Green energy = jobs and hope for Ohio
By Richard Stuebi
You may have seen billboards cropping up around town showing an electrical cord plugged into a lump of coal.  They suggest that coal mining and coal-based electricity generation is essential for creating or preserving jobs in Ohio.
Similarly, advertisements in the Plain Dealer and other publications ask the question:  “Green-collar jobs might sound good to some people, but what does that mean for Ohio jobs ... what does it mean for your job?" 

This media blitz is sponsored by Americans for Balanced Energy Choices, an organization funded by coal interests. It presents one side of the debate over the future of our state economy, implying that a continued dependence upon coal in Ohio’s energy mix is the best path for our state’s economic health.
On the other side are those who see the need to build an advanced energy economy more reliant on energy efficiency and renewable technologies. They believe advanced energy not only will meet our power needs while better addressing environmental concerns, but also will spawn many thousands of green-collar jobs to manufacture and install wind, solar and other advanced energy sources.

The old-liners are skeptical. Advanced energy represents a threat to their livelihood, and they want you to believe it will cause energy prices to rise dramatically, forcing companies to lay off employees or go out of business.  
We at the Cleveland Foundation have studied these issues at length and have concluded that a concerted move to advanced energy in Ohio would not cause undue economic harm. In fact, the economic benefits would far outweigh the costs.

A study we commissioned last year confirmed that public policy to promote advanced energy in Ohio would cause, at most, miniscule increases in electricity prices 10 years from now and would not materially harm our coal industry, either.

To be clear, we are not against coal. Coal has been a backbone of our electricity sector – and therefore our heavy industry and consumer society – for decades. Almost 90 percent of the electricity generated in Ohio comes from coal, and that’s not going to change overnight.  In almost any scenario, environmentally responsible mining and utilization of coal will be essential for a long time.

But consider this: Would you want 90 percent of your financial assets in one investment?  Not if you’re prudent. So, ask yourself:  Do we really want 90 percent of our electricity to come from one source? Especially when coal-fired power generation is almost certainly going to face adverse economic consequences when the next president signs legislation to reduce carbon emissions?  Hmmmmmm…
Let’s not allow ourselves to mortgage the future of Ohio, continuing to over-rely on a single type of fuel for our electricity needs to protect jobs that are increasingly vulnerable and may not be savable. Instead, Ohio needs to create new employment opportunities – green-collar jobs associated with advanced energy – to replenish the blue-collar jobs that are going away.

If you care about the possibilities not only for you, but also for your children and grandchildren, encourage your elected officials to push aggressively for policies favoring advanced energy. It’s the right thing to do for the economy as well as for the environment.  
Right now in Columbus, state legislators are actively debating Ohio’s future energy policy. The key component is a proposed advanced energy portfolio standard (AEPS), which if enacted would require Ohio utilities to produce a small percentage of electricity from renewable energy sources.  
The Ohio Senate has passed a bill with a weak AEPS policy. The House, on the other hand, is considering a bill called HB 487 with a relatively strong AEPS. If you want an advanced energy economy for Ohio – one that can generate tens of thousands of new jobs – make your voice heard in favor of HB 487.

The coal = jobs ad campaign is built on a scare-tactic message by those who want to preserve the glories of a past that cannot be recaptured. They are willing to deny a better future to most Ohioans through advanced energy.

Ohio needs to rediscover its innovative past and move on. By being averse to new industry in the late 20th century, we missed the information technology revolution. The advanced energy revolution of the first half of the 21st century is too important and too massive for Ohioans to allow it to pass by.

Over the next few decades, the number of green-collar jobs will explode. Let’s grab for the brass ring by getting serious about advanced energy and implementing policies that support this huge growth opportunity.
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