
Comprehensive Clean Energy 
and Climate Legislation Will 
Bring More Jobs, a Stronger 
Economy, and Less Pollution
America’s past experience with establishing regulations to curb pollution 
provides every reason to believe that enacting comprehensive climate and 
energy legislation will not only bring environmental and health benefits, but 
will also unlock technological innovation and boost our economy. Since the 
nation’s first comprehensive environmental laws in the 1970s, hundreds of 
dangerous pollutants have been regulated, providing valuable health benefits 
from reduced exposure to certain toxic chemicals. In 2010, the Clean Air 
Act alone prevented an estimated 20,000 deaths, more than 23,000 cases of 
chronic bronchitis and asthma, and 59,000 hospitalizations.1 At the same 
time, tens of thousands of jobs per year were created in the environmental 
protection industry, GDP more than tripled, and average household income 
grew by more than 45 percent. 
	 This impressive history of prosperity can be repeated with comprehensive 
clean energy and climate legislation. Climate legislation will help kick start 
the economy and build a foundation for sustainable long-term growth. 
Contrary to alarmist claims of future job loss touted by opponents of energy 
reform—many of whom seek to profit from furthering our dependence 
on outdated and dirty energy technologies—taking the clean energy path 
will actually create substantially more jobs than would relying on an 
unsustainable dependence on fossil fuels. Without comprehensive legislation, 
the United States will miss out on many new employment opportunities, 
and will be left behind in the growing world market that rewards green 
innovation. 
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Past Experience Confirms that Environmental 
Regulation Drives Job Growth

Based on what we have seen from past experience regulating 
dangerous pollutants, it is realistic to expect employment gains from 
climate legislation. Between 1977 and 1991, the EPA estimated that 
an average of 50,000 new environmental protection jobs were created 
every year.2 And between 1997 and 2007, as clean energy markets 
expanded, PEW Charitable Trusts estimated as many as 85,000 
clean energy jobs per year were created.3 Meanwhile, survey data 
collected by the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) consistently found 
employment losses resulting from pollution control requirements 
to be only on the order of 1,000 to 3,000 jobs per year.4 Relative to 
other reasons for job losses, these were practically invisible: every year 
approximately 9,500 layoffs resulted from adverse weather events and 
over 450,000 from seasonal changes in employer demand for workers. 
Estimates by the EPA, the Commerce Department, and the Oil, 
Chemical, and Atomic Workers Union confirm the BLS findings.5

Where Green Jobs Will Grow

The most significant job growth will be in renewable energy and 
energy efficiency. On average, each dollar spent on renewable 
energy sources and energy efficiency creates three times more jobs 
than the same amount of money spent on fossil fuels. The reason 
for this stark difference is that renewables and energy efficiency are 
homegrown energy sources that require more labor and domestic 
inputs than dirty fossil fuel production.6,7 An economy that relies on 
clean energy to drive economic growth will therefore employ more 
workers than one that follows a dirty growth path.8 A study from a 
group of independent researchers at the University of California, Yale 
University, and the University of Illinois found that climate legislation 
will produce 900,000 to 1.9 million net new jobs by 2020.9 The 
American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy (ACEEE) 
estimates that efficiency provisions in proposed climate legislation 
alone could create 600,000 to 1 million net new jobs by 2030.10

	 Climate legislation would also increase jobs in the automobile 
sector, putting America back on the map as a leader in the global 
auto industry. The manufacture and deployment of advanced 
technology vehicles (e.g., hybrid, electric, and advanced biofuel) and 
improvements to design of more conventional vehicles could raise 
average fuel economy for new cars to 70 miles per gallon by 2030, 
saving American families and businesses up to $95 billion dollars 
per year in reduced oil imports.11 And a recent study sponsored by 
NRDC, the United Auto Workers, and the Center for American 
Progress shows that with the right incentives to manufacture clean 
 car components in the United States, attaining a fuel economy of  
40 mpg by 2020 would create 50,000 to 150,000 new domestic auto 
sector jobs.12

	 Climate legislation would even drive job creation in the U.S. 
oil industry due to the potential to boost enhanced oil recovery 
(EOR) from existing depleted oil fields. EOR is a technology that has 
been used for decades to produce additional oil from existing fields 
by injecting carbon dioxide (or steam) to free oil that is ordinarily 
left trapped in the underground formation. Currently, most of the 
carbon dioxide used for C0

2
-EOR is extracted from natural sources 

which are limited in supply. With climate legislation, the supply of 
carbon dioxide would increase dramatically from carbon dioxide 
waste captured at power plants and industrial facilities. In addition 
to providing a place to sequester carbon dioxide, an abundance of 
existing and abandoned oil fields are available for C0

2
-EOR, which 

could yield billions of barrels of oil and reduce pressure to open up 
new, untouched areas for oil exploration. The result is that by 2020, 
more than 40,000 jobs could be created from C0

2
-EOR, rising to 

approximately 350,000 by 2030. 

All these Job Opportunities Are Waiting  
for One Thing: Passing Comprehensive  
Climate and Energy Legislation 

We need this legislation not only for steady long term job growth, but 
to help put Americans to work in secure, good-paying jobs right away. 
With almost 10 percent of workers currently unemployed and lacking 
income to purchase goods and services, investors need a reason to 
invest. A cap on carbon would give them just that, by stimulating 
growth in clean energy. As Nobel Prize-winning economist Paul 
Krugman writes, “[Climate legislation] wouldn’t just be good for 
the planet, it would be good for the [economic] recovery.”14 Other 
distinguished economists agree, noting that enacting legislation will 
create demand and jobs in the short term when the economy has 
idle labor and other economic resources that can be put to work 
building the foundation of a clean energy economy. In the long 
term, this legislation will strengthen our economy by making the 
United States a leader in clean energy technologies and delivering the 
employment opportunities and benefits that are concomitant with 
such leadership.15 
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A Cap on Carbon Pollution Is Essential  
for Long-Term Success Curbing Pollution  
and Boosting the Economy

While state renewable electricity standards and individual government 
incentive are useful, a piecemeal approach to clean energy policy 
will fall drastically short of meeting our national climate goals, 
and maximizing job growth and innovation at the lowest cost. For 
example, even the sponsors of the fossil fuel energy bill reported by 
the Senate Energy and Natural Resources Committee estimate it  
will create at most 500,000 new jobs over the next decade;16 this 
figure is in stark contrast to the 1.9 million jobs that would be  
created by comprehensive legislation. We need a cap on carbon 
that makes clean energy investments economically sound in their 
own right, bringing in the innovation and cost cutting benefits of 
competitive market forces. Without any legislative certainty that  
clean technologies will have a market advantage over dirty ones, 
rather than the reverse, venture capitalists will remain reluctant to 
aggressively invest in clean energy.

Rich and Poor Countries Alike Can Gain  
From the “Global Clean Energy Race”

Without climate change legislation, the United States risks falling 
behind leading clean energy competitors like China and India, as well 
as developed countries such as Germany and Spain, who invested 
heavily in clean energy. While wages are one factor in decisions about 
where to locate clean energy manufacturing facilities, they are by 
no means the most important determinant in building a domestic 
industry; more important are deployment, financing, manufacturing 
and innovation policies that would give investors and industry the 
certainty they need to invest in building new projects and factories. 
Key policies in the United States have included renewable electricity 
standards (RESs), and a host of short-term intermittent programs, 
including various production incentives, research and development 
(R&D) funding, public financing entities, and manufacturing and 
job-training incentives. 
	 While such policies have helped drive significant clean energy 
growth in the United States, competitor countries are taking much 
more long-term and aggressive measures, with corresponding payoffs 
in clean energy markets. China recently issued a national development 
target for renewable power of 15 percent by the year 2020, and has 
created a number of market measures to stimulate the participation 
of investors to achieve these targets; in comparison, the United States 
only has RESs across a patchwork of states—and no overarching 
federal standards. As a result, China now takes the top spot in total 
clean energy investment with $34.6 billion in 2009—surging past 
the United States (in second place) with $18.6 billion.17 Recently, the 
European Union mandated a 34 percent RES by 2020 (up from  
15.5 percent in 2006), and is investing billions of dollars in 
performance-based feed-in tariffs to achieve those targets. Clean 
energy economies are the way of the future and any country that does 
not prioritize accordingly will be left behind in the world economy. 

	 Regardless of how far along the world’s most developed countries 
are in transitioning to a clean energy economy, three factors provide 
reason and incentives for all of them to move quickly. First, electricity 
must be produced relatively near to where it is consumed, so there 
are serious limits to how far that clean generation can be outsourced. 
Second, some technologies will require local innovations specific to 
a country’s unique needs and circumstances. And third, the scale 
of what is needed to meet our climate goals and avoid the worst 
consequences of global warming is so large it will require sizable  
clean energy development in every major emitting country. This is  
a phenomenal opportunity for innovation, and economic success  
will follow the technology. The International Energy Agency estimates 
that to meet a 450 parts per million (ppm) target, renewable power 
will need to expand by 45 percent relative to business as usual in  
2030 and in the United States by 30 percent.18 This scale of 
production would provide vast opportunities and be welcomed by 
U.S. entrepreneurs, who are constantly looking for innovative ways to 
add value in local markets and in areas suitable for export.

Studies with High Job Loss Predictions  
Rely Upon Unrealistic Assumptions 

Studies that forecast high job losses resulting from climate legislation 
are usually sponsored by dirty fuel industries that stand to profit from 
blocking climate legislation, and these studies rely upon implausible 
assumptions to produce their results. The analysts assume there are no 
profitable opportunities for energy efficiency improvements, despite 
overwhelming evidence to the contrary, and despite provisions in 
climate legislation that would increase the need for energy efficiency. 
They also severely minimize the capacity for growth in clean energy 
industry—some to zero above business as usual. Where they do allow 
for growth in low-carbon energy they assume production costs will 
not decrease over time as a result of energy efficiency, economies of 
scale, and substantial incentives provided in climate legislation. In 
sum, industry-funded studies assume little to no market innovation in 
response to a carbon price and complementary legislative provisions, 
and an imaginary world in which the current economy is using energy 
with perfect efficiency.19 These types of alarmist studies have been 
churned out to impede progress to protect our air, water, and health 
many times during the last four decades, and none of the predicted 
doomsday scenarios ever materialized. 



www.nrdc.org/cap2.0 © Natural Resources Defense Council. Revised edition produced April 2010. Printed on recycled paper

The Economy Can Adjust Smoothly  
to Climate Legislation

Past experience tells us that with the right policy framework we can 
achieve a smooth transition to a clean energy economy. As with all 
environmental regulations, a cap on carbon will be phased in over 
time, giving the economy time to gradually adjust. In its economic 
analysis of the American Clean Energy and Security Act (ACES), 
the Congressional Budget Office (CBO) concluded: “The shift in 
employment between sectors of the economy would occur over a 
long period, as the cap on emissions became progressively more 
stringent…the larger story is one of offsetting job creation and shifts 
of workers to other sectors of the economy.”20 Rather than causing 
abrupt widespread job loss, clean energy will create lots of new jobs to 
meet growing demand for energy, gradually replacing fossil fuel plants 
as they naturally reach the end of their useful lifetime. The CBO 
further notes that “the economy can absorb such long-term changes 
and maintain high levels of overall employment.” 
	 Some job losses can be expected in extractive fossil fuel 
industries, but in the aggregate their number and therefore, impact, 
will be small. Further, provisions in climate legislation will protect 
employment in energy-intensive industries. An interagency task force 
concluded that such provisions in climate legislation can fully offset 
job impacts on energy-intensive manufacturing.21

	 Of course, job loss is never a small matter for the individuals 
personally affected. Rather than serving as a basis to oppose 
legislation, the appropriate policy response is to mitigate the small 
number of jobs lost, through various measures, such as job training, 
transitional assistance, initiatives to create alternative employment 
opportunities, and retirement packages for older workers. For 
example, displaced coal miners could be employed to retrofit homes 
to be more energy efficient. Because so few workers are likely to be 
negatively affected by climate legislation, only a small portion of the 
value of carbon allowances under a cap-and-trade system would be 
needed for such programs.

The Benefits Are Clear, and Now  
Is the Time to Act

Past successful efforts to regulate pollution show that we can 
simultaneously strengthen the economy, increase jobs, and reduce 
pollution. And economic analyses of climate legislation by respected 
government agencies and academic institutions predict the same. 
Passing comprehensive climate and energy legislation will put the 
United States onto a long-term and steady growth path, keep America 
at the forefront of the clean energy revolution and bring home the 
jobs that come with that leadership position, and reduce dangerous 
carbon dioxide pollution levels in the earth’s atmosphere. 
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