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Research 
Questions

1. Why is energy policy seen as labor policy? 

2. How and why is workforce training central to 
energy policy?

3. How can federal policy address geographic 
disparities in good job creation in light of the 
uneven geographical development of labor 
markets in the U.S.?



Overview of 
Today’s Talk

1. Theoretical background on the historical-
geographies of labor in the U.S. 

2. Genealogy of “green jobs” beginning in the 1970s

3. Demonstrate three examples of “green jobs” 
training established in Atlanta

4. Connect historical lessons from “green jobs” training 
to the need for enforcement to realize good jobs in 
implementation of federal legislation. 



Workers Resist Uneven Development



Workers Resist Uneven Development
� Labor geographies ask how workers resist uneven 

geographical development (Herod, 1997; Hunter 1997; 
Eskew 2001; Tufts and Savage 2007; Peck 2016; De Lara 
2018; Mazer 2019; Keegan 2020)

� Economic geographers seek to de-naturalize the 
geographies of uneven development (Massey 1984; Smith 
2006; Peck et al. 2022)

� Scholarship on racialized uneven development and Black 
geographies considers how space is produced, known, and 
lived (Woods 1998; 2017; McKittrick 2006; Wright 2006; 
Gilmore 2007; Wright 2020; Drake Rodriguez 2021)



Geographies 
of Labor Law 
in the U.S. 

� National Labor Relations Act of 1935
� Established framework for collective bargaining that became 

part of social welfare regime (Windham 2017)
� Enacted divisions between women’s work and work 

predominately carried out by Black and immigrant workers 
(Quadagno 1996; Lichtenstein 2003; Katznelson 2006) 

� Meant “the extension to the federal scale—through 
differentiations of protections from calamity and 
opportunities for advancement—of the South’s apartheid 
practices” (Gilmore 2002, 18).



Geographies 
of Labor Law 
in the U.S. 

� 1947 Taft Hartley Act 
� A. Phillip Randolph (1966: 108) observed “the black 

and white working poor in the ‘Right-to-Work’ 
states of the South, noted for sweat-shop 
starvation wages, are not free to organize bona-
fide unions to fight for living wages.”  

� Inaugurated “sociospatial undercutting” based in a 
“new politics of capital mobility and protecting 
states of regulatory exception” (Peck 2016, 10).













“It doesn't matter what color you are, you need a 
good job, you need affordable housing, you 
need health care. And so that should be the glue 
- the economic interest…. the thinking would 
seem to me, its pretty common sense, 
politically” - Interview, June 28, 2019



Labor and 
Welfare 
Policy 
Changes

� Job Training Partnership Act 
(1982)

� Temporary Assistance for 
Needy Families (1996)

� Workforce Investment Act 
(1998)

� Workforce Innovation and 
Opportunity Act (2014)



� “By far the most common complaint 
of employers focuses not on any 
traditionally defined skill at all, but 
rather on workers’ discipline, 
punctuality, loyalty and ‘work ethic’” 
(p.5). 



Human Capital and the Value of Surplus Labor



The “Benefit 
Cliff”

(Kentuckiana Works, 2021)



“...Help you with the tuition, we'll help you with 
any of the costs and if you have children, help 
with childcare while you're in school. It's kind of 
a blanket to help people get off of welfare or 
never get on welfare. That's really the way you 
can look at it. So, I joke that this is one of the few 
federal programs that all the political spectrums 
are okay with. You know what I mean? I mean, 
nobody argues with this stuff” – Interview, 
September 23, 2019



Green Jobs “That’s why our policies must 
protect our environment, 
promote economic growth, and 
provide millions of new high-
skill, high-wage jobs.”



“My program is Green Jobs Not 
Jails, because it addresses the 
two worst aspects of the present 
US reality: we have throw-away 
people, throw-away 
neighborhoods, throw-away 
children, thrown into prison, and 
we also act as if we have a throw-
away planet. The answer to both 
the social and the ecological 
crisis is somewhere in the 
direction of less ecologically 
devastating forms of economic 
life” (Jones, 2009, p.) 

Green Jobs are “family-
supporting, career-track, 
vocational, or trade-level 
employment in environmentally-
friendly fields” (Jones, 2009, p.) 





“there was this huge Department of Labor funding … for 
‘shovel-ready jobs,’ and green jobs was the big thing 
they threw all this money at… I just remember hearing 
the people in the workforce [development agencies] 
kind of going, ‘Well, that was a big kind of boondoggle,’ 
it's not terribly well thought out and successful” –
Interview, May 19, 2019



“a little icing on the cake…. But when we report 
to Congress, we're not reporting green, we're 
not reporting workforce, we're reporting 200 
jobs, $70 million of private investment, and 
Congress doesn't care, necessarily what those 
jobs or private investment is doing…. We're in 
the public infrastructure business. We're not in, 
you know, policing companies and how much 
they pay their employees” – Interview, August 6, 
2019



“And it was the sexy thing to do, right? …. And I 
think it's suffered from things we still see green 
jobs suffer from today is like, what do you 
mean? What are you actually going to do, more 
than just talk about it? And so, we just kind of 
floundered” – Interview July 30, 2019



1. Pre-Apprenticeship 
and Apprenticeship

� Federally-registered 
apprenticeships are the gold 
standard in workforce training 
and certification.

� Registered apprenticeships 
are approved and tracked by 
the U.S. Department of 
Labor or a state 
apprenticeship agency. 

� Apprenticeships are industry-
driven. 

� Apprentices receive paid work 
experience, progressive wage 
increases tied to skill 
acquisition, and a combination 
of on-the-job and classroom 
instruction. 

� Apprentices graduate with a 
portable, nationally and 
industry-recognized 
credential. (Georgia STAND-UP, n.d.)



2. Non-profit training programs2. Non-Profit Training Programs



“We saw a potential market for this work 
as an opportunity to go out and try to 
build a program that we could go into the 
community, especially with elderly 
[people] and do this [energy efficiency 
improvement] work and unfortunately, 
that didn't take off like we thought it was 
going to” – Interview, September 13,2019



3. Technical 
Colleges



“We try to keep in touch with business and 
industry. That's really why we exist. We’re 
not studying the Higgs Boson particles or 
any other things like that, we're just 
putting people into the workforce or 
enabling them to get into the workforce. 
So, everything we do is based on what 
industry in the area needs…. Its kind of one 
of our big secrets in Georgia about how we 
attract and do such good business for 
business.” – Interview, September 23, 2019



“There was this big, 'we're going to go solar'… we 
got with industry and worked with that. A lot of 
that industry didn't make it, but some … are still 
in operation and going strong, and we're still 
providing them with a workforce” – Interview, 
September 23, 2019





“Instead of having to spend four, five weeks on 
training someone with no knowledge … it could 
enable [the utility]’s training folks to sort of 
expedite their training process so that when 
students come through here, they can start at a 
more advanced level, as they've already had the 
entry level training. And that's really the purpose 
and mission of our technical colleges in Georgia, 
is to provide the foundational skill sets needed 
so that employers can build that.” – Interview, 
September 21, 2022 





“That is federal money coming to Georgia and so 
therefore, we can go after prevailing wage, and 
also enter into project labor agreements with 
the utility companies on these and that will help 
even for the solar installations that are part of 
this program. It'll help lead them towards union 
contractors and union jobs. But if it doesn't have 
federal funding, you're dealing with day laborers 
pretty much” – Interview, February 13, 2023



“…high paying jobs, livable wage jobs, where 
people can, you know, own a house and a vehicle 
and get back and forth to work and have a 
budget where they can still enjoy the eight hours 
of recreation that that's what we all work for” –
Interview, February 13, 2023



“As a member of Georgia’s 
congressional delegation, 
you have a choice: jobs for 
hardworking Georgians or 
jobs for labor unions” –
Brian Kemp, October 8, 
2021



“Have to pay attention to it, we got to make sure 
that there's accountability with that …. Just in 
general construction, [another union leader] is 
doing freedom of information requests on 
municipalities for affordable housing, or even 
some of their infrastructure projects that have 
federal money tied to it to where they're not 
even paying prevailing wage because one of the 
things that a state like Georgia does is the 
enforcement mechanism just isn't there. Even 
down to things like safety…. ” – Interview, 
February 13, 2023



Conclusion 

1. Recent federal policy promises to create millions of jobs in clean 
energy, infrastructure, and manufacturing and uses tax credits, 
grants, and loans to impose labor standards.  

2. Since 2009, cities and states have learned from numerous
“green jobs” training efforts to establish more effective 
pathways to benefit workers. 

3. Efforts to connect trainees to jobs and apprenticeships through 
recent federal funding including and beyond the Inflation 
Reduction Act requires enforcement.
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