to move into new 
lines of business in the green economy, as indeed Heidenreich’s EBO Group has 
done .170

Challenges in New Market Development
Many green industries are relatively new . Therefore it is not surprising that com-
munity-based firms entering these industries face many of the challenges typical 
of emerging industries . Deconstruction provides one example of this phenome-
non . As Brad Guy, Executive Director of the National Building Materials Reuse 
Association, acknowledges, deconstruction is in its infancy—with limited scale, 
low margins unless value is added to the salvaged material (e .g . re-milling lumber 
for flooring), and is plagued by variability of supply .171

The financial feasibility of deconstruction varies with local and state policies, 
particularly around landfill tipping fees . Where fees are high, as in California, 

ESOPs are well suited to 
high performing manufac-

turing enterprises which 
the U.S. needs many more 

of if we are to lead the 
world’s green economy.



Growing a Green Economy for All66

Oregon and Washington, deconstruction becomes more attractive to owners and 
developers and there are many more small-scale operators in the sector . The time 
constraints of development often make deconstruction difficult . It is labor inten-
sive—advantageous for training workers in construction techniques but poten-
tially expensive with skilled workers . Safety and thus the high costs of workers’ 
compensation and insurance are also challenges for this new industry . Asbestos 
and lead exposure are common risk factors .172 

Despite these challenges, the potential for industry growth is high, as tipping 
fees climb and sustainability becomes a greater public policy priority . Moreover, 
even with today’s low tipping fees, deconstructing high-end properties is clearly 
lucrative . Although the cost for ecological building deconstruction is generally 
50 to 100 percent above conventional demolition and landfill, property owners 
can earn a substantial tax deduction by donating the materials to a non-profit 
organization .173

Green building is a much more established market than deconstruction, but it 
still has many of the problems associated with new market development . Enterprise 
Community Partners’ Green Communities initiative, with five years of experience 
under its belt, has identified a range of challenges that affordable housing devel-
opers face in going green . Particularly relevant are the extra costs involved in the 
pre-development phase . Says Enterprise Vice President Dana Bourland, “It’s hard to 
sell the initial higher costs to funders so green becomes an “unfunded mandate .” 
The construction process also has its challenges . “Developers aren’t always think-
ing as holistically as they need to . The transfer of the green design elements to the 
construction process and then to operations and maintenance is not always so 
fluid .”174

The affordable housing finance system also presents challenges for community-
based organizations that are seeking to capture market share in green building . 
Requirements for the lowest per unit cost often discriminate against including 
green features . Securing appropriate expertise is a challenge . In many localities, 
green consultants are unavailable or too costly and green expertise in a variety of 
building services is hard to fund . Doing green building right is highly dependent 
on local climate conditions but place-specific data is hard to find . Post-construction 
challenges include the expense of third-party verification (essential to ensuring 
that “the green details really get incorporated,” notes Bourland) and the difficulty 
of engaging residents and property managers in the green planning process so that 
they too have a stake in saving energy . Finally, utility allowances for publicly sub-
sidized housing often fail to encourage energy savings .175 
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As noted above, in the past five years, Enterprise Community Partners has in-
vested $650 million to create more than 14,500 green affordable homes in 350 
developments in 30 states that meet its “Green Communities” criteria, an impres-
sive achievement—and an investment that has positioned many community de-
velopment corporations to become leaders in the rapidly growing green building 
market . Critical to achieving these gains has been the dedicated commitment of 
intermediaries such as Enterprise to bear the start-up costs faced by community de-
velopment corporations and other nonprofit housing developers to bridge market 
gaps and foster the development of in-house expertise .

Developing Green Financing Expertise
Even the largest and most sophisticated community development financial institu-
tions (CDFIs) in the nation are struggling with the need to secure the substantial 
and diverse expertise needed to effectively invest in the green economy . Needless 
to say, to lend effectively in new industries requires developing industry-specific 
knowledge in order to appropriately assess business plans and related loan docu-
ments . Coastal Enterprises in Maine is struggling with the “huge need for exper-
tise,” says Senior Vice President Carla Dickstein . To meet this need, Coastal has 
engaged in partnerships with state agencies, non-profits and research institutions . 
“Sometimes it works, sometimes it doesn’t,” Dickstein notes . “But securing exper-
tise is a cost and how do you cover that extra cost?” Coastal is struggling to find the 
financial resources to cover the extra development costs associated with building 
green, particularly LEED-certified buildings, but has not yet succeeded in develop-
ing the expertise to effectively do so .176

Self Help is one of the nation’s largest CDFIs and, according to Bob Schall, 
President of Self-Help Ventures Fund, a division of Self-Help, the community 
lender is still searching for a cost-effective market segment, citing the need for 
specialized expertise that they lack and the need to find bankable green projects . 
Self-Help co-sponsored a green design competition for an affordable single family 
home in Durham, North Carolina, but could not find a developer willing to build 
it at an affordable cost . Self-Help is financing a small low-head hydro plant at a 
former cotton mill, but Schall believes that electricity prices are too low in the 
Southeast to make renewable generation feasible . Expertise is an issue as well . “We 
initially decided to focus on greening charter schools,” recalls Schall “because we 
have lending expertise in that market . But they have no extra cash flow and we 
have not been able to find subsidy funds . We thought we would get some good 
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learning from lending for charter retrofits but we discovered that each project is 
different—charters are housed in former retail space, warehouses, churches—the 
list goes on . Expertise is an additional up-front cost for us .” Schall thinks that 
one promising market segment for CDFIs may be to originate mortgage loans that 

are coupled with loans for energy improvement—something that 
conventional banks don’t do .177

Rob Sanders, Managing Director of the Energy Group at the 
Philadelphia-based TRF (The Reinvestment Fund), believes that 
the 2009 stimulus bill presents a real opportunity for CDFIs . 
“Clean energy projects are having difficulty obtaining financ-
ing,” Sanders noted . “Institutional lenders are not lending, or, 
if they are, they’re charging high risk premiums that have made 
good projects no longer financially viable .” Sanders added that, 

“There is an opportunity to use economic stimulus dollars to connect clean en-
ergy funding with community development financing .” According to Sanders, this 
would not only stimulate the rebuilding of low-wealth communities hurt by preda-
tory lending practices and the burst housing bubble, but the resources freed up 
from utility spending could be used to instead jump-start other regional spending 
and investment .178
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The Role of Intermediaries

We need to work with you all. We need the technical assistance capac-
ity. . . . We need [intermediaries’ support] to democratize energy produc-
tion in this country.

—Winona LaDuke, Executive Director, Honor the Earth179

Only a small number of trade associations and technical assistance groups are 
working to connect community wealth builders to the green economy, but a 
few have spearheaded important efforts. These include providing technical as-
sistance and support for co-op entry into renewable energy, building capacity 
among community development corporations in green affordable housing, 
and helping to develop green industry knowledge among leading community 
development financial institutions.

Intermediaries—that is, those who provide technical assistance, financing, train-
ing, policy advocacy and networking to place-based organizations—are essential 
to the growth of an industry, whether in the for-profit or non-profit sector . While 
many intermediaries have yet to seize the opportunity that the growing green 
economy provides, a handful of state, regional and national organizations are 
clearly working in the nexus between community wealth building and the green 
economy, as shown in Figure 7 . 

Community Based Energy 
Seattle-based Northwest SEED (Sustainable Energy for Economic Development) 
works collaboratively with a range of partners to help communities across the 
Northwest advance projects to achieve energy independence, economic devel-
opment and community ownership . This intermediary supported a cooperative 
of ten landowners dispersed across the states of Washington and Montana to 
each install a small-scale wind turbine . They helped develop Washington’s first 
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community-based wind project, which will contribute its net revenue from power 
sales to the local low income-energy assistance program . They have assisted Indian 
tribes in developing plans for greater energy self-sufficiency . Most importantly, 
Northwest SEED builds its own expertise—regulatory, financial, and technical—
in community-scale renewable projects in target states; links communities (both 
urban and rural) together to share information as well as collaborate for project 
financing and predevelopment expenses; and shares this new-found expertise 
through the publication of manuals and project-specific technical assistance . 

Another intermediary uniquely focused on the promotion of community 
wind is Windustry . Based in Minneapolis, this regional player works with land-
owners, agricultural organizations, local elected officials, economic development 

Figure 7: Intermediaries and Their Actions in the Green Economy

Community-based	energy
Seattle-based	Northwest	SEED	has	helped	
develop	wind	co-ops.	Technical	support	
programs	are	emerging	in	Minnesota.

Scaling	up	renewable	energy	in	
co-cops

Newly	formed	National	Renewable	
Cooperative	Organization	aims	to	increase	
investment	of	electric	co-ops	in	renewable	
power	generation.

Building	green	affordable	housing	
capacity

Enterprise	Community	Partners	has	invested	
$65	million	in	green	building,	helping	
to	expand	community	development	
corporation	capacity.

Building	overall	capacity
Triple	Bottom	Line	Collaborative	has	helped	
leading	rural	community	development	
financial	institutions	share	best	practices.
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organizations and rural utilities to provide education, advocacy and expertise on 
the regulatory, legal, financing and development impacts of specific community 
wind projects .

A different approach is embodied by CERTs (Clean Energy Resource Teams), 
which are state supported public-private partnerships operating in each of 
Minnesota’s five regions . CERTs support community-sponsored green projects 
by linking non-traditional players, leveraging the expertise of the University of 
Minnesota, engaging regional and state public officials and through small grants . 
Investments made through this state program have supported feasibility studies 
for wind, biomass and geothermal projects at local schools, on tribal lands and for 
public buildings . 

Scaling Up Renewable Energy in Co-ops
Most of the nation’s 900 electric cooperatives are either too small or do not gen-
erate their own electricity to become owners of renewable energy facilities . The 

recently created National Renewables Cooperative Organization 
(NRCO) was organized to enable the larger cooperatives180 to pool 
their expertise and investments to become significant players 
in the renewable power sector . NRCO is currently owned by 24 
generation-and-transmission co-ops and four unaffiliated electric 
co-ops from across the country and is building capacity to both 

screen investment projects for their members and eventually to take ownership of 
some renewable assets .

Building Green Affordable Housing Capacity
Green Communities is an initiative sponsored by the national affordable housing 
intermediary, Enterprise Community Partners, which provides funds and expertise 
to developers to green their building practices and projects . Through sponsoring 
workshops and web-seminars, developing tools and building local partnerships 
this intermediary is playing a key role in building the capacity of non-profit hous-
ing developers to participate in the green economy . The $650 million in loans and 
grants invested to date has helped cover the costs of planning and implementing 
green components of affordable housing development, as well as finance predevel-
opment and acquisition expenses . 
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Building Overall Capacity
Although many trade associations and intermediaries that support communi-
ty wealth building strategies are interested in how their constituents can grow 
with the new green economy, few are prioritizing green . The National Center for 
Employee Ownership does not collect data about ESOPs operating in the green 
economy, according to Executive Director Corey Rosen .181 “Members aren’t asking 
about green,” Rosen noted . “It’s a business question rather than an employee own-
ership question .” Similarly, the late John Logue at the Ohio Employee Ownership 
Center, although familiar with a number of ESOPs engaged in the green economy, 
was unable to identify a specific strategy for supporting worker ownership in this 
new sector .182

The Social Venture Network, a peer network that supports entrepreneurs and 
investors who seek to leverage business for social and sustainable ends, concen-
trates its green efforts on assisting members to manage their carbon footprint . The 
US Federation of Democratic Workplaces focuses on growing the worker coopera-
tive movement nationally so that it is accessible and scalable . Executive Director 
Melissa Hoover notes that, “there are various strands of green in the worker co-op 
movement,” but their technical assistance and training focuses on generic capac-
ity building . Similarly the Cooperative Development Institute’s Jenn Guttshall can 
point to a range of worker co-ops in the Northeast that are engaged in sustainable 
agriculture, energy, solar installation, weatherization, recycling and building but 
says that her organization also focuses on building the generic skills needed to 
operate a worker co-op, rather than direct assistance to members seeking to take 
advantage of opportunities in the green economy .183

In the Community Development Finance Institutions arena, none of the pri-
mary trade associations (Opportunity Finance Network, the National Federation 
of Community Development Credit Unions, National Community Development 
Venture Capital Association, and the Association of Economic Opportunity) are fo-
cusing on identifying opportunities for their members in the green economy or in 
specifically supporting them to engage in green lending . An exception is the Triple 
Bottom Line Collaborative, which is playing an intermediary role for ten CDFIs 
seeking to use their lending and investment tools to maximize environmental as 
well as social and economic equity gains . All of these CDFIs have a significant rural 
portfolio where the intersection between development and natural resources is 
most obvious . Supported by the Ford Foundation, this network provides opportu-
nities for peer learning and targeted research .



The Role of Philanthropy

It’s an interesting moment. We have had several hundred years of empha-
sis on specialization, expertise, narrowing. Now we have got to begin to 
synthesize in a serious way and pull all of these strands together to create 
something larger than the sum of the parts. 

—Peter Teague, Program Director, Nathan Cummings Foundation184

Historically, foundations have tended to treat environmental and poverty re-
duction grant-making as unrelated endeavors. In a few cases, however, foun-
dations have begun to search for ways to build community wealth within the 
green economy.

Typically, foundations have seen the environment and poverty through two sepa-
rate lenses . Only recently have a handful of funders begun to integrate these two 
approaches . Some funders use a smart growth paradigm to think about grants 
that promote both carbon reduction and community development objectives . 
Others are using the lens of equity to encompass environmental, social and eco-
nomic justice goals . Still others are applying triple bottom line metrics to bridge 
the environment-economic justice divide . In a few cases, summarized in Figure 8 
and discussed below, foundations have begun to support efforts that build com-
munity wealth while meeting environmental objectives .

Supporting the Non-Profit Sector’s Capacity to Green 
Affordable Housing
This is the most common area for philanthropic support of community wealth 
building activities in the green economy, with foundations supporting both inter-
mediaries and specific local development projects . Philanthropic pioneers include 
the Kresge, Home Depot, Energy, and Surdna foundations . Kresge, for example, 
ran a “Green Initiative” program from 2003 to 2009 that provided grants of up 
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Figure 8: Philanthropic Approaches to Building Community Wealth in 

the Green Economy

Green	building	(Kresge,	Surdna,	
Home	Depot,	Energy)

Support	for	green	building—approaches	
vary	from	project-based	support	to	sustained	
partnerships	with	specific	community	groups	
such	as	Habitat	for	Humanity.

Green	industry	research	&	
development	(Annie	E.	Casey)

Partnership	with	Coastal	Enterprises	of	
Maine,	a	leading	community	development	
financial	institution,	to	do	market	research	
and	guide	green	community	wealth	building	
investments.

Renewable	energy	production	
finance	(Bonneville)

Raise	money	using	carbon	offsets	and	invests	
revenues	earned	in	financially	viable	projects,	
including	the	$360-million	publicly	owned	
White	Creek	Farm	wind-turbine.

Building	a	network	of	green	
worker	cooperatives	(Cleveland	
Foundation)

Provide	$3	million	grant	to	capitalize	
Evergreen	Cooperative	Development	Loan	
Fund,	to	finance	worker-owned	cooperatives	
that	can	capture	market	share	for	community	
residents,	while	helping	area	universities	
and	hospitals	meet	their	carbon	footprint	
reduction	targets.

iSSue & Foundation leader(S) approach
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to $100,000 for predevelopment . Home Depot Foundation in 2009 announced 
a 5-year, $30-million green building partnership with the nonprofit developer 
Habitat for Humanity . The Energy Foundation, with the support of a three-year, 
$21-million grant from the Doris Duke Charitable Foundation, has provided grants 
to support the development of energy-efficient building codes, appliance stan-
dards, and building technologies . Surdna’s “sustainable communities” program 
takes a broader view and more explicitly focuses on “the interplay between the 
environment, the economy, and social equity .”185

Enabling CDFIs to Strategically Invest in the Green 
Economy
There are only a handful of examples of foundations supporting community de-
velopment entities to build their expertise in green lending and identify strategic 
niches . The Annie E . Casey Foundation is supporting Coastal Enterprises in Maine 
to help their business clients assess the feasibility of engaging in the green econ-
omy as a way to create or expand job opportunities for low-income workers . For 
example, if an apparel manufacturer in Maine substituted organics for convention-
ally produced fabric, what would be the costs and benefits of competing in the fair 
trade market? “Companies don’t understand that there are new markets for differ-
ent kinds of production with higher standards and none of us understand if we 
have the flexibility to change production processes or what the costs are,” noted 
Carla Dickstein at Coastal Enterprises . “When is it worth competing in markets 
that want green goods and how do we help our portfolio companies be nimble?”186

Coastal Enterprises is also working with a consortium of public and private enti-
ties in Maine that aim to produce plastic from potatoes, thereby avoiding the need 
for petrochemicals while building new markets for Maine farmers and creating 
manufacturing jobs . As part of this work, Coastal Enterprises intends to produce a 
study that examines how this industry can be structured to maximize community 
benefit .187 

Financing Public Wind Energy Production
The Bonneville Environmental Foundation has played a leading role in both mak-
ing carbon trading tools accessible to small and publicly owned wind producers 
in the Northwest and in using these new financing tools to generate income for 
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its own charitable activities . Investing over $2 million in the $360 million White 
Creek Wind Farm, Bonneville helped to create the largest public wind-generating 
project in the nation . Their style is entrepreneurial—they take the lead in creating 
and defining product and market standards . They also work on a policy level to 
educate local and national organizations and work with them to refine and im-
prove industry standards .188

Financing Green Worker Co-ops to Build Community 
Wealth
The Cleveland Foundation, the nation’s oldest community foundation, has been 
a vital player in developing start-up green cooperatives as part of the Greater 
University Circle Initiative . The Foundation’s strategy aims to develop a grow-
ing network of worker co-ops focused on markets created by the city’s large “an-
chor institutions” (e .g ., Case Western University, University Hospital, Cleveland 
Clinic), located in targeted inner city neighborhoods and owned by local residents . 
With a $3 million grant, the foundation helped to capitalize a new cooperative 
loan fund managed by ShoreBank Enterprise Cleveland . The first two worker co-
ops—the Evergreen Cooperative Laundry, the region’s largest green, commercial 
laundry, and Ohio Solar Cooperative, an owner and installer of photovoltaic 
panels—opened in October 2009 . The Foundation’s financial role with the co-op 
laundry involved guaranteeing a $750,000 loan through a deposit in a local bank 
and advancing money to renovate the laundry’s facility . Equally important, The 
Cleveland Foundation used its civic capital to convene quarterly roundtables for 
the CEOs of the anchor institutions to generate strong support for the initiative .189

This community foundation is also helping to pioneer a strategy for quantify-
ing the benefits of investing in community wealth building projects to local do-
nors . “A grant to the Evergreen Cooperative Development Fund,” the Cleveland 
Foundation’s newsletter points out, “can accomplish the following things: $500 
enables an Evergreen employee to attend Cuyahoga Community College’s Green 
Academy and gain training in green job skills . $1,000 provides an Evergreen em-
ployee on-the-job training in worker ownership practices . (And) $5,000 helps fund 
feasibility and early business planning for the next generation of Evergreen co-
ops .”190 The Foundation is also working with the Case Western Reserve University 
Weatherhead School of Management to implement a five-year longitudinal study 
of the impact of the Evergreen cooperatives on the workers, neighborhoods and 
participating anchor institutions . 



The Role of Policy 

I certainly think there is the potential inherently and a lot of capacity for 
small-scale investments in renewables. That could enhance the general 
aggregation of wealth in this economy. But it won’t happen without a lot 
of attention paid to very specific policy changes.

—Dave Foster, Executive Director, Blue-Green Alliance191

Policy often has been a barrier to community wealth building in the green 
economy. Policy can be an aid, rather than a hindrance, however, by includ-
ing community targets in state “renewable portfolio standards,” establishing 
feed-in-tariffs that provide a guaranteed price to renewable energy producers, 
broadening funding streams to create equitable financing access, and using 
local government borrowing to help finance individual household renewable 
energy production.

Policy decisions greatly shape access to the green economy . Figure 9 highlights 
some of the ways policy can greatly enhance the ability of non-profit, public, 
ESOP, and cooperative sectors, as well as individual households, to participate in 
the green economy . 

Boosting Renewable Energy Demand
One theme that repeatedly emerged in our research was the need for consistent 
demand for a green product or service—from residential recycling to solar panels 
to renewable electricity production . In California, Assembly Bill 939, a landmark 
piece of legislation passed in 1989, helped induce demand by requiring that local 
governments meet aggressive recycling goals by 2015 . This law made it possible 
for non-profit recyclers, like Ecology Inc . in Berkeley, to count on a steady stream 
of income, although it also required them to innovate and diversify to compete 
with multi-national consolidators, who also found this publicly created market 
attractive . 
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Figure 9: Policy to Build Community Wealth in the Green Economy

Boost	renewable	energy	demand	
through	targets

Use	renewable	portfolio	standards	to	build	a	
market.	But	don’t	stop	there.	Use	set-asides	to	
promote	local	production	and	the	formation	
of	consumer-controlled	purchasing	co-ops.

Guarantee	prices	through	a	feed-in-
tariff	mechanism

Feed-in-tariffs	provide	a	system	of	
guaranteed	prices	and	grid	access	and	long-
term	contracts,	encouraging	community	
ownership.	In	Germany	this	policy	helped	
community-owned	wind	gain	45%	of	the	
market.	U.S.	adopters	include	Gainesville,	FL;	
Sacramento,	CA;	and	the	state	of	Vermont.

Broaden	existing	tax	credit	
programs	to	foster	nonprofit	and/or	
public	investment

Mechanisms	abound.	Options	include	net	
metering	(sale	of	power	back	to	the	grid),	
guaranteed	prices	for	future	production	for	a	
set	period,	or	tax	credit	syndication.

Leverage	city	bonding	authority

Cities	can	support	individual	energy	
production	by	providing	loans	to	cover	
installation	costs,	as	Babylon	(NY)	and	
Berkeley	(CA).

policy how it workS
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The most prevalent policy tool in the United States that influences the demand 
for renewables is the Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) . Forty states have now 
adopted these renewable energy mandates, which require investor-owned utilities 
and sometimes, publicly and cooperative owned utilities to generate or purchase 
a certain percentage of their electricity from renewable sources . Typically, these 
requirements are phased in over a 10-to-20 year period . An RPS can prove helpful 
to small non-profit organizations seeking to enter the renewable generation field . 
When Washington voters in 2005 approved this mandate it gave a big boast to 
Coastal Community Action’s planned wind project . “The price of power for a proj-

ect like ours went up,” recalled CCA’s Craig Deblanko . “Before 
the RPS, the utility wasn’t interested in buying power from us .” 
Now the non-profit has a contract with the utility to purchase all 
of their output .192 

Some states also have created “carve outs” for community 
owned renewable projects . Oregon’s goals call for eight percent 
of the state’s retail electrical load to come from small-scale re-
newable projects by 2025 . Montana’s RPS includes quantified 
mandates for utilities to purchase electricity from community 
renewable-energy projects .193 

Another policy that can help build community wealth 
in the green economy is Community Choice Aggregation . 

Massachusetts, Ohio, California, New Jersey and Rhode Island allow cities and 
counties to aggregate the buying power of consumers to secure renewable energy 
supply contracts . Nearly one million Americans receive energy now from such 
quasi-purchasing co-op buying groups, including 118 cities in northeast Ohio and 
36 cities in Rhode Island . Customers enjoy rates that are four to 20 percent lower 
than investor-owned utilities .194

Providing Stable Pricing: Feed-In Tariffs
While Renewable Portfolio Standards mandate that utilities use a specific quantity 
of renewable electricity, policies in Europe have focused on price, coupled with 
rules that require utilities to provide community access to the grid and enter into 
long-term contracts with community owners . This has proven to be very effective 
tool for fostering community ownership of renewables . The Feed-in Tariff (FIT) 
mandates a long-term premium price (often set for 20 years) for renewable energy . 
The price is set high enough to attract investors but not so high as to generate 
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windfall profits . Says John Farrell of the Institute for Local Self-Reliance: “It’s cheap-
er to do renewables with FIT because with guaranteed prices it’s like taking gold 
to the bank .” Germany’s feed-in tariff has helped that country develop enough 
wind capacity to power two million households, with 45 percent of turbines being 
community owned . Because the feed-in-tariff stabilizes projected revenues, it is far 
easier for community producers to obtain needed financing .195 

In North America, only the province of Ontario and a handful of U .S . jurisdic-
tions have enacted FIT policies . Most notable are the solar photovoltaic FIT passed 
by the municipal utility in Gainesville, Florida in early 2009, which guarantees a 

rate of 32 cents per kilowatt-hour for 20 years; in contrast, ho-
meowners in Florida paid an average rate of 12 cents per kilo-
watt-hour for their electricity . Vermont passed the first statewide 
feed-in-tariff law in May 2009 . Sacramento’s Municipal Utility 
District, which serves 1 .4 million people, approved a feed-in tariff 
that took effect in January 2010 .196 

A related effort, that Minnesota in 2005 implemented, is the 
Community-Based Energy Development (C-BED) Tariff, which 
encourages renewable energy by encouraging utilities to contract 
with community-owned firms (no single owner may own more 

than 15 percent of the firm and at least 51 percent must be owned by state resi-
dents) and pay higher prices for wind energy in the first ten years of the contract 
(in exchange for lower prices in later years) . Although the net present value of the 
20-year contracts is unchanged (i .e ., the lower prices in the last ten years offset 
the higher prices of the first ten), the front-loading has encouraged much great-
er community ownership in wind production . According to John Farrell of the 
Institute for Local Self Reliance, the CBED tariff is one key reason that 27 percent 
of wind production in Minnesota is community-owned—compared to one percent 
nationally .197

Financing for Community-Generated Power
Closely related to the need for predictable pricing is project financing . As noted 
above, tax incentives are the primary federal financing tool for renewable energy . 
Some states have broadened the applicability of their tax credits in ways that en-
able nonprofit or public entities to access these benefits . In Iowa, for example, a 
Production Tax Credit can be applied to the state’s personal income tax, business 
tax, financial institutions tax or sales and use tax, provided that the facility is at 
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least 51-percent owned by local residents . In Oregon, a wind project owner may 
sell the tax credit to a third party with a large enough tax liability to benefit from 
the tax credit .198 

North Carolina provides an example of another approach taken by states to 
compensate for the limitations of the federal set of tax incentives for renewable 

energy . This state allows an investor in a non-profit’s renewable 
energy project to claim an extra tax credit . Thus the donor may 
claim a share of the credit that the non-profit would claim if liable 
for taxes . Last year, the state extended this mechanism to dona-
tions to local government as well as non-profit organizations .199 

Another common tool designed to encourage local produc-
tion of renewable energy is net metering, commonly referred 
to as letting the meter run backwards . Though available in ap-
proximately forty states, net metering has not been widely used 

because of challenges small producers face in negotiating with utilities . Some states 
have taken steps to address these obstacles . New Jersey, for example, has adopted a 
streamlined application process that limits the ability of utilities to delay links to 
the grid and bans such obstructionist tactics as requiring “unnecessary and expen-
sive additional safety equipment .”200 

Using Local Government Authority To Foster Direct 
Resident Ownership
Following the lead of Berkeley, California, several local governments are using their 
taxing and bonding authority to enable property owners to finance investments 
in energy efficiency or renewables with no upfront costs . Berkeley FIRST enables 

property owners to borrow money from the City’s Sustainable 
Energy Financing District to install solar photovoltaic systems 
and allow the cost to be repaid over 20 years through an an-
nual special tax on their property tax bill . This authority was ex-
tended to all municipalities in California through the passage in 
2008 of AB 811 and the jurisdictions of Palm Desert and Sonoma 
County recently put “Energy Independence” programs in place . 
Similarly, Babylon, New York (in Suffolk County) now has a 
program funded by fees on solid waste collection that provides 
low interest loans up to $12,000 for solar and energy efficiency 
investments .201 
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Recommendations

Clearly, there are many examples of community wealth building in the green 
economy . As described above, however, significant challenges exist in securing ap-
propriate financing, penetrating reliable markets, realizing competitive prices and 
accessing timely expertise . The following recommendations directed to intermedi-
aries, policymakers, funders and practitioners—outlined in Figure 10 and discussed 
in further detail below—would, if implemented, greatly facilitate efforts to scale 
up and use the green economy to more equitably distribute wealth and economic 
opportunity .

Intermediaries
Intermediaries can help foster community wealth building in the green economy 
by supporting member research and education, raising resources for members, 
and by advocating for the inclusion of community wealth building among policy-
makers and movement leaders. 

Because intermediaries facilitate access to markets and resources, they have great 
potential to leverage these resources to help build community wealth in the green 
economy . Some key steps they could take include the following:

Sponsor Research and Education
At present, the National Rural Electrical Cooperative Association is systematically 
collecting data about its cooperative members’ engagement with renewable energy . 
But many other trade associations have failed to engage in similar work, leaving 
many data holes that, if filled, could help guide their members, such as: What 
business opportunities exist for employee-owned companies in green manufactur-
ing? What government policies and regulations help or hinder entry in developing 
sectors? Trade associations that represent public, nonprofit and employee-owned 
business can help their members to benefit from the emerging green economy 
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Figure 10: Outline of Recommendations—Building Community Wealth in the 

Green Economy

Intermediaries

•	 Research	and	Education:	Collect	data	
from	members,	develop	knowledge	base	
through	workshops	and	member	technical	
assistance.

•	 Identify	Resources:	Help	practitioners	
aggregate	resources	to	enter	market,	
develop	financing	tools.

•	 Advocacy	and	Coalition	Building:	Develop	
internal	advocacy	plan	and	build	alliances	
based	on	common	cross-sector	interests.

Philanthropy

•	 Use	convening,	fundraising,	grant-making	
and	leveraging	to	support	coordinated	
strategies,	(e.g.,	Cleveland	Foundation’s	
“Evergreen”	initiative).

•	 Mobilize	funder	networks	to	forge	
coalitions.

•	 Support	cross-sector	research.
•	 Build	infrastructure	(e.g..,	Enterprise’s	
“Green	Communities”	initiative).

•	 Support	advocacy	for	community	
ownership.

Policy

•	 Leverage	Government	Purchasing	and	
Renewable	Energy:	Prioritize	use	of	
community	and	employee-owned	firms	
in	federal	green	contracting	and	to	meet	
state	renewable	production	mandates.

•	 Fund	Government	Technical	Assistance:	
e.g.,	Minnesota’s	“Community	Energy	
Resource	Teams.”

•	 Use	Bonds	to	Finance	Up-Front	Costs:	
Berkeley,	CA-program	uses	bonds	to	
provide	low-interest	finance,	fostering	
resident	ownership.

•	 Ensure	Equitable	Financing	for	
Community-Generated	Power:	Use	“feed-
in-tariff”	pricing	and	related	policies	to	
support	community	ownership.

•	 Catalyze	Comprehensive	Projects:	Support	
demonstration	projects	that	integrate	
community	wealth	building	goals	in	green	
development	efforts.

Practitioners

Internal Actions
•	 Educate	board	members,	managers,	and	
staff	about	opportunities	in	the	green	
economy.

•	 Invest	time,	money,	and	resources	in	R&D.
•	 Identify	viable	green	market	segments.
•	 Use	flexible	business	planning	to	
be	positioned	to	take	advantage	of	
opportunities	as	they	arise.	

External Actions
•	 Participate	in	conferences	to	increase	
green	industry	knowledge.

•	 Advocate	within	trade	associations	to	
develop	a	sector-appropriate	“green	
wealth”	agenda.

•	 Share	stories	of	both	successes	and	policy	
barriers	to	facilitate	trade	associations’	
advocacy	work.
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simply by collecting the data that can help them better assess their industry’s role 
in this new economy .

Intermediaries also typically provide forums for their members to share new 
ideas, best practices and strategies for financing and fundraising . But while one 
can certainly find examples of trade association workshops on the green economy, 
there are few instances where CDFIs, CDCs, cooperatives, employee-owned busi-
nesses, or municipal utilities are actively learning from each other about how to 
best navigate the opportunities and perils of the green economy . Questions to ex-
plore could include: How can a community lender effectively identify green value-
added opportunities for businesses in its portfolio? How can you most effectively 
negotiate with a utility for electricity sold back to the grid? What models work best 
in which regions?

Identify Resources
Intermediaries play an essential role in identifying and securing non-traditional 
financial resources . The National Housing Trust, for example, has developed a 
new lending product to help affordable housing developers pay for the additional 
front-end costs of retrofitting a multi-family rental project . Enterprise Community 

Partners has created a new philanthropic product, the Enterprise 
Green Offset Fund, which uses typical tools of fundraising, proj-
ect outreach, technical assessment, monitoring, and financial 
management to connect a national base of individual donors 
with a diverse set of green affordable housing projects . Kentucky-
based MACED (Mountain Association for Community Economic 
Development) and the Northwest Natural Resources Group are 

also experimenting with the carbon-offset tool to extend its applicability to small-
scale landowners . 

Intermediaries also play a critical role in aggregating their constituents’ needs 
for expertise and assets for investing in large projects . Northwest SEED is one of 
several intermediaries that helped organize six cooperatively and publicly owned 
utilities into a cooperative that could develop a utility-scale wind turbine in the 
state of Washington . The National Renewable Cooperative Organization (NRCO) 
is aggregating the assets of 24 electric co-ops to invest in and develop their own re-
newable projects . The Public Renewables Partnership is providing publicly owned 
utilities with information about renewable energy technologies .
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Support Coalition Building and Advocacy
Trade associations can help their members to gain access to policymakers, whether 
at the state or national level . In particular, intermediaries can help their mem-
bers to obtain public resources, secure green procurement contracts, and modify 
burdensome regulations . Intermediaries can assist their constituents to build new 
partnerships crossing industry lines at the state and national levels . For example, 

local governments, electric cooperatives and Indian Tribes are 
all unable to use current federal financing mechanisms to invest 
in renewable energy projects . A united front in state and federal 
policy arenas would be more effective than isolated single-sec-
tor efforts . A national association for non-profit recyclers could 
support local efforts to win public contracts over multi-national 
consolidators . Trade associations can also promote community 
wealth building strategies in communication with key players in 
the labor, environmental and sustainable growth movements . 

This might involve inclusion of programs that expand community ownership 
as well as create green jobs in Community Benefits Agreements with developers . 
Intermediaries could raise the question of who owns and controls the entities that 
we support to provide green jobs, goods and services . They could argue that pro-
grams that train at-risk youth for green jobs should also provide opportunities for 
ownership .

Policymakers
Policy can play a major role in supporting community wealth building in the 
green economy. In particular, as new federal revenue streams that fund energy ef-
ficiency, renewable energy, and public transportation come on line, these monies 
can be leveraged to achieve not only green objectives, but also community wealth 
building goals.

The federal government is poised to invest billions of dollars in energy efficiency, 
renewable energy, and public transportation programs . These new resources could 
support stronger, more equitable communities by catalyzing and scaling up com-
munity wealth building activities that produce green products and services . Policy 
can help assist the nation to realize these gains .
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Leverage government green purchasing and mandates to build 
community wealth
Annually, the U .S . federal government spends over $300 billion in the purchase 
of goods and services . In transportation alone, the federal government spends 
nearly $75 billion a year . The shift to energy efficiency, naturally, will entail new 
government purchasing . For example, one might anticipate that federal and state 
governments might choose to buy new renewable energy generation systems . Just 
as 15 percent of federal HOME Investment funds are set aside to support commu-
nity development corporations and other nonprofit affordable housing develop-
ers, governments could enact similar requirements on “green” project spending . 
For example, the federal government could set aside a percentage of contracts or 

otherwise reward communities that employ nonprofit or employ-
ee-owned companies that hire low-income residents of distressed 
neighborhoods . Of course, similar measures would also be possible 
at the state or local level .202 

Indeed, some states have already employed the “carve out” idea 
to support the goal of generating community-owned renewable 
projects to meet their renewable portfolio standard mandates, the 
most common method states use to influence the demand for re-
newables . Two states that have used this “carve out” mechanism 
are Oregon and Montana . Another way to build community wealth 

in the green economy while meeting renewable energy mandates is Community 
Choice Aggregation . Today, nearly one million Americans receive renewable en-
ergy from these co-op entities, including 118 cities in northeast Ohio and 36 cities 
in Rhode Island .203 

Provide government technical assistance to build green industry 
capacity 
There are a number of ways in which government can provide technical assis-
tance to develop green capacity in organizations that can leverage green funding to 
build community wealth . One example of the power of this approach is provided 
by Minnesota’s Clean Energy Resource Teams (CERTs) initiative, which brings to-
gether local governments, academic institutions, and nonprofit organizations . The 
CERT teams have been effective in connecting people with the technical resources 
needed to identify and implement community-scale projects and, combined with 
Minnesota’s C-BED tariff policy, are a key reason why Minnesota has achieved its 
high level of community wind production . 
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More broadly, although not done at present, one could imagine broadening 
existing federal community development technical assistance programs to assist 
community-based organizations gain the expertise needed to effectively build 
community wealth in the green economy . For example, the same 2009 economic 

stimulus bill that provided an estimated $59 billion in energy-
related spending also provided $100 million for the Treasury 
Department’s CDFI (Community Development Financial 
Institution) Fund, which enabled the Fund to announce a new 
Capacity-Building Initiative request-for-proposals in August 
2009 . Expanding capacity in the green economy was not one of 
the categories . However, a future CDFI Fund “Green R&D” pro-
gram could help CDFIs create products and build the expertise 
they need to more effectively promote community wealth build-
ing in the green economy .204

Use Municipal Bonding Authority To Foster Direct Resident 
Ownership
As is demonstrated by the example of Berkeley, California, whose model has spread 
throughout that state and as far as Babylon, New York, local governments can use 
their taxing and bonding authority to enable property owners to finance invest-
ments in energy efficiency or renewable power generation with no up-front cost . 
This program can be implemented with little cost to the local government and it 
enables individual homeowners to become energy producers and owners in the 
renewable energy market . 

Ensure Equitable Financing for Community-Generated Power
As noted throughout, a major obstacle facing non-profit cooperative and public 
sector companies that want to invest in renewable energy is the federal govern-
ment’s heavy reliance on tax credits, which, because they apply against tax liabili-
ties that nonprofit and publicly owned companies do not have, give private pro-
ducers privileged access to federal subsidy dollars . There are a number of different 
ways to remedy this . Some states (such as Iowa) have passed legislation that allows 
state tax credits to be applied to nonprofit and publicly owned projects . Oregon 
allows third-party investors to receive tax credits (a mechanism similar to how the 
Low Income Housing Tax Credit works) . Another tack is to fully and consistently 
fund CREB, the federal Clean Renewable Energy Bond program, which provides an 
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alternative funding stream for municipal and co-op utilities, compensating, at least 
somewhat, for their inability to use tax credit finance . The 2009 economic stimu-
lus bill did provide a one-time $1 .6 billion boost to CREB funding, but it remains 
unclear whether the higher funding level will persist after the stimulus money is 
spent .

All of these measures—loosening who qualifies for tax credits, allowing for tax 
credit syndication, and increasing CREB funding—would help, but the most pow-
erful device would be to establish a national system of Feed-in-Tariffs to provide a 
guaranteed price for renewable energy producers . As described above, the Feed-in 
Tariff (FIT) is a mandated, long-term premium price for renewable energy paid for 
by the local electric utility to producers . Germany’s feed-in tariff has led to enough 

installed wind capacity to power two million households, with 
45 percent of turbines being community owned . In 2009, cities 
such as Gainesville, Florida and Sacramento, California moved to 
implement this system, as did the state of Vermont . 

Minnesota’s C-BED (Community-Based Energy Development) 
program, while not a feed-in-tariff policy per se—because the 
higher prices in the first half of the contract are offset by lower 
prices in the second half of the contract—does provide utilities 

with incentives to offer energy suppliers a high price for ten years . Combined with 
its Clean Energy Resource Team technical assistance program, Minnesota’s pric-
ing mechanism is a key part of the reason why 27 percent of wind production in 
Minnesota is community-owned—compared to one percent nationally .

The logic of the feed-in-tariff mechanism is simple . By stabilizing projected rev-
enues, this pricing system makes it far easier for community producers to obtain 
needed financing . To be sure, the feed-in-tariff doesn’t work through pricing alone . 
Rather, the feed-in-tariff policy package also relies on two other critical elements: 
long-term contracts (typically, 20 years) and rules that facilitate easy connection to 
the grid .205 Put simply, by adopting feed-in-tariff pricing mechanisms government 
could provide a tremendous boost to community-owned renewable power genera-
tion and thereby help ensure a more equitable distribution of wealth and owner-
ship in the emerging green economy .

Catalyze comprehensive community wealth building efforts in the 
green economy
The Kansas City’s Green Impact Zone project illustrates the value that concentrat-
ed federal green investment can have on a particular low-income neighborhood . 

The most powerful device 
would be to establish a 

national system of Feed-in-
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Kansas City intends to use funds from the 2009 federal economic stimulus bill to 
weatherize homes across a 150-square-block area, install a smart grid, and provide 
job training and linkage services focused on community residents . What is missing 
from this initiative so far, however, is a strategic focus on ownership . In short, the 

project creates jobs, but not jobs that you can own .
The Cleveland Foundation’s economic inclusion strategy, pro-

filed above, leverages the city’s academic and medical anchor in-
stitutions to use their purchasing power to support the develop-
ment of green worker co-ops owned by neighborhood residents . 
Given the existence of similar anchor institutions in nearly every 
American city, there is a real opportunity for the federal govern-
ment to combine the Green Impact Zone model of Kansas City, 

add the ownership elements that have been employed in Cleveland, and test the 
power of a coordinated effort in a number of low-income urban neighborhoods 
across the country . By partnering with a national philanthropic entity (as the 
Departments of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and Health and Human 
Services (HHS) have done in nearly two dozen cities with the Living Cities initia-
tive), the federal government could take a significant step toward realizing the 
promise of a more equitable green economy .

Philanthropy
Philanthropic resources can catalyze change. The Cleveland Foundation’s eco-
nomic inclusion strategy provides one relevant example of how a foundation 
can foster community wealth building while supporting green enterprise. More 
broadly, philanthropy can help support the development of cross-sector partner-
ships, sponsor needed research, help build infrastructure, and support advocacy 
for the inclusion of community wealth building in the green economy.

There are significant opportunities for foundations to use their positioning and fi-
nancial capital to help scale up community wealth building in the green economy . 
The Cleveland Foundation, whose economic inclusion strategy, cited above, has 
played a critical role in enabling the Evergreen Cooperative network to be formed, 
provides one model for how one philanthropic institution is deploying its mul-
tiple assets to both build community wealth and reduce carbon emissions in some 
of Cleveland’s most impoverished inner-city neighborhoods . Using its convening 
power, the foundation regularly brings together executives from Cleveland’s major 
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university, medical and cultural institutions to harness their purchasing power for 
goods and services generated by new community-based enterprises . Using its grant-

making capital, the foundation has accessed national expertise to 
launch a network of worker co-ops providing green goods and 
services . Using its financial assets, the Foundation guaranteed a 
loan for the acquisition and renovation of a building for one of 
the co-ops . Using its fundraising capacity, the foundation market-
ed this project to new and existing donors in the community .206 

This example of one foundation using its convening, fund-
raising, grant-making and asset-leveraging power to help launch 

viable community wealth building ventures that take advantage of the growing de-
mand for green goods and services could be replicated in many cities . Foundations 
also have critical roles to play in engaging their peers, supporting research and 
advocacy, and in building the capacity of intermediaries to support on-the-ground 
community wealth building efforts that build on the growing green economy .

Mobilize funder networks
There are nearly 40 funder affinity groups in the United States that provide phil-
anthropic leaders and practitioners with the opportunity to learn from their peers 
and experts . Several of these—the Environmental Grantmakers Association, the 
Neighborhood Funders Group, the Asset Funders Network, the Rural Learning 

Network, and the Funders Network for Smart Growth and Livable 
Communities—are important potential venues for raising the 
issue of community wealth building in the green economy . 
Foundations, with their convening power, can help to build the 
partnerships between the nonprofit, cooperative, employee own-
ership sectors, “high road” activists, and others that are critical 
to scaling up this green community wealth building work . The 
Funders Network for Smart Growth and Livable Communities, 
for one, acknowledges the importance of this work in its website, 

noting that failing to “consider the big picture” has helped produce a “range of en-
vironmental, social, and economic problems caused by development strategies .”207 

Sponsor research
The nexus between community wealth building and the green economy is new 
territory requiring investments in research and dissemination . Foundations can 
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help systematically build knowledge and information about the process of creat-
ing and sustaining social enterprises, cooperatives, and public initiatives that can 
both build community wealth and provide environmental benefits . Research can 
also help capture lessons; develop tools and approaches; and disseminate findings 
broadly to practitioners and policymakers . Key research questions might include: 
What approaches have traction and could be scaled up? What are the critical con-
textual factors? What are the real costs and benefits? Philanthropy can play a criti-
cal role in harnessing the expertise of researchers in and out of academia and in 
organizing the wisdom of practitioners .

Build infrastructure
As detailed above, intermediaries play a crucial role in enabling communities and 
organizations to secure the technical, financial and relational capital to initiate 
and sustain new and difficult enterprises . A trade association needs philanthropic 
capital to build its expertise in energy generation, green building or carbon mar-
kets and to effectively build the capacity of its members . A regional intermediary 
needs philanthropic capital to become proficient in multi-state regulatory con-
texts, interact with utility or waste management players, and syndicate tax credit 
financing . For instance, when faced with the need to develop infrastructure among 
community development corporations in the late 1970s, the Ford Foundation re-
sponded by forming Local Initiatives Support Corporation (LISC) . With the aid 
of $10 million in Ford seed money, LISC is now a leading intermediary of the 
community development corporation industry .208 Enterprise Community Partners’ 
Green Communities initiative provides a strong example of the potential role that 
intermediaries, backed with philanthropic capital, might play in expanding the 
green economy . In the case of the Enterprise initiative, the work centers on build-
ing the capacity of housing non-profits to participate in the green building sector 
through a five-year effort focused on building systems for training, technical sup-
port, funding and financing, peer networking, and advocacy . Other community 
wealth building sectors in the green economy would benefit from a comparable set 
of supports . Visionary philanthropic leadership can play a critical role in making 
such innovations happen .

Support advocacy for community wealth building
Community wealth building needs to be represented at many policymaking ta-
bles to ensure that appropriate financial, regulatory, research and policy supports 
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are in place . If alternatives to tax credit financing for renewable energy projects 
(or syndication mechanisms to make access to tax credits more widely available), 

feed-in-tariff pricing mechanisms, Renewable Portfolio Standards 
with community carve-outs and subsidies for pre-development 
costs for affordable green housing are to be created, advocates 
need to be supported with funds for staffing, communications 
and research . If the vast new sums of money appropriated for 
transportation and energy are going to build community wealth 
rather than enriching the coffers of a few multi-national corpora-
tions, philanthropic resources are needed to put advocates at the 
right tables .

Practitioners
Ultimately, it is the practitioners who work and lead cooperative, employee-
owned, non-profit, and public enterprises that will need to take a leading role if 
the promise of more equitable ownership in the green economy is to be realized. 
By ensuring that their businesses invest the time and space for discussion and 
exploration of the green economy and incorporate green business development in 
their work, practitioners take some big steps toward achieving this goal.

Practitioners in community wealth building organizations are a diverse lot . In some 
cases, this work involves constant negotiation with bankers, city officials, commu-
nity residents and realtors to forge the complex deals that characterize affordable 
housing development in this country . Others face the daily challenges of running a 
small business while learning how to operate in an unfamiliar democratic decision-
making culture . So it can be challenging to engage practitioners in new realms of 
practice that require risk taking, new partners, substantial new technical expertise, 
a long time frame and alternate sources of financing . 

Despite these challenges, it is often the practitioners—and not foundations, 
intermediaries, or policymakers—who take the risks, find the partners, develop 
the technical expertise, display the long-range vision, and acquire the finance . An 
example is provided by the nonprofit social enterprise Ecology, Inc . in Berkeley, 
California, which is not only one of the nation’s most successful non-profit re-
cycling enterprises, but also continues to incubate and sometimes spin off green 
businesses and projects . From Ecology, Inc .’s recycling focus came a successful 
wine bottle recycling business that is still operating . Other green businesses under 
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their sponsorship include a biodiesel collective, a national on-line business called 
Catalog Choice, and a non-profit project that promotes food security and green 
building projects in native communities . Ecology, for the past thirty years, has 
been able to stay true to its mission of enabling people to adopt practices that are 
environmentally and socially responsible because its core businesses generate 75 

percent of its operating income . Although these core businesses 
focus on local markets, this non-profit group incubates enterprises 
at all levels—from community to national .209 Nor is the example 
of Ecology, Inc . unique . Indeed, many of the practitioners profiled 
in the Case Study section of this report have engaged in similar 
business incubation activity .

In our recommendations for practitioners, we have chosen to 
focus on the leaders of these organizations, both for the influence 

they can have outside of their organizations and for the difference that they can 
make internally . Practitioners seeking to promote their economic, equity, and en-
vironmental goals through green sector enterprise can internally:
•	 Educate board members, managers, and staff about the growing green economy 

and identify specific market segments that make market (and mission) sense, 
and incorporate these opportunities into organizational strategic planning .

•	 Invest money, time, and resources in research and development .

•	 Develop business plans to be appropriately positioned to exploit viable business 
opportunities in the green economy as they present themselves .

In short, internally, community wealth practitioners in their role as organiza-
tion and business leaders can play a vital entrepreneurial role in building commu-
nity wealth from the bottom up . Additionally, community wealth building organi-
zation leaders can also play a critical role as advocates . Operating externally to 
their own organizations, practitioners:
•	 Can participate in—and encourage their staff to engage in—state and national 

conferences that will expand their knowledge of specific green sectors and ex-
pose them to experts in these fields .

•	 Can urge their trade associations to engage in the local, state and federal advo-
cacy needed to level the playing field for cooperative, non-profit, Indian tribe, 
employee ownership and public engagement in owning assets essential to the 
green economy . 

•	 Can provide these advocates with the grounding stories and examples that will 
persuade policymakers of the urgency of their needs and the utility of their 
proposed solutions .
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Most fundamentally, practitioners need to be the lead educators, organizers, 
and advocates of the movement to ensure equity in the green economy through 

broad distribution of ownership . Practitioners are the ones who 
can make the case to policymakers, foundations, and allies that 
the potential of an applicant to produce community wealth ben-
efits (and hence reduce disparities in the distribution of income 
and wealth) should be a priority in allocating resources—in ad-
dition to priorities for local hiring and community training . By 
pressing trade associations and intermediaries to create the oppor-
tunities for local organizations to combine forces to either create 
facilities (such as the syndication of tax credits) to foster opportu-
nities within existing policy frameworks or engage in direct policy 

advocacy themselves, practitioners can play a leading role in making community 
wealth building enterprises key players in the emerging green economy .
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Conclusion

In order for us to create a sustainable, green economy, it has to be an inte-
gral part of what we do every day. It has to be what we do as a community 
. . . being green is not just about producing green products. It’s about how 
we run our economy. 

—Mayor Frank Jackson, Cleveland, Ohio, August 2009210

We do not yet know if the green economy will be, as advertised, the engine that 
will create millions of jobs, spur national economic recovery and lift millions out 
of poverty . Nor do we know whether it will lead to the sea change in attitudes 
and mores that some envision . We do know, however, that the opportunity exists 
for community wealth builders to begin to make progress on those goals now—if 
practitioners seize the opportunity and if the right policies and supports are put 
into place . In short, the chance exists to infuse the green economy with equitable 
ownership of the businesses it contains . We also know that by building green jobs 
that you can own in this manner, the nation can begin to create a more sustain-
able environmental and economic path—one that not only meets national energy 

efficiency, renewable energy production, and carbon emissions 
reduction objectives, but that also promotes long-sought goals 
of equality, justice, and a more equitable distribution of income, 
ownership, and wealth .

Achieving this new path will not be easy . As outlined above, 
community wealth building enterprises in the green economy face 
a set of compelling challenges that must be addressed if the suc-

cessful examples highlighted in this report are to move from being the exception 
to the norm . Challenges faced by community wealth building enterprises include 
lack of equitable access (i .e ., on a par with that enjoyed by corporate businesses) to 
appropriate public financing and subsidy programs; complex and lengthy regula-
tory processes; unstable markets; insufficient intermediary support for learning, 
advocacy and partnerships; and finally, sparse philanthropic investment . While 
it is not hard to identify barriers and obstacles, these challenges can be overcome, 
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as the wide-ranging examples in this report demonstrate . Washington Electric, for 
instance, is a Vermont-based cooperative that provides its 10,000 members with 
electricity entirely from renewable sources . A community action agency in coastal 
Washington built a wind turbine that will generate more than half a million dol-
lars each year in income that can support its programs for the poor and elderly . 
The ReUse Center in Minneapolis is a deconstruction company owned by a non-
profit organization that both generates income and serves the surrounding low-
income community . WAGES is supporting five worker co-ops that provide green 
housecleaning services in the San Francisco Bay Area and generate living wages 
and ownership dividends to their immigrant women owners . The EBO Group is an 
employee-owned developer of hardware for the solar and wind industries, based in 
Ohio but serving national markets . And these are just a few of the many examples 
cited in this report .

All of these examples share three elements: ownership is broadly shared, locally 
rooted, and directed toward the common good . 

The benefits of this approach are substantial . Members, workers or community 
residents share in any wealth generated . Enterprises are anchored to their commu-

nities in their mission and markets . And, last but not least, these 
businesses are generating wealth, income, and jobs today in the new 
green economy .

To appreciate the significance of these developments, it is impor-
tant to recall the scope of the challenge posed by mounting green-
house gas emissions . If today’s best science is correct, the United 
States will need to cut carbon emissions by at least 80 percent be-
tween now and 2050 to avoid catastrophic climate change . The 

economic shift required to meet this goal has yet to be fully appreciated . But since 
energy is part of every form of production, the ramifications could be enormous . 
One positive facet of this crisis, however, is that the economic “reset” required 
opens the possibility for designing a new economy in which wealth, income, and 
economic opportunity are more broadly shared .

In this report, however, we have focused our sights not on meeting distant, 
carbon-emissions targets, but rather on practical, near-term steps that can be taken 
by public, non-profit, community and employee-owned enterprises to leverage 
the public investment of federal dollars that is being made to reduce income and 
wealth disparities while developing sustainable industries . In so doing, community 
wealth builders can start to lay the groundwork for further efforts to help the na-
tion meet the many ecological and economic challenges that lie ahead . 
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Appendix A:
Interview Subjects and Contributors

Hilary Abell, Executive Director, Women’s Action to Gain Economic Security 
(WAGES)

Jim Anderson, CEO, Evergreen Cooperative Laundry
Jason Bailey, Research and Policy Director, Mountain Association for Community 

Economic Development (MACED)
John Berdes, President, ShoreBank Enterprise Pacific
Shari Berenbach, President and CEO, Calvert Foundation
Scott Bernstein, President, Center for Neighborhood Technology
Michael Bodaken, President, National Housing Trust
Dana Bourland, Vice President of Green Initiatives, Evergreen Community 

Partners
Martin Bourque, Executive Director, Ecology Center
Anne Claire Broughton, Senior Director, SJF Advisory Services
Zoey Burroughs, Development and Communications, Solar Richmond
Chris Cassidy, Acting Branch Chief, Energy Office Rural Development Business 

Cooperative Programs, U .S . Department of Agriculture
Don Chen, Program Officer, Ford Foundation
Hugh Cowperthwaite, Fisheries Project Coordinator, Coastal Enterprises Inc .
Thomas Croft, Project Director, The Heartland Labor Capital Network
Brian Crutchfield, Director of Sustainable Development, Blue Ridge Electric
Dayna Cunningham, Executive Director, Community Innovators Lab, 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Ray Daffner, Entrepreneurship Initiative Manager, Appalachian Regional 

Commission
Carla Dickstein, Senior Vice-President for Research and Policy Development, 

Coastal Enterprises, Inc .
Annie Donovan, Chief Operating Officer, NCB Capital Impact
Craig Dublanko, Chief Financial Officer, Coastal Community Action Program
Julia Eagles, Past Program Manager, Phillips Community Energy Cooperative
Richard Eidlin, Business Outreach Coordinator, Apollo Alliance
Lyle Estill, Vice President of “Stuff”, Piedmont Biofuels
Amadou Fall, General Manager and CEO, National Renewables Cooperative 

Organization
John Farrell, Senior Researcher, Institute for Local Self-Reliance
Matt Feinstein, Coordinator, Wooster Roots Project/Toxic Soil Busters
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Mark Fick, Senior Loan/Program Officer, Chicago Community Loan Fund
Anthony Flaccavento, Executive Director, Appalachian Sustainable Development
Dave Foster, Executive Director, Blue Green Alliance
Radhika Fox, Associate Director, PolicyLink
Omar Freilla, Founder and Director, Green Worker Cooperatives
Kate Gordon, Co-Director, Apollo Alliance
Jennifer Grove, Executive Director, Northwest SEED
Jennifer Gutshall, Executive Director, Cooperative Development Institute
Brad Guy, President, Building Materials Reuse Association
Dave Heidenreich, President and Owner, EBO Group
Melissa Hoover, Executive Director, U .S . Federation of Worker Cooperatives
Mark Kapner, Senior Strategy Engineer, Austin Energy
Marjorie Kelly, Senior Associate, Tellus Institute
Jim Kleinschmidt, Director, Rural Communities Program, Institute for Agriculture 

and Trade Policy
Rick Larson, Director of Sustainable Ventures, The Conservation Fund
Judy Lipp, Executive Director, Toronto Renewable Energy Cooperative
John Logue, Executive Director, Ohio Employee Ownership Center
Eric Lombardi, Executive Director, Eco-Cycle, Inc
Tara Marchant, Program Manager, Green Assets Program, Greenlining Institute
Leslie Moody, Executive Director, Partnership for Working Families
Mary Nelson, Former President and CEO, Bethel New Life
Bill Patrie, Executive Director, Common Enterprise Development Corporation
Avram Patt, General Manager, Washington Electric Cooperative
Lizana Pierce, Project Manager, Tribal Energy Program at U .S . Department of 

Energy
Raquel Rivera Pinderhughes, Professor of Urban Studies, San Francisco State 

University
Denise Pranger, Executive Director, Northwest Natural Resource Group
Mick Pulsifer, DeConstruction Services/ReUse Center
Joel Rogers, Director, Center on Wisconsin Strategy (COWS)
Corey Rosen, Executive Director, National Center for Employee Ownership
Rob Sanders, Managing Director, Energy Group, The Reinvestment Fund
Bob Schall, President, Self-Help Ventures Fund
George Sterzinger, Executive Director, Renewable Energy Policy Project
Bill Stillinger, General Manager, PV Squared
Peter Teague, Program Director, Environment/Contemplative Practice, Nathan 

Cummings Foundation
Brian Yeoman, Houston Director, Clinton Climate Initiative



GOVERNMENT RESOURCES

Appalachian Regional Commission
1666 Connecticut Avenue, NW
Suite 700
Washington, DC 20009-1068
T 202 884-7700
www .arc .gov 
The Appalachian Regional Commission 
is a federal-state partnership that works 
for sustainable community and economic 
development in Appalachia . In 2007 and 
2008, ARC funded 21 renewable energy 
and energy-efficiency projects totaling 
nearly $1 .2 million in the areas of renew-
able-energy production, energy-efficient 
facilities, green business financing pro-
grams, and workforce training and certifi-
cation programs .

National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory (NREL)
1617 Cole Boulevard
Golden, CO 80401
T 303-275-3000
www .nrel .gov 
The National Renewable Energy 
Laboratory serves as the principal re-
search laboratory for the Department of 
Energy’s Office of Energy Efficiency and 
Renewable Energy . Its website is a com-
prehensive source for information on en-
ergy efficiency and various applications 
of renewable energy .

Office of Energy Efficiency and 
Renewable Energy, US Department of 
Energy
Mail Stop EE-1
Department of Energy
Washington, DC 20585
T 877 337-3463
www .eere .energy .gov 
EERE leads the Federal government’s re-
search, development, and deployment 
efforts in clean energy technologies 
and energy efficiency . EERE’s role is to 
invest in high-risk, high-value research 

and development that would not be suf-
ficiently conducted by the private sector 
acting on its own .

Office of Solid Waste and Emergency 
Response, Environmental Protection 
Agency
1200 Pennsylvania Avenue, N .W . 
Washington, DC 20460
T 800-424-9346
www .epa .gov/oswer
EPA’s Office of Solid Waste and 
Emergency Response (OSWER) is working 
with private and public partners to foster 
the use of best management practices for 
green remediation at contaminated sites 
throughout the United States .

Tribal Energy Program, US Department 
of Energy
1000 Independence Avenue SW
Washington, DC 20585
T 202 586-0759 
http://apps1 .eere .energy .gov/
tribalenergy/contacts .cfm
The U .S . Department of Energy’s Tribal 
Energy Program provides financial and 
technical assistance to tribes to evaluate 
and develop renewable energy resources 
as well as education and training to help 
build knowledge and skills .

INTERMEDIARIES 

Technical Assistance Providers

Appalachian Sustainable Development
Post Office Box 791 
Abingdon, Virginia 24212
T 276 623-1121 
www .asdevelop .org
Appalachian Sustainable Development 
(ASD) is a not-for-profit organization 
working in the Appalachian region of 
Virginia and Tennessee to build a strong 
local food system based on organic 
and sustainable farming and fostering 
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forest conservation through value-added 
techniques .

Biomass Energy Resource Center 
(BERC)
P .O . Box 1611
Montpelier, VT 05601
T 802 223-7770
www .biomasscenter .org
This organization works on projects 
around the country to install systems 
that use biomass fuel to produce heat 
and/or electricity .

Community Innovators Lab (CoLab)
Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Building/Room 7-307
77 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02139
T 617 253-3216
http://web .mit .edu
CoLab is a center for research and prac-
tice within the MIT Department of Urban 
Studies and Planning and supports the 
development and use of knowledge from 
excluded communities to deepen civic 
engagement, improve community prac-
tice, inform policy, mobilize community 
assets, and generate shared wealth . The 
Green Hub @ MIT is a center at CoLab 
that works in major urban areas to lever-
age the emerging green economy for pov-
erty reduction and social inclusion .

Cooperative Development Institute 
P .O . Box 244
South Deerfield, MA 01373
T 413 665-1271
www .cdi .coop 
Serving communities throughout the 
New York and the New England region, 
the non-profit Cooperative Development 
Institute (CDI) provides cooperative 
business education, training, and techni-
cal assistance to all types of cooperative 
enterprises, from agriculture to credit 
unions and worker-owned cooperatives . 

Enterprise Green Communities
10227 Wincopin Circle, Suite 500
Columbia, MD 21044 
T 410 964-1230
www .greencommunitiesonline .org 
The first national green building pro-
gram developed for affordable housing, 
Enterprise focuses on using environ-
mentally sustainable materials, reducing 
negative environmental impacts and 
increasing energy efficiency for the devel-
opers, investors, builders and residents of 
affordable housing .

Entrepreneurs for Sustainability (E4S)
540 E . 105th Street, Suite 213
Cleveland, Ohio 44108
T 216 451-7755
www .e4s .org 
E4S is an eight year-old network of more 
than 5,000 people in northeast Ohio 
interested in learning about and sharing 
‘’green’’ business practices, coming from 
business, government, academia and 
nonprofit organizations . 

Farmers Market Coalition
P .O . Box 4089 
Martinsburg, WV 25402
T 304 263-6396
http://www .farmersmarketcoalition .org 
The FMC serves as a central hub for farm-
ers markets and their supporters across 
the country—locating allies, identifying 
and sharing best practices, impacting 
public policy, educating the public and 
linking farmers markets with each other .

Green America: Green Business 
Network
1612 K Street NW, Suite 600
Washington DC 20006
T 800 584-7336
www .coopamerica .org 
Green America’s Green Business Network, 
formally established in 1992, has the ex-
plicit mission of helping the green busi-
ness sector—businesses with deep social 
and environmental commitments—
emerge and succeed . The Green Business 
Network markets small- to medium-sized 
green businesses through events such as 

http://www.biomasscenter.org
http://web.mit.edu
http://www.thegreenhub.org/
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the Green Festivals and publications such 
as Green America’s National Green Pages .

Mountain Association for Community 
Economic Development (MACED)
433 Chestnut Street
Berea, KY 40403
T 888 677-2373
www .maced .org 
MACED is a non-profit regional inter-
mediary that works to create economic 
alternatives that make a difference to 
people and places in eastern Kentucky 
and Central Appalachia . They do lending 
and investment, research and advocacy 
and create new development tools . Their 
Forest Opportunities Initiative is working 
to learn and demonstrate how carbon 
trading and other ecosystem markets can 
benefit forest landowners and the land 
for the long-term good of all . 

National Housing Trust
1101 30th St . NW, Suite 400
Washington, D .C . 20007
T 202 333-8931
www .nhtinc .org 
The National Housing Trust is a national 
non-profit focused on preserving, reno-
vating and greening federally subsidized 
but privately owned rental housing for 
low-income families and seniors . 

New Agrarian Center
MPO Box 357
Oberlin, OH 44074
T 440 774-3627
http://web .me .com/blueheron55/NACl
The New Agrarian Center is working 
to build a just and sustainable regional 
food system in northeast Ohio through a 
demonstration farm at Oberlin College, 
neighborhood fresh food centers in inner 
city Cleveland, urban gardens and youth 
programming . It also works with partners 
to develop policies favorable to sustain-
able urban food system development .

Northwest Natural Resource Group
PO Box 1067
Port Townsend, WA 98368
T 360 379-9421 
www .nnrg .org 
NNRG promotes the emergence of a sus-
tainable, environmentally sound econ-
omy throughout the Pacific Northwest . 
They developed the Northwest’s first 
forest-based carbon offset program for 
small landowners . Their new service, 
NW Neutral™, provides access for small 
forest landowners in Washington (and 
soon Oregon) to the emerging market 
for carbon offsets, also known as carbon 
sequestration . 

Northwest Sustainable Energy for 
Economic Development (Northwest 
SEED)
1402 3rd Ave . Suite 901
Seattle, Washington 98101
T 206 328-2441
www .nwseed .org 
Founded in early 2001, Northwest 
Sustainable Energy for Economic 
Development is a non-profit organiza-
tion working throughout the Pacific 
Northwest . They support community-
based energy projects through research, 
demonstration, policy advocacy and edu-
cation including wind, solar, conserva-
tion, efficiency and energy planning .

Ohio Employee Ownership Center
Kent State University
113 McGilvrey Hall
T 330 672 3028
www .oeockent .org 
The Ohio Employee Ownership Center is 
a non-profit organization that provides 
research and technical assistance to those 
interested in employee-ownership, as 
well as ownership training to established 
employee-owned businesses .

http://www.maced.org
http://www.nhtinc.org
http://web.me.com/blueheron55/NACl
http://www.nnrg.org
http://www.nwseed.org
http://www.oeockent.org
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Reconnecting America
436 14th St ., Suite 1005
Oakland, CA 94612
T 510 268-8602
www .reconnectingamerica .org 
Reconnecting America provides research 
and analysis on development-oriented 
transit and transit-oriented development, 
and seeks to reinvent the planning and 
delivery system for building regions and 
communities around transit and walking 
rather than solely around the automo-
bile . Their Center for Transit-Oriented 
Development focuses on using transit 
investments to spur a new wave of devel-
opment that improves housing afford-
ability and choice, revitalizes downtowns 
and urban and suburban neighborhoods, 
and provides value capture for individu-
als, communities and transportation 
agencies . 

Windustry
2105 First Avenue South
Minneapolis, MN 55404
T 612 870-3461
www .windustry .com 
One of the best and most informative 
wind power sites that promotes commu-
nity wind through outreach, education 
and technical assistance to rural land-
owners, local communities, utilities and 
other collaborations .

Trade Associations

American Public Power Association
2301 M Street, NW
Washington, DC 20037
T 202 467-2900
www .appanet .org 
The American Public Power Association is 
the trade association for publicly owned 
electric utilities, providing publications, 
networking and information services to 
its more than 2,000 members .

Building Materials Reuse Association 
(BMRA)
14525 Millikan Way #24940
Beaverton, OR 97005-2343 
www .bmra .org 
BMRA is a non-profit membership orga-
nization whose mission is to facilitate 
building deconstruction and the reuse/
recycling of recovered building materials . 
It established a national deconstruction 
accreditation program focused on devel-
oping, managing, monitoring and docu-
menting safe and efficient deconstruction 
and building materials salvage projects .

National Association for State 
Community Service Programs 
(NASCSP)
444 North Capitol St ., NW Suite 846 
Washington DC 20001 
T 202 624-5866
www .nascsp .org 
NASCSP is a national support organiza-
tion for the state-level agencies that ad-
minister the Community Services Block 
Grant and Weatherization programs . 
Through the Weatherization Assistance 
Program Technical Assistance Center 
(WAPTAC), they provide technical as-
sistance and support to state and lo-
cal weatherization agencies and other 
stakeholders . 

National Brownfield Association
8765 West Higgins Road, Suite 280
Chicago, IL 60631 
T 773 714-0407
www .brownfieldassociation .org 
The National Brownfield Association, 
headquartered in Chicago, is a non-
profit, member-based organization 
dedicated to promoting the sustainable 
development of brownfields . The associa-
tion encourages the use of green design 
and construction practices, clean energy 
and green transportation in brownfield 
redevelopment projects . 

http://www.reconnectingamerica.org
http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/public/tod
http://www.reconnectingamerica.org/public/tod
http://www.windustry.com
http://www.appanet.org
http://www.bmra.org
http://www.nascsp.org
http://www.brownfieldassociation.org
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National Center for Employee 
Ownership
1736 Franklin St ., 8th Fl .
Oakland, CA 94612
T 510 208-1300 
www .nceo .org 
NCEO is a research organization dedi-
cated to advancing worker ownership by 
providing information, publications, and 
research on Employee Stock Ownership 
Plan (ESOP) companies and other forms 
of employee ownership .

National Community Action 
Foundation (NCAF)
1 Massachusetts Avenue, Suite 310 
Washington, DC 20001
T 202 842-2092
www .ncaf .org 
NCAF is the trade association for 
Community Action Agencies who receive 
most of the Weatherization Assistance 
Program (WAP) funds . They provide re-
search, data and training as well as poli-
cy, legal and legislative support for their 
constituents .

National Renewables Cooperative 
Organization
4140 West 99th Street
Carmel, Indiana 46032-7731
T 317 344-7900
www .renewable .coop/
NRCO is a membership organization of 
larger electric cooperatives across the 
country formed to provide these coops 
with expertise in renewable resource de-
velopment and management, as well as 
to aggregate their financial resources to 
purchase renewable power .

National Rural Electric Cooperatives 
Association
4301 Wilson Blvd .
Arlington, VA 22203
T 703 907-5500
www .nreca .coop 
The National Rural Electric Cooperative 
Association is a national trade associa-
tion of 900 member cooperatives that 
serve 37 million people in 47 states . 
The association represents members in 

regulatory hearings, as well as providing 
research, training, education, and advo-
cacy services .

U.S. Federation of Worker Cooperatives
PO Box 170701
San Francisco, CA 94117-0701
T 415 379-9201
www .usworkercoop .org 
The U .S . Federation of Worker 
Cooperatives is a national trade associa-
tion of worker cooperatives and other 
employee-owned, democratically run 
workplaces . The federation provides edu-
cation, training, and technical assistance 
to its members .

PHILANTHROPY

Bonneville Environmental Foundation 
240 SW 1st Avenue
Portland, OR 97204 
T 503 248-1905
www .b-e-f .org 
This Portland-based national non-profit 
financing intermediary pioneered the car-
bon offset market in 2000 and continues 
to develop this strategy for raising funds 
to develop renewable energy sources . 

Calvert Foundation
7315 Wisconsin Avenue 
Suite 1100W 
Bethesda, MD 20814
T 800 248-0337
www .calvertfoundation .org 
A pioneer in social investing, this non-
profit organization focuses on using in-
vestment capital to create a sustainable, 
scalable model that enables nonprofit 
organizations and social enterprises to 
address critical social problems . They 
support affordable housing, microcredit, 
small business funding, fair trade, com-
munity facilities development, social 
innovation, Gulf Coast recovery and en-
vironmental issues in communities across 
the globe . 

http://www.nceo.org
http://www.ncaf.org
http://www.renewable.coop/
http://www.nreca.coop
http://www.usworkercoop.org
http://www.b-e-f.org
http://www.calvertfoundation.org
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The Cleveland Foundation
1422 Euclid Ave .
Suite 1300
Cleveland, OH 44115
T 216 861-3810
www .clevelandfoundation .org 
The Cleveland Foundation is the nation's 
first community foundation and the na-
tion’s third-largest today, with assets of 
$1 .6 billion and annual grants of $84 
million . As part of its Economic Inclusion 
focus, the foundation is supporting the 
development of resident-owned worker 
cooperatives that take advantage of the 
purchasing and procurement needs of 
major academic and medical institutions 
in the area .

Environmental Grantmakers 
Association
55 Exchange Place, Suite 405
New York, NY 10005
T 646 747 .2655
http://www .ega .org/ 
EGA is a funders’ affinity group that seeks 
to promote ecological integrity, justice, 
environmental stewardship, inclusivity, 
transparency, accountability and respect, 
balancing pragmatism with the long 
view . They recently launched a Green Co-
op to help members and other funders 
use their spending power in support of a 
‘greener’, more sustainable economy on 
products ranging from office supplies to 
gift baskets to rental cars . 

Funders Network for Smart Growth 
and Livable Communities
1500 San Remo Avenue, Suite 249
Coral Gables, Florida 33146 
T 305 667-6350 
www .fundersnetwork .org 
This philanthropic support organization 
focuses on regional and neighborhood 
equity, transportation, green buildings 
and green neighborhoods, healthy people 
and places . 

Health and Environmental Funders 
Network
4805 St . Elmo Avenue , 2nd Floor
Bethesda, MD 20814
T 301 656-7650
www .hefn .org 
A network of funders committed to 
grantmaking that simultaneously 
builds healthier people, ecosystems and 
communities .

Triple Bottom Line Collaborative
PO Box 826
Ilwaco WA 98624
T 360 642-4265 ext . 488
http://tripleblc .ning .com 
Supported by the Ford Foundation, the 
TBL Collaborative (TBLC) is a 10-mem-
ber alliance of community development 
finance groups that are pursuing the 
integration of traditional community 
development concerns—economic devel-
opment and poverty alleviation—with an 
added focus on environmental issues .

POLICY AND RESEARCH 
RESOURCES

Apollo Alliance
330 Townsend Street, Suite 205
San Francisco, CA 94107
T 415 371-1700
www .apolloalliance .org 
Founded in 2004, the Apollo Alliance is 
a coalition of business, labor, environ-
mental, and community leaders working 
to catalyze a clean energy revolution 
in America to reduce the country’s de-
pendence on oil imports, cut carbon 
emissions, and expand opportunities for 
American businesses and workers . Apollo 
has proposed a $500-billion, 10-year 
program of federal tax credits and invest-
ments, which the group believes can cre-
ate over five million new, high-wage jobs 
in manufacturing, construction, transpor-
tation, high tech, and the public sector, 
while reducing dependence on foreign oil 
and cleaning the environment .

http://www.clevelandfoundation.org
http://www.ega.org/
http://www.fundersnetwork.org
http://www.hefn.org
http://tripleblc.ning.com
http://www.apolloalliance.org
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Blue Green Alliance
2828 University Ave . SE, Suite 200
Minneapolis, MN 55414
T 612 466-4479
www .bluegreenalliance .org 
Launched in 2006, the Blue Green 
Alliance is led by the United Steelworkers 
and Sierra Club along with other “blue” 
(blue collar/labor) and “green” (envi-
ronmental) partners . The group aims 
to heighten public awareness about the 
job-creating potential of solutions to 
global warming; use existing economic 
development tools to expand investment 
in clean energy and green chemistry; ac-
celerate green building, energy efficient 
retrofits, and related spin-off industries; 
create more investments in green jobs, 
including those related to fuel-efficient 
vehicles; and reform trade agreements so 
they include binding labor rights and en-
vironmental standards .

Center on Wisconsin Strategies (COWS)
University of Wisconsin 
1180 Observatory Drive 
Madison, WI 53706 
T 608 263-3889 
www .cows .org 
The Center on Wisconsin Strategy 
(COWS) has deep roots in the state of 
Wisconsin, but its work has now grown 
to address issues, organizations, and lead-
ers across the nation . Describing itself as 
a think and-do tank, COWS focuses on 
workforce development, green energy 
and jobs, transit, and health care . They 
are currently working with state and local 
partners toward a pilot of the Milwaukee 
Energy Efficiency (Me2) program that en-
ables building owners and renters to pay 
for the cost of energy efficiency improve-
ments through their utility bills . 

Green for All
1611 Telegraph Avenue, Suite 600 
Oakland, CA 94612 
T 510 663-6500
www .greenforall .org 
Green for All is a national group that 
aims to build an inclusive green economy 
in a way that alleviates poverty and 

pollution at the same time . Launched 
at the Clinton Global Initiative in 2007, 
Green For All grew out of the work of 
activist Van Jones, who helped create a 
“Green Job Corps” in Oakland, California 
as part of a program at the Ella Baker 
Center for Human Rights .

Heartland Labor Capital Network
c/o Steel Valley Authority
1112 South Braddock Avenue, Suite 300
Swissvale, PA 15218
T 412 342-0534
www .steelvalley .org 
Launched in 1995 by the Steel Valley 
Authority and the United Steelworkers of 
America, the Heartland Working Group 
was organized to increase the control of 
working people over their pension funds . 
Their most recent publication, Up From 
Wall Street: The Responsible Investment 
Alternative contains descriptions of in-
vestment funds that are, together, man-
aging over $30 billion in investments 
that generate positive social, economic 
and environmental benefits .

Institute for Agriculture and Trade 
Policy (IATP)
2105 First Avenue South 
Minneapolis MN 55404
T 612 870-0453
www .iatp .org 
IATP is a non-profit research and advo-
cacy organization, developing alterna-
tive economic models that include clean 
sources of energy such as wind power 
and biofuel to spur rural development 
including working with landowners to 
form cooperatives that promote sustain-
able forest management, advocating for 
green businesses and farms that reduce 
toxic runoff into the Great Lakes and 
Mississippi River . 

http://www.bluegreenalliance.org
http://www.cows.org
http://www.greenforall.org
http://www.steelvalley.org
http://www.iatp.org
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Institute for Local Self-Reliance (ILSR)
927 15th St . NW, 4th Fl .
Washington, DC 20005 
T 202 898-1610 
and
1313 5th St . SE
Minneapolis, MN 55414 
T 612 379-3815
www .ilsr .org 
ILSR’s work in renewable energy focuses 
on scale and ownership issues . Recent 
studies have focused on whether wind, 
solar and biomass production are subject 
to economies of scale; the potential for 
specific states to be energy independent; 
the benefits of a Feed-In Tariff, and how 
renewable energy production could ben-
efit rural communities . Their “Waste to 
Wealth” program has helped to convert 
wastes from environmental and econom-
ic liabilities into valuable resources that 
contribute to community development . 
Their New Rules Project focuses on new 
policy solutions at the local and state 
levels, “designing rules as if community 
matters” and include the Hometown 
Advantage, Telecommunications as 
Commons Initiative, Biofuels and Plug-
in Hybrid Electric Vehicles, and Climate 
Neutral Bonding .

PolicyLink
1438 Webster Street, Suite 303 
Oakland, CA 94612 
T 510 663-2333
www .policylink .org 
PolicyLink is a national research and ac-
tion institute advancing economic and 
social equity by Lifting Up What Works® . 
The PolicyLink Center for Health and 
Place focuses on improving the built en-
vironment, improving access to healthy 
food, creating Promise Neighborhoods 
and addressing the needs of young men 
and boys of color . They closely follow 
federal policy as it provides opportunities 
and challenges for building more equi-
table neighborhoods .

Renewable Energy Policy Project
1612 K Street, NW Suite 202 
Washington, DC 20006
T 202 293-2898
www .repp .org 
REPP investigates the relationship among 
policy, markets and public demand in ac-
celerating the deployment of renewable 
energy providing a platform from which 
experts in the field can examine issues of 
medium-to long-term importance to pol-
icy makers, green energy entrepreneurs, 
and environmental advocates .

PRACTITIONERS

Austin Energy
721 Barton Springs Road
Austin, Texas 78704-1194
T 512 482-5300
www .austinenergy .com 
The nation’s ninth largest municipally 
owned utility, Austin Energy has the 
country’s most successful utility-spon-
sored green program, backed by the City 
of Austin, which has one of the most 
aggressive renewable portfolio stan-
dards—30 percent renewable by 2020—in 
the nation .

Blue Ridge Electric
PO Box 112
Lenoir, NC 28645
T 828 758-2383
www .blueridgeemc .com/
A member owned electric cooperative, 
Blue Ridge Electric serves 73,000 resi-
dential and commercial customers in 
seven rural North Carolina counties and 
has a long history of promoting energy 
efficiency .

Center for Neighborhood Technology 
(CNT) 
2125 W North Ave, Chicago, IL 60647 
T 773 278-4800
www .cnt .org/about
Since 1978, Center for Neighborhood 
Technology (CNT) has been a leader in 
promoting urban sustainability, work-
ing across disciplines and issues, includ-
ing transportation and community 

http://www.ilsr.org
http://www.policylink.org
http://www.policylink.org/site/c.lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5136633/k.F267/PolicyLink_Center_for_Health_and_Place.htm
http://www.policylink.org/site/c.lkIXLbMNJrE/b.5136633/k.F267/PolicyLink_Center_for_Health_and_Place.htm
http://www.repp.org
http://www.austinenergy.com
http://www.blueridgeemc.com/
http://www.cnt.org/about
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development, energy, natural resources, 
and climate change . They have launched 
two related non-profits: CNT Energy, an 
organization that develops and imple-
ments initiatives to help consumers and 
communities control energy costs and 
reduce energy use; and I-GOSM, a mem-
bership-based car sharing organization 
that provides hourly rental of a fleet of 
cars located across Chicago and its sur-
rounding suburbs . 

Chicago Community Loan Fund
29 East Madison Street, Suite 1700 
Chicago, IL 60602 
T 312-252-00440 
F 312-252-0419 
www .cclfchicago .org 
Founded in 1991 to ensure that Chicago 
community development organizations 
(including small and emerging groups) 
would have a lender to turn to for hard-
er-to-underwrite projects and enterprises, 
Chicago Community Loan Fund (CCLF) 
has closed $36 million in community de-
velopment financing since its inception 
and has helped leverage an additional 
$808 million . In 2009, CCLF launched a 
new website, http://greenaffordable .org, 
as an information resource for green af-
fordable building developers, with a focus 
on the Chicago metropolitan area .

Coastal Community Action Program
117 East Third Street
Aberdeen, Washington 98520
T 360 533-5100
www .coastalcap .org 
This community action agency in coastal 
Washington State just completed a 
$14-million wind turbine project on 29 
acres that will generate up to $720,000 
annually in unrestricted income for this 
social services organization .

Coastal Enterprises Inc.
PO Box 268 
Wiscasset, ME 04578 
T 207 882-7552
www .ceimaine .org 
Founded in 1977, this non-profit orga-
nization provides financing and support 

in the development of job-creating small 
businesses, natural resources industries, 
community facilities, and affordable 
housing . CEI’s primary market is Maine 
and has been a leader in pursuing Triple 
Bottom Line (economy, equity and ecol-
ogy) criteria in its development and lend-
ing work .

EBO (Excellence by Owners) Group
P .O . Box 305
Sharon Center, Ohio 44274
T 330 590-8106
www .ebogroupinc .com 
This Ohio-based manufacturing business 
with $20 million in annual sales, 62 em-
ployee-owners and a 20-percent annual 
growth rate is a 100 percent-owned ESOP .

Ecology Center
2530 San Pablo Avenue, Suite H
Berkeley, CA 94702
T 510 548-2220
www .ecologycenter .org/
One of the pioneering non-profits that 
birthed the recycling industry, the 
Ecology Center has operated Berkeley’s 
Curbside Recycling Program since 1973 . 
Unlike for-profit haulers, their successful 
recycling program supports community 
education, maintains high standards in 
recycling as the industry matures, and 
keeps resources in the local community . 
Ecology also runs the Berkeley Farmers’ 
Markets, Farm Fresh Choice food justice 
program, Terrain magazine, EcoHouse 
demonstration home and garden, the 
Ecology Center Store, and a variety of 
Information and Climate Change Action 
programs .

Green Worker Cooperatives
461 Timpson Place
The Bronx, NY 10455
T 718 617-7807
http://greenworker .coop 
This non-profit incubator of worker co-
operatives in the South Bronx explicitly 
links environmental justice with the 
green economy . Its first green co-op, 
Rebuilders Source, is a discount retailer 
of surplus and used building materials, 

http://www.cntenergy.org/
http://www.igocars.org/
http://www.cclfchicago.org
http://greenaffordable.org
http://www.coastalcap.org
http://www.ceimaine.org
http://www.ebogroupinc.com
http://www.ecologycenter.org/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/bfm/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/bfm/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/ffc/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/terrain/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/ecohouse/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/store/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/erc/
http://www.ecologycenter.org/erc/
http://greenworker.coop
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enabling the community to buy goods 
more cheaply, reducing the amount of 
waste headed for the landfills and cutting 
down the number of waste hauling trucks 
driving through the neighborhood .

National Capital Investment Fund 
(NCIF)
1098 Turner Road 
Shepherdstown, WV 25443 
T 304 876-2815
www .ncifund .org 
Affiliated with The Conservation Fund, 
NCIF is a business loan fund that pro-
vides debt and equity financing to small 
businesses located in North Carolina, 
Northeast Tennessee, Southwest Virginia 
and West Virginia . This CDFI has a dual 
mission of land and water conservation 
and economic development .

Phillips Community Energy 
Cooperative
2801 21st Ave . South 
Minneapolis, MN 55407 
T 612 278-7120
www .phillipsenergycoop .com 
Serving a multi-cultural low-income 
community in Minneapolis, this coop-
erative provides nearly 2000 members 
with energy efficient products and ser-
vices . Initially focused on developing a 
biomass project in partnership with the 
Green Institute, it is now working on a 
Neighborhood Energy Plan .

Piedmont Biofuels
P .O . Box 661
Pittsboro, NC 27312
T 919 321-8260
www .biofuels .coop 
Based in Pittsboro, North Carolina, 
Piedmont Biofuels encompasses both 
a cooperative and a limited liability 
company that makes, markets and sells 
biodiesel; consults on setting up bio-
diesel businesses (plants and stations); 
provides fuel maker and lab tech train-
ing; teaches classes and workshops on 
biodiesel and straight vegetable oil; lob-
bies the North Carolina legislature and 
the state’s national representatives on 

behalf of biodiesel and renewable energy; 
and sponsors an Internship Program that 
allows people to live on site and learn 
about all facets of their operations .

PV Squared
324 Wells Street
Greenfield, MA 01301 
T 413 772-8788
www .pvsquared .coop 
PV Squared (shorthand for Pioneer Valley 
PhotoVoltaics Cooperative, Inc .) is one 
of the few solar installation businesses in 
the nation organized as a worker co-op .

ReUse Center
2801 21st Av S, Suite 110
Minneapolis, MN 55407
T 612 278-7113
www .thereusecenter .com 
Operated by the non-profit Green 
Institute, the ReUse Center is a $2 mil-
lion salvaged building enterprise serving 
the Twin Cities region through two retail 
outlets and a deconstruction business .

Self-Help 
301 West Main Street
Durham, NC 27702-3619
T 800 476-7428
www .self-help .org 
Self-Help is one of the largest commu-
nity financial development institutions 
(CDFIs) in the United States and since 
its founding in 1980 has provided $4 .5 
billion in financing to 45,000 homeown-
ers small business owners, and other 
nonprofits, nationwide . Headquartered 
in Durham, North Carolina, Self-Help 
provides financing through the Self-Help 
Credit Union and the Self-Help Ventures 
Fund and operates a nationwide second-
ary market program that enables private 
lenders to make more loans in low-
wealth communities . 

http://www.ncifund.org
http://www.phillipsenergycoop.com
http://www.biofuels.coop
http://www.biofuels.coop/coop/internships
http://www.pvsquared.coop
http://www.thereusecenter.com
http://www.self-help.org
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ShoreBank Enterprise Cascadia
PO Box 826
Ilwaco, WA 98624
T 360 642-4265
www .sbpac .com 
With more than $70 million in capital 
assets under management, SBEC focuses 
on Triple Bottom Line investing to entre-
preneurs, non-profits and others in urban 
and rural communities in Oregon and 
Washington .

Solar Richmond
360 South 27th Street 
Richmond, CA, 94804 
T 510 621-1719 
www .solarrichmond .org 
Solar Richmond brings green jobs, clean 
energy, and economic opportunity to 
Richmond California, through solar 
installation training for low-income resi-
dents and innovative job creation and 
placement services to empower emerging 
leaders of the green economy .

Sustainable Jobs Fund
200 N . Mangum Street
Suite 203
Durham, NC 27701
T 919 530-1177
www .sjfund .com 
SJF Ventures provides equity financing 
and technical assistance to small and me-
dium sized enterprises focused on renew-
able energy and efficiency, organic and 
healthy consumer products, digital media 
and marketing services, electronics recy-
cling, and outsourced business services . 

The Reinvestment Fund
718 Arch Street, Suite 300
Philadelphia PA 19106 
T 215 574 8000 
www .trfund .com .
Since 1993, this regional community 
development loan fund has offered 
grants, loans and technical services for 
energy conservation and efficiency and 
renewable energy use in the broader 
Philadelphia region . 

Toronto Renewable Energy 
Co-operative
401 Richmond Street, W . Suite 401
Toronto OH, M5V 3A8
Canada
T 416 977-4441
www .ontario-sea .org 
Half owned by members, half owned by 
the local utility, this cooperative over-
came huge regulatory hurdles to become 
North America’s first urban wind turbine . 

Toxic Soil Busters/Wooster Roots 
Project
4 King Street
Worcester, MA 01610
T 508 335-7783
http://worcesterroots .org 
A student run worker cooperative orga-
nized to clean up yards contaminated by 
lead, Toxic Soil Busters is a project of the 
Worcester Roots Project . 

Women’s Action to Gain Economic 
Security (WAGES)
1904 Franklin St ., Suite 801
Oakland, CA 94612
T 510 451-3100
http://wagescooperatives .org 
Women’s Action to Gain Economic 
Security has helped build five worker-
owned green cleaning businesses in the 
Bay Area in the past decade and has re-
cently launched a networking effort to 
scale up this model through join market-
ing, purchasing and mutual learning .

Washington Electric Cooperative
P .O . Box 8, Route 14
East Montpelier, VT 05651
T 802 223-5245
www .washingtonelectric .coop 
Serving 41 small towns in Vermont, this 
electric cooperative entirely secures its 
power from renewable sources, primarily 
hydro and landfill gas . 

http://www.sbpac.com
http://www.solarrichmond.org
http://www.sjfund.com
http://www.trfund.com
http://www.ontario-sea.org
http://worcesterroots.org
http://wagescooperatives.org
http://www.washingtonelectric.coop
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The Democracy Collaborative at the University of Maryland was established in 2000 to 
advance a new understanding of democracy for the 21st century and to promote new 
strategies and innovations in community development that enhance democratic life. 

The Collaborative is a national leader in the field of community development through 
our Community Wealth Building Initiative. The Initiative sustains a wide range of 
projects involving research, training, policy development, and community-focused 
work designed to promote an asset-based paradigm and increase support for the field 
across-the-board. 

Our research, strategy and policy website—www.Community-Wealth.org—is updated 
quarterly and is a comprehensive source for information about the community wealth 
building movement nationwide. 

A current flagship project of The Democracy Collaborative is the Evergreen Cooperative 
Initiative in Cleveland, Ohio. In partnership with The Cleveland Foundation, the Ohio 
Employee Ownership Center at Kent State University, and many of Cleveland’s major 
health and educational “anchor institutions,” the Collaborative has designed and is 
helping to implement a comprehensive wealth building effort in six low-income neigh-
borhoods. The Initiative is building community-based businesses that will employ hun-
dreds of local residents. Each new start-up company is organized as a green worker 
cooperative. For more about the Initiative, visit www.Community-Wealth.org. 
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Tel: 301-405-9834
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Growing a Green Economy for All offers a stunning breakthrough in how we should think 
and act about jobs at a point at which our country should be creating 500,000 new 
ones each month. By fusing concerns about jobs, community revitalization, social jus-
tice and environment, the report provides a uniquely valuable path forward.  It should 
also help get the various progressive communities out of their issue-bound silos.

— James Gustave Speth, former Administrator of the United Nations 
Development Programme, Yale University Professor in the Practice of 
Environmental Policy and author, The Bridge at the Edge of the World

The idea of moving from green jobs to green ownership is one of the most powerful 
concepts to come down the road in many, many years. This report outlines a path to-
ward a genuinely new kind of economy, a path toward building a green economy while 
spreading the benefits of business ownership at the same time. I am tremendously ex-
cited by this report and will be sharing it widely.

— Marjorie Kelly, Senior Associate, Tellus Institute, Boston, and author, The 
Divine Right of Capital

Seeking courage and leadership, we find little. Looking for viable new ideas, we find few. 
But that’s because we haven’t looked in Cleveland, home to the Evergreen Cooperatives. 
The idea that local citizens can use the power of business to cooperatively reclaim their 
shared economic and environmental destinies is a powerful one. This is one important 
new development you don’t want to miss!

— Jeffrey Hollender, Co-Founder and Executive Chairman, Seventh Generation 
Inc., and author, The Responsibility Revolution

If you have ever thought that democracy ought to live outside of the voting booths 
and in our economy, but didn’t say it out loud for fear of people thinking of you as 
crazy, then read this report now! In a world where normal is self-destructive, survival 
demands we get crazy. And, after reading this report, you’ll feel a little more comfort-
able in your insanity knowing that your fellow crazies are organized, networked, grow-
ing in number, and oh so cool.

— Omar Freilla, Team Coordinator, Green Worker Cooperatives, South Bronx
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