Growth means greater environmental protection through green jobs and infrastructure
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But it’s not just about preventing risks. Climate action can actively benefit the economy, according to new work from the New Climate Economy. The key drivers of economic growth – resource efficiency, infrastructure investment and innovation – can be harnessed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. It’s a logical connection: a more efficient economy is a more productive economy, and a more efficient economy also emits less carbon. The economic case for climate action is only becoming stronger as time goes on and the costs of clean energy and other technologies continue to drop. Since 2008, the cost of utility-scale solar energy in the United States has fallen 64 percent and the cost of wind energy has fallen 41 percent, making them increasingly cost-competitive with traditional fossil fuel power, even without subsidies. Even without considering the air pollution and climate benefits, clean energy makes economic sense. Many U.S. states are already proving that it is possible to have a strong economy and a strong environment. Thirty-three states and the District of Columbia expanded their economies while reducing energy-related carbon emissions from 2000 to 2014, according to Brookings. This includes red states like Kentucky, Alaska and Georgia, as well as blue states like California, New York and Massachusetts. This is an economic issue, not a political one. As a whole, from 2000 to 2015, the United States grew its GDP by 30 percent while reducing its energy-related emissions by 10 percent. Beyond economic growth, climate action can also have positive impacts on employment. Solar and wind are among the most dynamic industries in the nation. In 2016, the solar industry created one out of every 50 new jobs in the United States. Wind turbine technicians are expected to be the fastest-growing occupation over the next 10 years. According to the U.S. Department of Energy, there are already 374,000 American jobs in solar energy, 102,000 in wind energy and more than 2.2 million related to energy efficiency. For comparison, 160,000 Americans work in coal. The solar and wind jobs are spread out from coast to coast, including concentrations in the Midwest and Southwest. Boosting investment in sustainable infrastructure would create even more jobs, as well as close the massive infrastructure deficit in the United States. Risky Business has found that investing in a clean energy transition would create roughly 460,000 additional construction jobs by 2030. The number of coal mining and oil- and gas-related jobs would decline by more than 130,000 by 2030, but the net effect on U.S. employment would be positive. Of course, for those Americans who do lose their jobs through the energy transition, the net job gains are little consolation, especially if they take place in other communities or states. The critical role of government is not to hold back the transition when it brings jobs and growth, but instead to manage it carefully. A just transition will be essential as economic activity shifts, with strong support for displaced workers, affected communities and low-income households through retraining and economic diversification. While it may be tempting to try to prop up the ailing coal industry, in the end it is only a very expensive way to delay the inevitable transition. Market forces have made it clear that coal just isn’t coming back. It’s better to diversify local economies away from coal while providing assistance to local communities during the transition, ensuring they remain vibrant for decades to come, not just for a few more years.
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