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Who We Are

The Roosevelt Network develops and supports undergraduate college students and early career
professionals—in particular, those who hold identities historically denied political power—to be the next
generation of leaders in the progressive policy ecosystem. We are creating a pipeline of new leaders who
champion ideas that rebalance power in our economy and democracy. As a program of the Roosevelt
Institute stewarding the legacy of Eleanor and Franklin Roosevelt into the 21st century, we believe that
we can rewrite the rules by changing who writes them.

About the Emerging Fellowship Program

The Roosevelt Network’s Emerging Fellowship is a yearlong fellowship experience focused on policy
writing and designed for students in the last one to two years of their undergraduate degree program.
This rigorous and advanced fellowship offers progressive-minded students the opportunity to dive
deeper into policy research and writing, receive mentorship from Network alumni and Roosevelt
Institute staff, be in community with other passionate policy wonks, and ground themselves in
Roosevelt’s vision for a just economy and multiracial democracy. Fellowship alumni become members of
our national Network, with continued opportunities for mentorship and programming for young
professionals. To learn more about the fellowship, visit www.rooseveltinstitute.org.
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Foreword

We have been reflecting recently, even more than usual, on the legacy of Franklin and Eleanor
Roosevelt—from the transformative first 100 days of FDR’s presidency that established the
broad strokes of the social safety net we depend on today, to Eleanor’s lifelong human rights
advocacy at home and around the world.

The Roosevelts were unafraid to embrace bold ideas, to build novel and sometimes
uncomfortable coalitions, and to seek hope and vision from unexpected quarters. They would
certainly find inspiration in the essay collection you are reading, a set of 14 big ideas from the
Roosevelt Network Emerging Fellows. Emerging Fellows engage in a year of research, learning
from community members and subject experts to write policy briefs that explore an important
aspect of their state or local policy landscape.

This year’s Emerging policy briefs offer bold visions of democratic economies and democratic
institutions, proposing people-centered, aspirational policy solutions that shift power from
corporations to the people. Sian Salazar, for example, examines California’s gig economy and
the segmented (and often contentious) rideshare driving community that pits those that work
full time and could qualify as employees against those that drive part-time, favoring the
flexibility. Salazar proposes a tiered classification system that could help heal the rift between
these two segments of drivers by making space for the goals of each group, allowing for both
job stability and scheduling flexibility.

Alex Aghdaei advances a vision of what it would take to rebuild higher education following the
decades-long corporate capture of academia. Aghdaei proposes locally elected boards—not
gubernatorial appointees or donor-influenced trustees—to govern public universities and
colleges as representatives who are directly accountable to the public. A democratic
governance model, he suggests, would foster a more favorable environment for union
power-building—one that could enable a “wall-to-wall” organizing approach, in which all
categories of campus workers, from adjuncts and graduate instructors to custodial staff and
academic advisors, are organized into a single, unified union.

As you will read, the entire Emerging cohort interrogates the policy choices that have led to
severe wealth inequality and democratic decline, offering visions of how communities can
(re)build institutions and foster worker-oriented economies.

As Eleanor said, “We do not have to become heroes overnight. Just one step at a time, meeting
each thing that comes up, seeing it is not as dreadful as it appeared, discovering we have the

strength to stare it down”

Our Emerging Fellows and their ideas are lighting the path toward a better world, so that we
may walk it, just one step at a time.

Eric & Jeanne
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A Worker-Driven Industrial Strategy for
Diversifying Local Economies: Transitioning From
Defense in New London, Connecticut

By Tony Ruan

Introduction and Background

“I would hate to think that the members of our union who are now engaged in
the many facets of military production would have to depend forever on world
terror in order to survive as an economic unit”

- William Winpisinger, 11th President of the International Association of Machinists
and Aerospace Workers (IAM), 1977-89

In October 2023, Congresswoman Cori Bush of Missouri became one of the first elected
officials to call for a ceasefire in Gaza. In response, critics accused her of threatening local jobs
tied to two Boeing manufacturing plants outside of St. Louis with Israeli military contracts
(Barnes 2023). Their argument was simple: If military contracts slow, so do jobs.

This reaction reflects a broader pattern: In communities across the country, workers and
unions are embedded in industries that are politically or socially contested. Defense is a vivid
example, but the dynamic holds across a range of sectors—such as fossil fuels or correctional
facilities. In these cases, employment stability is pitted against other political goals, and unions,
by necessity, often become defenders of the industries that sustain them.

This brief, by examining the defense industry specifically, asks what alternative role labor could
play in addressing this impasse. How can workers and their unions help guide—not just respond
to—economic and political shifts? What forms of institutional power and deliberative
governance are needed to ensure that transitions are equitable, stable, and democratic?

The defense industry is unique in its scale, actors, and political dynamics. In 2023, defense
spending reached a record $2.4 trillion with contracts for firms like Boeing spread across nearly
every congressional district in the country (Office of Local Defense Community Cooperation
2022; Berckman et al. 2024). These contracts offer stability in the short term, but they also
create long-term vulnerabilities. When contracts fluctuate—as they inevitably do as defense
and technological priorities shift—communities are subject to boom-bust cycles, facing job loss
and budget shortfalls without a clear path forward. Cities offer tax abatements and other
concessions to attract and retain contractors, often at the cost of public revenue. As such,
workers and their elected representatives alike become increasingly reliant on defense
spending, understanding that they may lose some of the highest-paying jobs in the region if
they even suggest steps to remediate this dependence (Berrigan 2024).
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Though there are numerous reasons for this economic and political imbalance, it is impossible
to understand without acknowledging the interrelated decline of worker power and American
industrial policy. After decades of diminished domestic manufacturing, large defense
contractors in local economies, backed by federal contracts and state-level incentives, have
been positioned as the primary—if not sole—source of stable, well-paying employment for many
regions (Allen and Berenson 2024). For workers, this means that attempts to shift away from
defense dependence are met with the stark reality that few comparable employment
alternatives exist. This leaves entire communities beholden to corporate interests, and by
extension, the continuation of federal defense spending. Calls to scale down defense spending,
then, are often met with justified skepticism: where else will jobs come from? And who gets to
decide?

Ultimately, the defense industry is just one case study exploring this question. A comprehensive
approach to worker power in any industry would address this reality, pursuing a broader
paradigm shift that grapples with existing power imbalances and moves toward a policy that
centers workers in shaping the trajectory of their regional economy. Currently, opposition to
defense conversion—defined broadly as the process of moving from military to civilian
production—stems, in part, from a lack of viable alternatives in the local labor market. The
challenge is not merely convincing workers to support diversification, but also providing a
tangible vision for how such a transition can be achieved without sacrificing economic security.
By formulating a clear policy pathway—one that ensures stable, well-paying jobs—workers and
their unions can be positioned at the forefront of shaping a new industrial policy in their local
community.

The current status quo grants a structural advantage to defense firms and enables them to
shape local policy to their benefit while leaving workers with few alternatives. Such is the case
for General Dynamics Electric Boat (GDEB) in New London County, Connecticut. GDEB serves
as the largest employer in the region building nuclear submarines, yet has frequently clashed
with the city over tax abatements. Their outsized presence, hardly a product of a free-flowing
market, is enabled largely by Representative Joe Courtney's [D-CT] relentless lobbying on their
behalf, earning the nickname "two-sub Joe" for his efforts to double the plant's annual
production (Pemberton 2022). All the while, Connecticut ranks as one of the highest states for
wealth inequality in the country (Bureau of Economic Analysis 2024).

Instead, a robust public sector employment strategy—one that facilitates deliberation between
workers, community organizations, and public officials with incentives for industries beyond
defense—can serve as the foundation for a more resilient and worker-centered economy. This
brief proposes the creation of a Community Benefit Fund (CBF) for areas like New London
County. The CBF would be funded through mandatory contributions from contractors—GDEB
and other major employers receiving tax incentives—and deliberated on by workers and
community representatives to identify and reinvest into the community. By directing these
funds toward, for example, affordable housing, workforce development, and economic
diversification, the CBF provides a structured pathway for New London to transition toward a
more resilient and equitable local economy. Through a deliberative process involving workers,
local officials, and community organizations, the fund would be used to counteract the
destabilizing effects of federal defense spending fluctuations while ensuring that economic
opportunities remain rooted in worker power and long-term community stability.
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Historical Approaches to Conversion

After the defense buildup of World War II, the American government was faced with the task of
reconverting the wartime economy back to civilian use. Conversion at a national scale would
require retooling labor and capital toward new purposes without aggregate shocks to the
unemployment or productivity. To do so, federal, state, and local governments made extensive
plans with defense firms to sell government equipment, find uses for specialized physical
capital, and begin some form of retraining programs for workers (Brauer and Marlin 1992).
However, the federal government notably refrained from actively assisting firms in identifying
new civilian industries—indicative of a broader withdrawal away from the New Deal-era
approach to economic planning characterized by more active government decision-making
(Alexander 1994). As a result, 40-50 percent of wartime plants and capital equipment remained
unsold, unused, and unleased in 1947, while the labor market saw a 28 percent decline in
employment from 1945-47.

In his first speech following his election as president, Bill Clinton began by reiterating the
impending need to “[convert] our economy from a defense to a domestic economic giant” after
the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. Clinton ultimately failed to deliver a national agenda
centered around defense conversion, largely due to a combination of electoral pressure, foreign
policy, and gains in the domestic economy (Brenes 2024). Nonetheless, it is important to
examine a few of the key ideas from the debate around defense conversion that shaped the
post-Cold War moment and their continued impact on the defense conversation today.
Defense manufacturing is an imperfect market. The industry suffers from three market failures:
monopsony (with government as the sole buyer), cost-plus pricing, and high barriers to entry
for competing firms after the consolidation of large firms in the early 1990s (Alexander 1994).
This creates unique challenges when crafting plans for conversion—notably, developing
safeguards entering a free-market environment while maintaining high levels of employment
(DeVore 2020).

Analyses of the post-WWII and post-Cold War economies showed the shortcomings of a
decentralized approach to conversion centered around market competition, which failed to
identify new markets, retrain workers, and create conditions for long-term economic growth.
Rachel Weber, in her 2001 book Swords into Dow Shares, also provides an insightful portrait into
how corporate governance, with firms entirely responsible to shareholders, hinders and
disrupts these efforts.

To address these market failures, the state must take a role in facilitating a transition toward
civilian use. The government agency currently tasked with the local economic health of these
communities is the recently renamed Office of Local Defense Community Cooperation
(OLDCC), previously known as the Office of Economic Adjustment. Founded in 1961 to cushion
the effects of military base closures, the OLDCC provides grants for defense communities to
fund projects like noise-reduction near aviation projects and public schools on military bases.
Recently, however, only 10 percent of the OLDCC’s total grants have gone toward
“diversification” of local economies to address defense dependence since 2018, with the
remaining 90 percent of funds dedicated toward building infrastructure to complement
defense manufacturing (Congressional Research Service 2023). With the most significant body
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tasked with facilitating diversification largely inactive in doing so, what options could
communities have at the state and local levels?

A New Paradigm for Worker-Driven Local Industrial
Policy

Correcting for Path Dependence

Political scientist Paul Pierson applied the concept of "path dependence" to describe the ways
that political institutions become entrenched and increasingly confined by previous decisions,
though the concept enjoyed wide use in economic scholarship prior to his contribution
(Pierson 2000). Given finite capital, a firm's prior investments shape its available strategies
moving forward. In other words, as the costs of change from the status quo increase, the status
quo is more likely to be preserved.

Path dependence helps explain why defense-dependent economies become increasingly reliant
on their current industrial makeup. As firms accumulate advantages through tax incentives,
government contracts, and specialized workforce-training programs, the cost of transitioning
to alternative industries rises. Similarly, the power of defense-sector unions is often tied to
existing contracts, meaning that advocacy for conversion may be seen as a threat to job
security rather than an opportunity for expansion through investments in other industries.

Overcoming this requires an alternative approach to state intervention that counteracts the
boom-bust cycles within the defense industry through economic diversification. While a
defense contractor taking up a large share of the regional economy has little to no incentive to
diversify its operations, a holistic industrial policy would ensure that local employment would
not be wholly concentrated within any individual firm or industry. This could include contract
provisions, such as the “Working Family Protection Program” advocated for by the United Auto
Workers (UAW) which would require auto companies to pay UAW members to do community
service work in the event of layoffs or plant closures (Leopold 2024). In the example of
emerging green industries, similar efforts are being made to guarantee workforce development
and establish planning agencies tasked with mitigating transition costs (Rogers 2024). If
policymakers fail to create these conditions, the inertia of path dependence will ensure that
regions reliant on defense spending remain vulnerable to market volatility, while opportunities
for economic democratization go unrealized.

Another way to break this inertia is to more directly incorporate labor considerations when
assessing the broader economic impacts of industrial shifts. Effects bargaining—long
recognized in US labor law—requires employers to negotiate over the consequences of
managerial decisions that significantly impact employees, even when those decisions fall
outside the scope of mandatory bargaining. During the COVID-19 crisis, unions used effects
bargaining to secure hazard pay, establish safety protocols, and protect against sudden layoffs
(Lieberwitz 2020). In defense-dependent regions, where a single contract loss can ripple
through public services, housing markets, and regional employment, effects bargaining could
provide a legal and strategic tool for unions to demand mitigation strategies when local
economies are placed at risk. Rather than simply responding to layoffs, unions could bargain for
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retraining programs, community reinvestment, or transparency in government procurement
decisions—helping shift the conversation from firm-level impacts to community-level changes.

Predistribution Through Worker Power

To create long-term change in defense-dependent economies through diversification, the
power imbalance between defense firms and their workers must be remediated. Proposals must
account for, and create, the political conditions necessary to sustain economic diversification
while maintaining employment. One way of doing so would be structural reform that formally
empowers workers to direct the process. Rather than compensating affected workers through
traditional redistribution, which focuses on reallocating wealth after it has been created,
reforms should center around the idea of “predistribution.” Predistribution, as popularized by
Jacob Hacker, seeks to structure markets and institutions to ensure more equitable economic
outcomes from the outset (Hacker 2013). This approach emphasizes strengthening worker
power through policy interventions that ensure wages, benefits, and community
decision-making are structured to promote economic security and stability.

Predistribution strategies could take several forms within defense-dependent economies. One
of the most immediate is strengthening union leverage in contract negotiations, particularly
around workforce transition agreements. There are existing examples of this in action. For
example, Community Workforce Agreements (CWAs) are pre-hire agreements negotiated
between local governments, community organizations, and labor unions that include hiring
targets for underrepresented workers, local residents, and apprentices (Glass and Walter 2023).
CWAs help ensure that public investment in infrastructure or development directly benefits the
communities where the work occurs. Similarly, Project Labor Agreements (PLAs) are collective
bargaining agreements established before construction begins, setting terms for wages,
working conditions, and dispute resolution across all contractors on a given project. PLAs
create predictable labor conditions and can include provisions for union hiring halls, local job
training, and targeted workforce inclusion.

Public ownership models also offer an avenue for predistribution. Municipal or state-level
investment in worker cooperatives—particularly in industries aligned with a green industrial
strategy—ensures that new economic opportunities are structured to best achieve the public
interest rather than corporate profit maximization. Cities could use existing industrial
infrastructure to support these efforts by providing access to facilities, procurement contracts,
and low-interest loans to incentivize transition. By embedding worker power into the
foundation of economic planning, predistribution strategies not only create more equitable
labor markets but also provide a viable political coalition for economic transition. Without this,
attempts at conversion will continue to meet resistance from workers rightfully wary of empty
promises and economic precarity.

A State and Local Industrial Policy

While federal policy shapes the overall landscape of defense spending, state and local
governments play a critical role in either reinforcing dependence or fostering economic
diversification. Historically, states have largely operated within a competitive framework,
offering tax abatements, subsidies, and regulatory rollbacks to attract and retain defense jobs

10
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for their constituents (Friedman and Culbertson 1987). However, this race-to-the-bottom
approach often erodes local tax bases, weakens public services, and increases reliance on a
single industry’s success.

A more strategic approach would prioritize long-term investment in industries that create
stable, high-paying jobs outside of the defense industry. Heidi Peltier, in “We Get What We Pay
For: The Cycle of Military Spending, Industry Power, and Economic Dependence” (2023), adopts
an input-output model to track industry spending and finds that while 6.1 jobs are created for
S1 million in defense spending, 6.9 jobs could be created if the same amount of federal money
were invested into solar technology, or 8.7 jobs through infrastructure investment. Keeping in
mind the quality of jobs, long-term sustainability of investment, and value of industry, aligning
state procurement strategies with similar levels of investment across other sectors can provide
reliable demand that fosters industry growth beyond defense manufacturing.

Additionally, state and municipal governments should leverage their planning and zoning
authority to shape industrial development. For example, New York state recently announced a
partnership between the state’s Career Pathways Training program, the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU), and prominent healthcare providers to train nurses with
representatives of all parties playing a role in shaping the training (Office of Governor Kathy
Hochul 2024). Tax incentives should be deliberated in collaboration with labor, community
members, and elected representatives to prioritize commitments to workforce development,
labor rights, and community reinvestment, rather than serving as blank checks for corporate
expansion. State and local policymakers can, and have, taken on proactive roles in economic
development.

Policy Intervention: Community Benefit Fund for New
London, Connecticut

New London, Connecticut, is a city of fewer than 28,000 residents with a median household
income of approximately $50,000—significantly below the state average of $83,000 (DataHaven
2023). The city has long been a hub for maritime industries, higher education, and military
manufacturing, with Electric Boat setting up shop in Groton, CT, to build submarine parts in
1911 before expanding across the river into New London in 2010 to accommodate its growing
engineering workforce.

General Dynamics Electric Boat (GDEB) is the largest employer in the region, with more than
14,000 employees at its site in New London County (Hallenbeck 2023) However, despite its
profitability—according to SEC filings General Dynamics saw $3.4 billion in profits in 2022, with
its Marine Systems division specifically (which includes Electric Boat) generating over S11 billion
in revenue—GDEB benefits from significant tax abatements (Berrigan 2024). For example, in
2021, the city of New London assessed Electric Boat’s property at $78.3 million, but the
company successfully contested this valuation, reducing it to $57.8 million—a 26.2 percent
reduction (Voluntown Peace Trust 2024). This followed a 2011 lawsuit in which GDEB claimed
the New London facility that they acquired that year was overvalued by the city, instead paying
property taxes on just 70 percent of the property’s S300 million value (Langeveld 2011).
Additionally, the state of Connecticut as a whole has committed $83 million in subsidies to
GDEB over a 17-year period, which includes $35 million in forgivable loans and $20 million in

11
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sales tax exemptions for construction projects. It is worth noting that despite its lucrative
federal contracts, high profitability, and favorable state/local regulations, many GDEB workers
earn below a living wage, with hundreds qualifying for Medicaid and SNAP benefits.

The city’s dependency on GDEB and its imbalanced tax arrangement constrains critical public
investment on priorities like housing while simultaneously leaving the city highly vulnerable to
shifts in federal defense spending priorities—such as the Pentagon’s decision to buy only one
nuclear submarine per year, as opposed to two (Katz 2024). Recent estimates find Connecticut
short 135,000 affordable housing units, and New London is no exception (Rhatigan 2025). While
New London announced plans to build new housing amidst new General Dynamics hiring, most
of the new units are studios and 1-bedroom apartments targeted at new, younger hires (Smith
2023).

Implementation and Deliberation

To address this imbalance, this brief proposes the creation of a Community Benefit Fund
(CBF)—a public vehicle for reinvesting defense-generated wealth into the long-term stability of
New London County. The fund would be capitalized through mandatory contributions from
GDEB and any other major firms receiving tax abatements or public subsidy, ensuring that the
public value created through defense contracting is not simply extracted, but reinvested in the
local economy. The fund would be governed by a coalition of local officials, union
representatives, community organizations, and economic development experts—linking labor
to democratic economic planning in a formal and durable way.

The CBF would function on a five-year planning and deliberation cycle. This process would
include public hearings, union assemblies, and economic impact assessments, with investment
decisions made according to metrics like employment multipliers, community well-being
indicators, and long-term sustainability. Crucially, the fund would offer a venue for deliberation
on economic development on a community-wide scale. Unlike the status quo, the CBF would
allow workers and local institutions to collectively determine mitigation strategies to long-term
exogenous shocks such as contract losses or shifts in federal procurement.

Example Areas for Reinvestment

1. Workforce Development and Training
o Expansion of existing technical and trade education programs in partnership with
local community colleges and labor unions
o Subsidies for workers transitioning from defense-related manufacturing to
emerging industries such as renewable energy and advanced manufacturing

2. Housing
o Investments in affordable housing initiatives to counteract rising costs driven by
transient defense contractors and university expansions

3. Economic Diversification
o Seed funding for worker-owned cooperatives and small businesses in
non-defense sectors

12
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o Incentives for green energy manufacturing and retrofitting projects, aligning with
state and federal decarbonization goals

Conclusion

In April 2025, UAW members at GDEB in New London authorized a strike to demand stronger
contract terms, citing inflation, healthcare costs, and scheduling practices as core issues. Hours
before the scheduled strike, they secured a tentative agreement that delivered wage increases
and averted a walkout (Reuters 2025; UAW 2025; Abott 2025). The victory underscores labor’s
growing bargaining power, but also begs the question of what is not currently under
consideration. What if unions could use that same leverage to help guide their broader
community toward a diversified economy? While the GDEB negotiations show that labor has
leverage, building durable, worker-centered economies will require using that leverage to claim
a much larger voice in what comes next.

This paper has argued that the challenge of navigating structural dependence, as illustrated by
defense, is not confined to a single industry. Workers in fossil fuels and other politically
controversial industries face similar constraints, where economic security is tied to contested
employers. Path dependence deepens this entrenchment, as public subsidies and political
incentives reward consolidation and discourage diversification. To overcome this, unions must
extend their role toward a broader industrial vision pursued through both bargaining and local
policymaking. When employers or governments make decisions with sweeping economic
consequences, unions can and should demand a seat at the table—not only to mitigate harm but
also to shape alternatives.

A CBF responds to this broader structural problem facing labor by placing workers at the
forefront of industrial transition rather than just absorbing its consequences. New London
offers a concrete case of how economic planning, rooted in labor participation, can move
beyond reactive crisis response and toward shared governance of the local economy. Funded by
tax-incentivized firms and governed by a coalition of workers, residents, and public officials,
the CBF would reinvest defense-generated wealth into housing, training, and new industries.
Rather than resistance to change alone, the CBF challenges community members, workers, and
elected officials to put forward an affirmative vision for a more just and sustainable future.
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A Gig Economy That Works for Everyone:
Rejecting the Exploitation of Worker Divisions by
Rideshare Apps in California

By Sian Salazar

Introduction

The labor market in California has undergone a revolution since 2009, the year Uber was
founded. Where contract work, or “gig work,” was once reserved for contractors and
freelancers, it has now become the most desirable style of work for those who need the
flexibility advertised by so many of today’s app-based giants. No longer solely Uber and Lyft,
but Postmates, Doordash, Instacart, Rover, and TaskRabbit, among countless others, have
surfaced as household names. “Ubering” is now a verb that can be understood in almost every
country. By allowing anyone and everyone to render their services to the public whenever they
may feel like it, every task, no matter how simple, has become a commodity.

No distance is too short for a Lyft driver, no chore too banal for a TaskRabbit. It is now possible
to pay someone online to come into your home to change a lightbulb for you. This type of
on-demand labor has revolutionized the labor market and permanently changed how workers
approach employment. The apps’ emphasis on flexible hours and the ability to “be your own
boss,” two ideals that were once only possible for entrepreneurs and business owners, has now
been made available to the masses. In many cases, going back to a strict 9-to-5 job in the
corporate world, or service jobs in which one must wait each week to see what hours their
manager might deign to give them (if any at all), is simply no longer feasible. The care economy
is changing, and people are learning to answer the call of those who can hire and pay them
most rapidly, a category no longer reserved only for corporate employers. But what is the cost
for these workers who get to work on their own schedule? The simple answer is that it is very,
very high.

This brief will address the plight of one specific community of gig workers: rideshare app
drivers, referred to in this brief as either Uber or Lyft drivers. This community finds itself split
down the middle with two types of drivers seeking different end goals: Full-time drivers are
calling for the mobilization of all rideshare drivers, while part-time drivers are voting against
labor protection laws in favor of upholding the flexibility that makes gig work so attractive in
the first place. These contrasting ideals place them directly along the ideological fault lines
espoused by Uber and Lyft during the fierce battle over California’s Proposition 22.

Currently, the community is split between those who want the guarantees that come with
traditional versions of employment and those who don’t. Under California State Bill AB-5,
signed into law in 2019, an employment classification test known as the “ABC test” makes it
notoriously difficult for rideshare companies to classify gig workers as anything but employees,
guaranteeing nearly all rideshare workers employment. For those full-time gig workers who
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needed stability in an otherwise volatile labor market, AB-5 was a godsend. However, it would
have raised the operating costs of Lyft and Uber by significant margins, meaning that they
could not allow such a powerful labor law to stand. Essentially, it meant that these corporations
could no longer keep treating their drivers as disposable or replaceable. It took the “gig” out of
gig work: Since workers could no longer be classified as independent contractors, they were
expected to work the hours of a “regular” employee and also receive the benefits of one, thus
costing rideshare apps massive losses in employee compensation (LWDA n.d.). Unsurprisingly,
this led to massive corporate pushback, and to the unfortunate but eventual passage of
Proposition 22, a ballot initiative funded by Uber and Lyft that largely gutted the protections
enshrined in AB-5 (Sherer and Poydock 2023). Proposition 22 was one of the fiercest political
battles waged on California soil, with giant rideshare corporations cumulatively pouring over
$205 million into the campaign, making it the most expensive ballot measure in the state’s

history (Byrne 2020).

Flexibility is without a doubt the primary selling point of gig work. It is what attracts so many
nontraditional workers to rideshare apps in the first place. But what does that flexibility truly
entail? And why is it so attractive for so many workers? The fact is that workers are largely
being sold a fantasy. Companies hiring gig workers promote the idea that flexible work hours
make it possible to achieve the true American dream of socioeconomic mobility. Allowing those
who typically cannot work the demanding hours of a more traditional 9-to-5 job to instead
work on their own schedule—for example, primary caregivers or those with chronic health
conditions—opens up the ability to earn income to an entirely new sector of the workforce.

Where once a caregiver might have had to forfeit their financial independence to take care of a
loved one, they can now get the best of both worlds: Gig work makes it possible for such
populations to work hours they set for themselves, and thus continue their unpaid labor in the
care economy. This is the epitome of flexibility, and is what many part-time Lyft and Uber
drivers believe they are trying to protect with their support of Proposition 22. However, it is
true that part of the reason that flexibility is so desirable among nontraditional workers is
because of the myriad problems with America’s care economy. In an ideal world, gig work
flexibility would not be desirable solely because of its ability to supplement a system that does
not accommodate its own workers. For example, childcare options are incredibly limited for
workers in most industries, and trustworthy caregiving services for the elderly or the
chronically ill are expensive or hard to come by, thus placing the burden of care entirely on the
worker. This should not be the case. Regardless of the state of the care economy, workers who
are looking for flexibility should be able to find that flexibility, independent of the reasons why
they need it.

While the availability of short-term, contract-based employment may make earning money a
little less daunting for many nontraditional workers, the success of these companies has led to
the significant upheaval of California labor regulations. Not so long ago, the desire to unionize
was, in part, based on the desire to work steady hours. Workers needed a guarantee that they
were going to be able to bring home a reliable wage to their families. Now, thanks to the
plethora of app-based gig work available, setting one’s own hours on short notice has become
the norm, and the desire for set hours has increasingly gone out the window.

The lifestyle that Lyft and Uber are selling is one of maximum flexibility. They want potential
workers to believe that it is ever more possible to reach financial stability and independence
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from gig work alone. As this idea spreads to new workers who eventually become part-time
drivers, the gig working community finds itself divided. It is true that this idea of true financial
independence off of Lyft and Uber driving remains accessible only to a certain few. The allure of
success and an easy job built entirely upon self-set hours, however, still calls out to many.
Those who work part-time for gig work-based apps still desire the flexibility that they were
once promised, and they seem willing to forfeit all other benefits so long as they can maintain
the ability to work whenever they want to. Those who work full-time for gig work-based apps,
however, desire the stability of a traditional job: health-care benefits, minimum hours, and
minimum pay.

These two segments of the community increasingly find themselves at odds with one another,
as full-time workers heed calls to unionize while part-time workers quietly turn away. It is key
to remember that the rift that divides part-time and full-time workers is an artificial one. For
example, why are part-time workers willing to forfeit all the benefits their hard work deserves?
There is no guarantee of work for any Lyft or Uber driver, but part-time workers seem to be
more willing to bite this bullet, thanks to the intense propaganda and messaging that gig work
companies are putting out. This divide only benefits the corporations, who work behind the
scenes to foment fear and uncertainty within the gig working community. For example, Uber
and Lyft both ran aggressive ad campaigns and pushed relentless in-app messaging on the
driving community during the battle over Proposition 22 (Harnett 2020).

The questions this brief seeks to explore seem simple, but the answers are complex. Why, in
passing Proposition 22, did Californians overturn expanded labor protections for gig work?
Labor legislation, particularly laws designed to strengthen employment-classification tests
(tests designed to determine if a gig worker can be classified as an employee of a company, and
therefore if they are eligible for benefits), was originally passed in California State Bill AB-5. The
bill was all but gutted a year later by the legislation passed in Proposition 22. This proposition,
more than anything else, perfectly exemplifies the rift between casual and full-time rideshare
drivers. What can be done to bridge this gap? What legislative or other compromises need to be
made in order to make back these gains?

To answer this question, I propose a tiered classification system, based on number of working
hours, to determine a rideshare app drivers’ status as either an independent contractor or an
employee. I believe this will help heal the rift between these two segments of the rideshare
community by making it possible for the goals of one party not to infringe on the goals of the
other. This system will place workers on the same side as one another rather than pitting them
against each other by simultaneously allowing job stability and scheduling flexibility. This type
of worker unification is a key step in the move toward limiting corporate power. While it is
certainly true that the burden of responsibility lies on legislatures to pass stricter regulation
and on executive agencies to act on promises of stricter enforcement, the role of the workforce
itself should not be overlooked in the battle to curtail the power of corporations.

The issues that plague the California rideshare community are ideological. They must be
overcome by a recognition of a shared enemy and by the workers’ shared class status. I believe
this proposal offers a solution to this issue by making it possible for rideshare workers to unite
around a common cause: the desire to gain concessions from Uber and Lyft. At the end of the
day, both full-time and part-time drivers simply want to work how they want to work, and in no
world should a worker ever be denied the right to do so. By no means is the issue one of
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part-time versus full-time workers; this is merely the division that the rideshare app giants
wish to maintain. Only by coming together as a unified working class can rideshare drivers hope
to make meaningful progress and win back change for gig workers everywhere.

How Uber and Lyft Exploited Worker Divisions to Pass
Proposition 22

For as long as the employer-employee relationship has existed, so too has the issue of worker
exploitation. David Weil, economics professor at Brown University, argues that employers have
always been able to exploit workers, even when classified as full-time. The struggle of
unionization was the struggle to get basic protections such as paid time off, workers’
compensation, safe and humane working conditions, health insurance, and other benefits that
are now seen as standard. Just as these protections became normal in most workplaces, gig
work sprang into existence and revolutionized the ways employers were able to exploit
workers. Employers who engage in gig work as a method of employment now have the ability to
circumvent these labor protections by refusing to classify their workers as full-time employees.
Instead of denying employees the proper compensation for their work, they simply deny
workers the ability to be considered employees (Goldman and Weil 2021).

As previously mentioned, California State Bill AB-5 made it more difficult for companies to
classify workers as non-employees. This meant that many rideshare drivers now enjoyed the
full benefits of full-time employee work. However, it also meant that they now had to deal with
the limitations that came with it. AB-5 fundamentally changed the nature of gig work; in many
ways, it removed the attractions that drew gig workers to this style of work in the first place.
AB-5 meant that rideshare drivers who had originally joined platforms like Lyft and Uber with
the sole intention of driving whenever they felt like it would now be forced into working
minimum hours like a traditional employee, stripping gig work of its greatest appeal: flexibility
(California Legislative Information 2019).

Though now repealed, the AB-5 bill implemented an ABC test. Under this regulatory test, “a
worker is considered an employee and not an independent contractor, unless the hiring entity
satisfies all three” additional conditions, including the worker being free from the “control and
direction of the hiring entity,” the worker performing “work that is outside the usual course of
the hiring entity’s business,” and the worker being “customarily engaged in an independently
established trade, occupation, or business of the same nature as that involved in the work
performed” (LWDA n.d.). Essentially, it would have become impossible for rideshare-based apps
to continue to get away with labeling their drivers as independent contractors, because they
could not, at minimum, satisfy that second requirement. After all, how could corporations
whose entire model was based on hiring contract drivers then try to deny the existence of that
community? AB-5 would have destroyed Uber and Lyft’'s business models.

To fight against AB-5, these same two companies used California’s infamous referendum system
to get Proposition 22 on the November 2020 ballot, less than a year after AB-5 went into effect.
Propositions are subject to direct vote by California registered voters and can get on the ballot
by a petition signed by registered voters—in this case, by a petition that was circulated by Lyft
and Uber in a brilliant, large-scale campaign designed to reach every single voter, rider, and
driver in California. Not only was the fight waged traditionally, on television and through other
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media advertisements, but in many ways the interactions facilitated by the apps were
themselves part of the messaging: Uber drivers were constantly bombarded by in-app
messages reminding them to vote “Yes on Prop 22" and other delivery services used stickers,
delivery bags, and other physical media to direct customers and workers alike how to vote
(Harnett 2020).

Proposition 22 is an example of one of the three main ways corporations typically avoid
providing gig workers with benefits. These strategies include (1) preemption, (2) carve-outs and
exemptions, and (3) weakening legal tests and definitions of employee status. Preemption is the
employer’s attempt to pass legislation to enshrine the status of “independent contractor” or
“gig worker” before state labor legislation might attempt to redefine these statuses. Carve-outs
and exemptions, a strategy partially exemplified in Proposition 22, are often used to riddle
existing laws so full of holes that they are practically impossible to enforce, thus allowing the
employer to continue to subjugate their workers. The final strategy, the attempt to weaken
legal tests and definitions of employee status, is the focus of Proposition 22. It grants rideshare
and delivery companies exemptions to the enforcement of AB-5, the very legislation that was
supposed to grant employee status to gig workers for the first time (LWDA n.d.).

The campaign to vote yes on Proposition 22 worked perfectly to divide voters and drivers alike
along ideological fault lines that were created by Lyft and Uber themselves. Proposition 22
doesn’t guarantee minimum hours or minimum wage because it does not cover the time drivers
spend waiting to pick up new passengers. The “protections” and other benefits that Proposition
22 was supposed to guarantee for drivers were either attached to active driving time (meaning
that they would apply only during the time a driver is fulfilling a request, and not while waiting
to fulfill those requests), or they were attached to so many loopholes and red tape that many
drivers simply chose not to apply for those benefits in the first place. However, these
companies were able to convince most drivers that Proposition 22 would only serve to benefit
them, without any of the so-called drawbacks such as loss of flexibility and inability to set their
own hours, that AB-5 would supposedly bring.

In order to overcome these divisions, the two segments of the rideshare community must
realize that they are being used as pawns in a much larger battle. Instead of allowing
themselves to be played against each other by corporate giants, both full-time and part-time
drivers must come together under the realization that each of their labor demands need not
necessarily exist at the expense of the other’s. The fight to work the way any individual driver
wants to is a fight not waged against other drivers, but rather against the corporation that
employs them. Implementing a tiered classification system would allow each and every type of
driver to thrive in the rideshare economy by allowing workers to choose how much they would
like to work, and consequently the level of benefits they receive. Instead of pitting full-time
drivers against part-time drivers, a tiered system would allow them to coexist within the gig
economy without making any sacrifices as to the reason why they might have gravitated to this
type of work in the first place.

A tiered classification system will work to reinstate rideshare workers’ rights and needs in
California by allowing each “tier” of workers to retain their individual priorities. Part-time
workers who do not desire the hourly constraints of traditional 9-to-5 work will be able to keep
their flexible schedules. At the same time, full-time workers who are currently putting in
30-to-40-hour weeks and need the benefits that come with that type of full-time labor will be
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able to receive the job stability and employment benefits that they are currently unionizing for.
Allowing two simultaneous types of workers contracted under Lyft and Uber’s gig system,
rather than forcing two inherently different groups into the same box, is more helpful to
everyone.

The success of Proposition 22 was based entirely on the hope that workers would not realize
that their employers were sowing discontent among them—the idea that drivers would spend
their resources and energy fighting against one another rather than against the corporations
who were denying both segments of the community their labor demands. The campaign
convinced California voters to vote against their own interests, and it succeeded due to an
unprecedented level of media manipulation. Uber and Lyft founded their own coalitions of
part-time drivers to counter LA Rideshare Drivers United and other union-leaning
organizations that were composed of primarily full-time workers. By making the issue seem
divisive within the rideshare community itself and co-opting the genuine concerns of certain
segments of the rideshare community, Uber and Lyft attempted to destroy any hope of
working-class solidarity among drivers. The division they created was fictitious, but it is a
perception that remains pervasive to this day: Even in 2025, the share of full-time drivers in LA
Rideshare Drivers United and other driver-focused unions far outweighs that of unionized
part-time drivers.'

The consequences of Proposition 22 continue. Wages have fallen or stagnated under the
statute; studies cite the average hourly wage of Lyft drivers at between $6.20 and $34.46 per
hour. Unsurprisingly, the biases of each funding group are reflected in these numbers. The
lower figure comes from Rideshare Drivers United, the first California union to oppose
Proposition 22, while the higher figure comes from UC Riverside School of Business Center for
Economic Forecasting and Development, whose funding for the study came entirely from
Doordash, Instacart, Lyft, and Uber, cited together as the made-up organization “Protect
App-Based Drivers + Services Coalition.

Additionally, wage-based incentives have been disappearing from the apps’ platforms, and
driver income has been suffering from both income fluctuations and cuts to base pay. For
example, Francisco Erazo, a part-time Lyft driver, expressed frustrations with the recent
unpredictability of driving for Lyft. He explained that Lyft used to offer incentives for driving in
certain areas at certain times, and even with certain vehicles (for example, the app heavily
promotes electric vehicle usage to both riders and drivers). But within the past few years, those
incentives have been showing up much less often.

Essentially, the data surrounding Proposition 22 and its outcomes are murky, and the murkiness
only increases the closer one gets to the companies behind the legislation itself. However, it is
clear from interviews with both Lyft and Uber drivers and union members alike that
Proposition 22 is widely seen as a failure, even by those who might have once voted for it. None
of the promised driver benefits have come to fruition, and making money from Lyft and Uber is
still not guaranteed, despite any flexibility that might have been kept by Proposition 22.

! Francisco Erazo (part-time Lyft driver), in discussion with author, Los Angeles, CA.
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Policy Analysis

Understanding Rideshare Drivers’ Misgivings

To fully understand this divide, we must understand why rideshare drivers voted to pass
Proposition 22 in the first place, and why they remain suspicious of one another today, despite
the evident failures of the law. In general, the divide falls along an imaginary line drawn in the
sand between part-time and full-time rideshare drivers. Full-time drivers make their income
entirely from the app of their choice (and sometimes from a combination of both), and as such,
seek more work opportunities and more guarantees for minimum working hours and minimum
wages. Part-time drivers may make their income entirely from Lyft or Uber, but they are not
seeking a 40-hour workweek. Perhaps they are caretakers, have health issues, have young
children, or are simply looking to make additional income. No matter their circumstances, they
have turned to rideshare apps specifically because they were looking for a way to work on their
own schedule.

This desire for flexibility is what the “Yes on Proposition 22” campaign was based on. The
message Lyft and Uber broadcast was that, by trying to guarantee drivers some semblance of
normalcy—hour and wage guarantees, health-care benefits, and paid time off—the state was
trying to strip their work of everything that made it attractive. Essentially, these two groups of
drivers need different things from gig work. Unfortunately, Uber and Lyft have capitalized on
this difference in needs by convincing full-time and part-time drivers that their enemies are
each other, rather than Lyft and Uber themselves.

Flexibility and job security are normally joined together in an inverse relationship. When one
goes up, the other goes down. Imagine the life of a freelancer, even a very successful one. They
rely on whatever work comes in; when they get new clients they can negotiate hours and rates
as needed, but the steadier their business the less flexibility they actually have in when, how,
and where they work. Thus, full-time drivers who are seeking job security and stability are
willing to make the sacrifice to give up the flexibility that once attracted them, while part-time
drivers appreciate the ability to set their own hours above all else.

Francisco Erazo was not part of a union. He said that Lyft was the perfect job for him because
he could drive when he wasn't looking after his young child. “You can’t bring a kid to work, after
all,; he pointed out. He felt that joining a union “wasn’t worth it” because the demands they
were making didn't affect him. He didn’t need to be working 40 hours a week. In fact, he didn't
want to work 40 hours a week: doing so would only make it more difficult for him to see his
daughter, for whom he had fought so bitterly for custody in family court.

Thus, rideshare drivers are often facing a tried-and-true problem that comes with unionization:
how to create buy-in. How can some drivers be convinced that a win for some drivers is a win
for all? How can stability be created within a job that was invented, and is coveted, for its
flexible nature?
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The Need for Enforcement

Proposition 22 isn't all bad. If there were not at least a few benefits to be reaped from the
legislation, it is unlikely that it would have passed, even with a campaign as intense as the one
waged by Lyft, Uber, and three other gig work apps, DoorDash, Instacart, and Postmates (Byrne
2020).

While it’s true that Proposition 22 included certain payouts and health benefits, including a
health-care stipend, these benefits often did not come to fruition for workers themselves
(Lemar 2021). Only drivers who work a minimum of 15 hours per week are eligible, but “waiting
time” is not counted toward those 15 hours, meaning that if a driver spends 25 hours per week
working, but only 10 hours with a passenger in the car, they would be ineligible for the
health-care benefit. Even those who are eligible are not provided with information on how to
sign up, or even the knowledge that such a program exists. Additionally, the provided
health-care stipend is specifically not available to those who are on Medicare, Medicaid, or
other employer-funded insurance plans.

Thus, the problem with Proposition 22 lies largely with enforcement. In other states that have
implemented laws similar to California’s AB-5, enforcement is so minimal and unregulated that
those labor protections might as well not exist. If Proposition 22, with its stingy health-care
benefits, is already poorly implemented, how can Californians ever hope for more? Very
frequently, drivers who have managed to make it through the maze of red tape that companies
have set up to apply for benefits have complained about Lyft and Uber simply never issuing
them the payments for which they are eligible.

The California Department of Labor has expressed a desire to enforce State Bill AB-5 if its
provisions can ever find a way to circumvent Proposition 22’s iron fist. However, the California
Department of Labor would do well to look for ways in which they can actively make rideshare
drivers’ lives a bit easier, starting with enforcing Proposition 22’s meagre offerings.

Closer oversight of benefit disbursement is also necessary. There needs to be one state hand
guiding drivers to the appropriate outlets to make their appeal for payment, and another
guiding the companies to actually make that payment. To this end, a well-coordinated
messaging campaign to California’s 1.37 million rideshare drivers would go a long way (Osman
and Maury-Holmes 2022). A statement from the California Secretary of Labor indicating that
the Labor Department is willing to act on violations of Proposition 22 would also go a long way,
but the follow-up (in the form of legal action, lawsuits, and constant monitoring) would be
invaluable. Per a 2024 op-ed published in the New York Times by NYU Wagner Labor Initiative
Director Terri Gerstein, enforcement is truly key when it comes to protecting legislative gains
made by the labor movement. As she points out, legislation is absolutely nothing without strong
executive agencies like the Labor Department monitoring compliance (Gerstein 2024). Thus,
showing these companies that California has the resources and the willpower to fight for the
rights of workers, in stringent adherence to the law, would make a significant difference and is
an issue that both part-time and full-time drivers can get behind.

Corporations have gotten used to lax enforcement measures and often shirk the letter of the
law. Proposition 22 allows for a health-care benefit to be disbursed to drivers who are eligible,
but the application process has been made so arduous that many do not apply, if they even
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know about the existence of the program. Additionally, both Uber and Lyft consistently step
through loopholes to avoid this health-care payout, meaning that drivers who are simply
looking to receive the benefits they are entitled to often get nothing in return. Simply put,
California needs to enforce their own labor legislation, and refuse to continue allowing
corporations to get away with mistreatment of workers.

Policy Proposal

Bridging the Gap Between Part-Time and Full-Time Drivers

Despite the division that exists between these two segments of the rideshare workforce, their
goals are as common as one might expect. They each want to work how they want, when they
want—the only difference is how much. Rewriting the demands of unions like LA Rideshare
Drivers United would go far to remind part-time drivers that their interests are, too,
represented by the union, as well as to remind full-time drivers of the reason they might have
turned to Lyft or Uber in the first place: flexibility.

This policy brief proposes a tiered system of employment classification. Workers who put in a
minimum of 35 hours per week, up to which 10 may be passive or inactive hours (hours spent
waiting for a task to fulfill), would be eligible for employment classification under the ABC test.
Workers who do not meet this minimum criteria would retain their Proposition 22 classification
of independent contractor. For those who might wonder whether such a solution is feasible, the
answer is yes: Employer-provided health benefits also operate on a tiered classification system.
Under the Affordable Care Act, employers are required to provide health benefits to anyone
who works over 30 hours per week, dividing the labor pool into the same essential
classifications that this system proposes.

In this way, workers can unite under the common banner of reclaiming their agency while still
seeking the different benefits of gig work. Perhaps it was true that AB-5 was too
all-encompassing. Though it created a high standard for employment benefits, it did so without
taking into consideration why one might want to freelance or be a contractor in the first place.
Fusing AB-5 with some of the hourly restrictions that Proposition 22 included would allow the
nature of gig work to continue unimpeded while creating a new type of employment for the
relatively new phenomenon of full-time rideshare drivers. Under a tiered system of
employment classification, workers can choose the level of effort they are willing or able to
perform, and, in turn, will receive corresponding levels of benefits. This system even maintains
the traditional hierarchical nature of freelance or contractor work. Those who chafe at the idea
of set schedules and answering to a manager need never do so; however, they can work as hard
as they desire and in return receive benefits proportional to those efforts.

As it currently stands, Proposition 22 can only be amended through a 7 supermajority in both
houses of the California legislature. However, California’s referendum system allows for ballot
initiatives to be proposed without the support of the governor or the legislature, essentially
allowing citizens’ voices to be heard more directly than in other states without citizens directly
voting. It is this referendum system that holds the key to winning back labor gains for the
rideshare community. The tiered classification system would have to be proposed through a CA
ballot proposition and win support through a general referendum in the same way that

26

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025




Proposition 22 itself was passed. Such a monumental win would only be truly achievable
through the unification of the working class and the recognition of a common corporate enemy.

Proposal Feasibility

In many ways, this tiered system benefits everyone. One of the key pieces of data that Lyft and
Uber cited in their “Yes on Proposition 22” campaign was that 90 percent of drivers work less
than 40 hours per week, and 80 percent of drivers work less than 20 hours per week (Marshall
2019). That 80 percent of drivers working less than 20 hours per week are exactly the drivers
who tend to desire maximum levels of flexibility, the same 80 percent that this brief has spent
so much time discussing. Allowing this segment of the community to maintain their flexibility,
while receiving the health-care stipend they may be eligible for, would satisfy quite literally
every single group in this equation. It is not only what Uber and Lyft want—for the majority of
their workforce to remain independent contractors—but it is what the part-time drivers want
for themselves, and what full-time drivers would be happy with as well, provided they have an
option for full-time work if desired.

In the campaign for Proposition 22, Uber claimed that forcing every single driver to be
classified as an employee would require them to eliminate 80 percent of their workforce. For
once, the numbers here add up. 80 percent of their workforce works under 20 hours per week
(Marshall 2019). Under the tiered system, this 80 percent would no longer require elimination,
because they would not be forced to receive employee benefits. The system would allow
workers under a certain hourly cutoff to remain independent contractors, thus retaining the
flexibility they desire. Here, Uber maintains the overhead necessary to keep operations
running, and workers above the minimum hour cutoff get the employee status—and the job
stability and financial security—they need.

As sentiment in California continues to turn against Uber and Lyft, and as union movements
like LA Rideshare Drivers United grow more powerful, the feasibility of turning the ear of these
giant corporations becomes more and more realistic. Because implementing a tiered system
creates legislation that is responsive to the problems of every stakeholder involved, there is no
reason Proposition 22 cannot be overridden with a system that is designed for and by rideshare
drivers.

Conclusion

The problem that plagues the rideshare workforce is one of false division. As corporations have
done since their very inception, Lyft and Uber have divided the working class and made them
think their enemies are one another, and not Lyft and Uber themselves. I saw this firsthand in
my interviews, where part-time and full-time Lyft drivers expressed frustration with the
“other” group. There was a refusal to see eye-to-eye, and a refusal to see that at the end of the
day, no matter how many hours an individual may put in for Lyft or Uber, their allies were not
those behind the app, but those driving beside them, at the wheels of their vehicles.

Proposition 22 was a well-orchestrated campaign designed to convince rideshare drivers that
the answer to their problems lay solely in maintaining flexibility. But the proposition has done
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nothing more than continue to line the pockets of these gigantic corporations while keeping
the workforce that sustains them subjugated and in the dark.

Concessions must be forced from these rideshare giants. The California Department of Labor
has expressed a desire to enforce employment classification legislation once it is passed. This
means that a ballot initiative with a tiered system of worker classification would get the
executive enforcement it needs. No longer would Uber and Lyft be allowed to dominate the gig
economy and reap all the benefits but suffer none of the consequences. Because these
companies created a business model with the ability to sustain workers full-time, then they
must answer to the employees whose livelihood depends on them. They must pay back their
workers for making their business model possible, and they must do so by answering union
demands and the calls of all gig workers everywhere.
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Extending Brotherly Love to Philadelphia’s
Subcontracted Workers: Expanding on Labor
Reforms by Building Worker Power

By Sophia Rosser

Introduction

The word “fissure” is often used to refer to a large tear or crack, but has taken on new meaning
within the labor world. The rise of the “fissured workplace”—one that outsources essential
labor, creating a fragmented work environment—has profoundly undermined the ability of
American workers to organize for better working conditions, fair wages, and workplace dignity
(Weil 2019).

Subcontracting is one of the hallmarks of the fissured workplace. Subcontracted workers are
technically employed by large subcontracting firms, but it's the businesses that hire these firms
that ultimately control workers’ wages and conditions. These new divisions allow employers to
shift responsibility while still reaping the benefits of cheap, flexible labor. At the same time,
these structures put workers in more precarious positions, often causing them to face
unpredictable employment, lower wages, and more trouble holding their employers
accountable for labor law violations. As this corporate restructuring redefines the
employer-employee relationship, traditional legal frameworks—especially those governed by
the National Labor Relations Act (NLRA)—have proven ineffective at protecting workers in
subcontracted, outsourced, and otherwise precarious employment arrangements.

With an anti-labor administration in office perpetrating an assault on workers’ rights at the
federal level, local governments should step in to fill in the gaps in federal labor law to better
protect subcontracted workers. Many cities, like Philadelphia, have already made great strides
in expanding local workers’ rights by passing paid sick leave, fair scheduling, and a Domestic
Workers Bill of Rights. However, these policy innovations at the local level have mainly focused
on creating new legal rights rather than shifting power to workers. With labor law failing to
adapt to the changing nature of work, worker organizing is critical, and local governments can
support these efforts. Creating new legal rights are crucial, but they are not enough against the
backdrop of rapidly concentrating global capital and increased workplace fissures. To genuinely
improve conditions for subcontracted workers and others with precarious employment, local
governments must go beyond legal protections and actively build worker power. The goal
cannot merely be compliance—it must be empowerment.

Workers have responded to the limitations of federal labor law by organizing outside the
traditional National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) framework—pursuing voluntary recognition,
forming alternative labor organizations, and pressuring local governments to codify rights and
protections that have historically been secured through a union contract. Examples include the
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1990 Justice for Janitors campaign and the National Domestic Workers Alliance. These
organizations and campaigns have increased the standard of living for millions of workers and
can serve as the blueprint for subcontracted workers to take back power from their employers.
Specifically looking to Philadelphia as an example, the local government should form a task
force within the already existing local Department of Labor (DoL) that would be tasked with
financially supporting the creation of these newer forms of worker organizations that exist
outside of the NLRB. With these funds, subcontracted workers and other victims of the fissured
workplace can mount pressure campaigns to force their employers to voluntarily recognize
their unions as well as lobby local politicians to pass progressive labor legislation. At the center
of this policy proposal is the belief that workers have the deepest understanding of their own
conditions and should have control over the policies their cities enact. The use of local funds to
support worker organizing would serve to change not just labor conditions, but would shift the
balance of power itself into the hands of workers.

Lessons from the Past, Struggles for the Future

Current-day employment relationships rarely resemble those assumed by core labor law. New
arrangements like the ones that make up fissured workplaces should be understood as an
intentional restructuring of employment dynamics in order to stifle worker power. Neoliberal
economic restructuring in the form of globalization and casualization of labor started to gain a
deep foothold in the US economy by the 1990s. Decreased profits due to increased global
competition caused American capitalists to shutter their factories, causing the number of union
jobs in the industrial core to wane. At the same time, low-wage jobs in the service sector
increased, often lacking the protections and benefits that union manufacturing jobs had
provided. At home, businesses started to focus on core functions—the activities that generate
the largest amount of value for shareholders, investors, and consumers—while delegating other
activities like accounting, human resources, janitorial services, and security to external entities
(Weil 2019). Subcontracting—along with outsourcing, franchising, and the use of independent
contractors—have become standard business strategies of the fissured workplace. In a fissured
workplace, businesses fragment the traditional employer-employee relationship to shed
accountability, leading to weakened labor standards across the board (Weil 2017).

In a fissured workplace, workers may perform their labor at a facility owned by a major
corporation, wear its uniform, and serve its customers, but they are not actually employed by
that company. Instead, they work for a subcontractor, franchisee, or staffing agency that
technically holds their employment contract. This fissuring creates multiple layers between the
worker and the lead firm, allowing the top corporation to maintain control over business
outcomes like pricing, branding, and scheduling, while offloading labor costs, liabilities, and
legal responsibility. For example, a hotel chain might outsource its housekeeping staff to a
staffing firm, even as it dictates room turnover rates and performance metrics. This structure
weakens labor standards, depresses wages, and hinders unionization by isolating workers from
the corporations that actually control their conditions. Enforcement becomes harder as
accountability is diluted across a network of intermediaries, and workers are left with little
leverage or recourse to challenge unfair treatment. Labor law has been sluggish to keep up with
this changing management-labor environment. Under the NLRA, subcontracted workers’
primary employer is considered their contracting firm rather than the client firm that
subcontracts their labor. This classification is problematic because, while these workers are
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dependent on both their contracting firm and their client firm, their client firm often has the
power to define workplace conditions while having little legal responsibility to the workers
whose labor they profit from.

This ossification of labor law extends beyond its antiquated view of employment arrangements.
Indeed, it encompasses broader systemic deficiencies that undermine worker power. For
example, the NLRA allows employers to refuse to voluntarily recognize a union even when
presented with clear proof that a majority of its employees are in favor of unionization. Instead,
the union is forced to go through a formal NLRB election. Further, the NLRA has exclusive
authority on rights to collective bargaining and unionization within private employment and
preempts any state or local labor law that would modify the way the NLRA is applied.
Employers, with the help of union-avoidance consultants, have become extremely adept at
leveraging the time between workers filing for unionization and the union election to deter
enough workers from voting to unionize. Further, the NLRA has broad preemptive reach,
setting a ceiling rather than a floor for most state and local labor law. The NLRB also has limited
remedial authority against employers who violate labor law, and is barred from imposing fines,
penalties, or other punitive damages on employers. It can only compensate workers for their
losses after a violation occurs. While voluntary recognition of a union is difficult, it is often the
only route available to subcontracted workers since the NLRB does not allow for the kind of
organizing that would best fit their employment contracts. (Reddy 2024).

Worker Power Needs City Support

Many workers have been aware of the limitations of federal labor law for decades and have
shifted their organizing strategies. A potent historical example is the Service Employees
International Union (SEIU)’s Justice for Janitors (J4J) campaign in the late 1980s and 1990s. The
SEIU had originally attempted to respond to the increasing practice among business owners
and property managers to subcontract cleaning services by organizing workers at
subcontracting firms, which is the organizing model sanctioned by the NLRB. However, this
proved ineffective. Since building contractors hired whichever firm had the lowest bid, union
janitorial subcontracting firms risked not getting hired for as much work. Further, organizing by
building was difficult because even if a group of janitors was able to organize a union at a
specific building, the building owner could easily fire these workers and hire a new batch of
nonunion subcontractor janitors. Further, this strategy would cause competition among
workers, even those working at the same subcontracting firm.

Therefore, J4] bypassed the NLRB and instead put pressure on both their subcontracting firms
and building owners through highly visible public campaigns to join all janitors in a given city
under one master contract. In order to force their employers to the bargaining table, J4] made
use of a variety of novel organizing tactics that involved the community and garnered
considerable media attention. These tactics included releasing reports that underscored the
dichotomy between those experiencing poverty and rich real estate developers in their cities,
militant demonstrations like street occupations, and forming solidarity networks between
community organizations and other unions (Williams 1999). SEIU continues this model in their
organizing today, demonstrating one way workers have responded to the gaps in federal labor
law.
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Classifying client firms and contracting firms as “joint employers” offers some legal protections
as it would force the client company to be involved in any collective bargaining agreement,
make them culpable for labor law violations, and subject them to protest. However, these client
firms have historically been successful at arguing they are not joint employers of subcontracted
workers (Forden 2019). In 2023, the NLRB attempted to expand the joint-employer standard to
include indirect control over working conditions, but the rule was struck down in court and
later withdrawn—highlighting the need for legislation and proving that NLRB rules can be easily
reversed by future administrations or legal challenges (NLRB 2023). The second term of the
Donald Trump administration means that pro-worker federal labor law reform is unlikely as the
administration has pursued changes via executive order to strip labor rights from federal
workers.

Given the realities of federal labor law, local governments across the nation have played an
increasingly large role in protecting workers’ rights. Seattle and New York are prime examples
of cities that have been implementing progressive labor legislation to shield their workers from
“the chaos of the fast-changing, technology-disrupted urban job market” (Roberts 2018).
Philadelphia has also stepped up to the plate. However, while Philadelphia has been making
strides to protect its workers, more must be done to empower these workers. One of the
clearest ways worker power increases is through unionization. However, as history has shown,
organizing subcontracted workers through the traditional NLRB route is ineffective, which
explains why these examples of subcontracted worker organizing have taken action outside of
the NLRB. If a substantive overhaul of federal labor law that would empower subcontracted
workers to unionize is unlikely, then local governments need to facilitate alternative forms of
labor organizing, as exemplified by J4J.

Is Philly Still a Union Town?

Philadelphia is a good example of a locality passing strong labor laws without building worker
power. However, this is a more recent development that is a byproduct of strong relationships
between sympathetic local politicians and community and labor organizations. Despite being
the city where the first labor union was created, Philadelphia had long dragged its feet on
passing new labor legislation. It took the city seven years to pass paid sick leave law, mandating
that businesses with 10 or more employees give their workers at least one hour of paid sick
leave for every 40 hours worked (Nadolny 2015). Philly also passed “Ban the Box” legislation that
would prohibit criminal-history questions on most job applications only after more than two
dozen cities already had (Graham 2011). This tide shifted by 2019, when Philadelphia’s local
government was made up of politicians more sympathetic to worker’s causes. Not only was
Mayor Jim Kenney more pro-worker than his predecessor, but city council members like Helen
Gym actively platformed workers and labor groups in policy debates (Eeliciano Reves 2019).
After this change, Philadelphia started passing pro-worker ordinances in rapid succession. First
the “Fair Workweek” legislation was passed, which required large employers to give their
workers at least two weeks’ advance notice of their schedules as well as “predictability pay” if
their schedule subsequently changed (Feliciano Reyes 2018). The city also passed a requirement
in 2019 that all airport contractors pay a higher minimum wage than Pennsylvania's minimum
(Gerstein and Gong 2022).
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Philadelphia has also passed legislation that will specifically benefit subcontracted workers.
Working as a janitor, maintenance worker, or other form of building service is often very
precarious. Subcontracted employees within an office building are often employed by a
patchwork of subcontracting firms, from janitorial services to maintenance. If a building owner
decides to switch cleaning companies, the people who had been cleaning that building for years
could find themselves out of work. Philadelphia has had a “displaced worker” law on the books
since 2000. This ordinance requires that new contractors temporarily hire laid-off workers for
at least ninety days based on seniority and previous role. After that period, workers can
interview for jobs with the new contractor. In April 2024, Philadelphia City Council expanded
this law. Now, whenever any building that is at least 50,000 square feet is sold, these displaced
worker protections are triggered. This law has been instrumental in providing subcontracted
workers with a degree of job stability (Mosbrucker-Garza 2024; McLellan Ravitch and Blumgart
2024).

While these policy innovations have made real material improvements in the lives of millions of
workers in Philadelphia, they have mostly been focused on creating new legal rights rather than
shifting power toward workers. Legal rights are necessary to improve conditions, but shifting
power to workers is necessary to fight for more. Because the traditional NLRB approach to
union recognition is not an option for these workers, subcontracted workers need to form
organizations or start campaigns that would force employers to voluntarily recognize their
unions or bring other material benefits. In order to do so, they must put pressure on their
employers through the use of direct action techniques. Worker organizers can also lobby local
politicians to pass legislation that will empower their membership and expand their power. In
the context of a conservative assault on worker’s rights and livelihoods on the federal level,
local policies that would increase workers’ power are necessary.

Case Study: Domestic Workers Alliance

The advocacy of the National Domestic Workers Alliance (NDWA) Pennsylvania Chapter
provides a case study as to how workers who have been traditionally left out of federal labor
law can organize for their rights on a local level. Domestic workers, which include home health
aides, nannies, and housekeepers, have been excluded from the NLRA, the Civil Rights Act of
1964, and the Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) of 1970. As a result, under federal law,
domestic workers do not have the right to unionize, cannot file workplace safety complaints
with OSHA, and lack anti-discrimination protections (Johnson 2019). In 2019, the National
Domestic Workers Bill of Rights was introduced in Congress with the backing of the NDWA, but
there are still no comprehensive protections for these workers at the federal level. Nonetheless,
local chapters of the NDWA have been successful in organizing for rights at the state and city
level. Their activism has helped pass Domestic Workers Bills of Rights in twelve states, two
major cities, and Washington, DC. This legislation has given these workers—who are primarily
women of color—protections that they have been historically denied (NDWA n.d.).

The Pennsylvania chapter of the NDWA has been especially successful. For example the
Philadelphia Domestic Workers Bill of Rights secured workers the right to earn Philly’s
minimum wage, overtime pay, mandatory breaks, and paid time off. Sexual harassment,
discrimination, wage theft, and retaliation protections were also extended to these workers.
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Currently, the DoL has a domestic workers task force that is working to create a portable
benefits system for domestic workers, which will likely be the first in the nation. However, while
Philadelphia is one of the only cities to have protections for domestic workers, the Domestic
Workers Bill of Rights lacked an enforcement mechanism. Workers often faced retaliation when
they tried to make their newly codified rights a reality. Further, the Philadelphia DoL lacked the
enforcement mechanisms and manpower to enforce the Domestic Worker Bill of Rights. As a
result, the Pennsylvania NDWA brought the experiences of domestic workers and their ideas
regarding how to alleviate these problems to Councilmember Kendra Brooks’s office, which
eventually led to the Protect Our Workers, Enforce Rights (POWER) Act, which gave the city
more teeth in enforcing domestic workers’ rights.

As the result of the political pressure exerted by workers in the Pennsylvania NDWA,
sympathetic local politicians, and other pro-worker groups, Mayor Cherelle Parker signed the
POWER Act into law on May 8, 2025. The POWER Act is the first of its kind in the nation (City
Council Philadelphia 2025). It applies not only to Philadelphia’s domestic workers, but to over
750,000 workers citywide who work in restaurants, hotels, and other industries. It is a major
step in protecting workers against retaliation for asserting their rights as well as giving the DoL
the enforcement mechanisms it needs to hold businesses accountable when they violate labor
law. The DoL has the ability to suspend the business licenses of “bad actor” employers. The “Bad
Actors Database” lists employers with three or more violations (City Council Philadelphia 2025).
Further, the POWER Act allows the city to pay damages to workers who are victims of labor law
violations. Employers face a $2000 fine for each violation, with the city creating a Worker
Justice Fund for these collected fines in order to give back to the workers who have been
impacted by employer violations (Mosbrucker-Garza 2025). The POWER Act also formally
establishes the DoL’s role in helping immigrant workers get certain protections from
immigration authorities if they are facing abuse or violations at work (City Council Philadelphia
2025).

The work of Philadelphia’s domestic workers shows how people left out of federal labor law can
still build power. They formed worker organizations outside of the NLRB and organized to push
for local labor protections. The POWER Act was crafted with direct input from domestic
workers and others, proving that when workers organize, sympathetic politicians can and do
respond. Behind most progressive municipal policies is a strong organizing effort. Progressive
municipal policy needs worker momentum to get passed. The first step toward any meaningful
reform is building up worker power—and with that, giving workers more control over the
policies that shape their lives. Philadelphia is stepping up with bold legislation, but it also needs
to step up in shifting power.

A City-Run Worker Center Can Build Labor Power
from the Ground Up

In short, we need policies that confront the imbalance of power between workers and their
employers that is perpetuated by the NLRA. To do so, we can learn from the organizing of
previous generations of activists and from contemporary fights. Because of the limitations of
labor law, some of the most militant examples of worker action in the past few decades have
occurred outside of the scope of the NLRB. For example the NDWA, J4J, and other newer
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workers organizations have been instrumental in raising the minimum wages in many cities and
states, winning reform in local labor law, and bringing the struggles of low wage workers into
the public view (Andrias and Rogers 2018). Because the city’s hands are tied due to preemption
laws, meaningful change in labor law that would shift economic power to workers is difficult to
pass. Given these limitations, the city of Philadelphia should facilitate the creation of these
newer forms of worker organizations by creating a worker’s center within the DoL that would
provide financial and organizing support for subcontracted workers who seek to form worker
organizations that would exist outside of the NLRB.

Worker’s centers are community based organizations that provide support to low-wage
workers who are not already members of a collective bargaining organization or have been
legally excluded from coverage of labor law. Many of these centers have focused on immigrant,
Black American, and other workers of color in low-wage and contingent employment
agreements, like restaurants, day labor, and agriculture. They provide information and training
in employment, labor, immigration law, legal services, and English language services. On top of
these services, they also advocate for workers in problematic employment agreements and help
workers to impose a set of demands on their employers. They also emphasize leadership
development to help workers become leaders within their organizations and communities (Fine
2005).

The federal government under President Lyndon B. Johnson took similar action through his
Great Society programs. Using funding from the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO),
activists could create Community Actions Programs to alleviate poverty in their communities.
The Committee for Salinas Valley Self-Help Farm Workers was an example of such a program.
The Salinas Valley Self-Help Farm Workers operated as a proto-union and mobilized mass
numbers of farmworkers—who also are not protected by federal labor law—in the Salinas Valley
in California to advocate for better wages and living /working conditions. The OEO also funded
California Rural Legal Assistance, which actively advocated on behalf of farmworkers, filing
lawsuits against California agribusiness, which eventually led to the end of the Bracero program
(Elores 2016). The ways in which farmworkers used federal money to create organizations to
support their organizing efforts are examples of what workers in Philadelphia can do with city
funds provided by a city-run worker center.

No one understands workers’ conditions better than the workers who experience them daily.
They should have control over how the local government supports the expansion of their rights
and economic well-being. Getting employers to voluntarily recognize unions, organizing to
press the government for changes in labor policy, or creating alternative forms of labor
organizations all require money and infrastructure that the city could help provide to galvanize
this type of organizing. Robust local labor movements can push for community benefit
agreements and union jobs in new development, and raise the standard of living for those
experiencing poverty (Schragger 2016). For Philadelphia, the poorest major city in America,
passing legislation to support subcontracted worker organizing would not only address labor
inequities but also act as a crucial anti-poverty measure. We need to make it possible for more
people to organize, and fast. Policy that gives workers the tools, resources, and organization
strength to fight for change on their terms is key.
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Conclusion

The struggles of subcontracted workers in Philadelphia reflect the shortcomings of outdated
federal labor law in addressing the needs of today’s workforce. With the federal government
failing to keep pace, local governments must step in—not just by passing protections for
workers but by actively investing in the organizing infrastructure that makes those policies
possible and enforceable. Philadelphia has made real strides in passing strong labor protections
with laws like the Domestic Workers Bill of Rights, displaced worker protections, and the
POWER Act. However, local labor policy must go further than creating new legal rights for
workers. Indeed, rebuilding worker power should be a core strategy of local labor policy.
Learning from successful models like the domestic workers’ campaign and J4J, Philadelphia can
lead the way in creating a more just and democratic labor system from the ground up by
investing in worker organizations and supporting grassroots coalitions. Ultimately, this policy
would open up space for workers to imagine and implement creative, effective forms of
collective action.
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A Blueprint for Water Equity in the Farmworker
Communities of California’s Central Valley

By April Higa

Introduction

California ranks as the fifth-largest agricultural producer globally, supplying the United States
with one-third of its vegetables and three-quarters of its fruit and nuts (Perkins n.d.). Despite
its agricultural wealth, the California Central Valley is in an environmental justice crisis
involving one major issue: water access. Industrial agriculture is a resource-intensive practice
that depletes groundwater and contaminates drinking water with fertilizer runoff, further
contributing to the state’s long battle against drought (Lindwall 2022). These unsustainable
practices are exacerbated by water allocation policies prioritizing agricultural interests over the
needs of rural, predominantly Latinx, farmworker communities. The status quo is not just a
policy failure—it is a failure of accountability.

California’s outdated water rights system (California State Water Resources Control Board
2020) is a primary contributor to this injustice. Established during an era of rapid agricultural
expansion, the system grants water access based on seniority, thus significantly favoring large
agricultural interests and disenfranchising marginalized communities. The consequences are
dire for the environment and for vulnerable communities. Contaminated water poses serious
public health risks while environmental degradation from unsustainable agricultural practices
undermines the long-term viability of the region's natural resources.

This water crisis is not inevitable; it is a result of weak enforcement of existing laws and
political choices that perpetuate inequitable water distribution. In 2012, California passed
Assembly Bill (AB) 685, making it the first state in the nation to legally recognize the human
right to safe, clean, and accessible water. To live up to its promises under AB 685, the state
must reimagine water governance with a renewed commitment to accountability. This means
addressing regulatory loopholes, dismantling corporate monopolization of water resources, and
ensuring farmworker communities have a seat at the table. Without these changes, California’s
commitment to water as a human right will remain an empty pledge.

State legislators must prioritize a comprehensive approach to fixing this system by combining
regulatory reform, equitable water redistribution, and incentives for sustainable agriculture in
marginalized rural farmworker communities. One key step in solving this issue is to include
community voices and empower farmworker participation and engagement via
community-based water boards, bodies of local residents who make decisions about water
resources. The historic inequities of California’s water rights system demonstrates the failures
of a top-down approach to natural resource management. In order for these changes to be
successful, rural farmworker communities must be included in the decision-making process,
which must be facilitated by the state.
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Additionally, legislators must increase funding for critical infrastructure improvements that
would deliver safe, reliable drinking water to rural communities, many of which lack adequate
filtration and distribution systems. Strengthened oversight of agricultural practices is also
necessary to address contamination risks and ensure water quality remains a priority in these
reforms.

Lastly, legislation must enforce antitrust laws to mitigate the monopolization of California
agribusiness and the mismanagement of California’s natural resources. Enforcing antitrust laws
and promoting competition can lessen the influence of the few large scale corporations whose
unchecked power impacts the sustainability of the Central Valley.

To create accountability, California must move beyond symbolic legislation and commit to
enforceable policies that ensure equitable water distribution, sustainable agricultural practices,
and direct community participation in governance. The state’s failure to uphold its promise of
water as a human right exposes a broader crisis in environmental justice. This brief proposes
the creation of the Central Valley Water Equity and Sustainability Act, a bold,
community-centered framework to reform groundwater management, dismantle corporate
water monopolies, and guarantee clean, reliable drinking water for farmworker communities.

Background

California's water system supplies over 40 percent of the state's water during normal years and
up to 60 percent during drought years (Newsom 2024). Despite its importance, the state’s
water rights system—designed during the Gold Rush Era based on the “First in Time, First in
Right” principle (SCEB Information Services n.d.)—has not adapted to modern needs, especially
in managing groundwater. This policy framework has long favored industrial and agricultural
interests, marginalizing rural communities, particularly farmworkers and Indigenous
populations.

Groundwater, the lifeblood of California’s water system, is often extracted without regard for
sustainability or equity, leading to significant environmental injustices. California’s water rights
system is divided into riparian and appropriative rights. Riparian rights, which are tied to land
ownership, grant those with property adjacent to surface water the right to use that water
(Water Education Foundation n.d.). Appropriative rights, meanwhile, grant water rights based
on seniority of use, prioritizing the first users of water resources regardless of land location
(Water Education Foundation 2024). Both systems disproportionately benefit large agricultural
entities while excluding smaller landholders and communities of color from securing access to
water.

The expansion of appropriative groundwater rights in the 20th century allowed agricultural
operations to pump large quantities of water without sufficient regulation or enforcement
(Christian-Smith and Gleick 2012). While laws like the Sustainable Groundwater Management
Act (SGMA) aim to address overextraction, enforcement remains challenging, particularly in
rural areas. The lack of robust oversight has led to aquifer depletion and contamination,
disproportionately affecting marginalized communities (Balazs and Ray 2014).
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Areas like Allensworth lack access to clean water, while wealthier stakeholders with deeper
wells have secure water supplies. Allensworth, founded in 1908 as a haven for Black prosperity,
is a key example of how water mismanagement has racialized the struggle for clean water.
Water diversion by nearby white farmers and the failure of water infrastructure left the town
without a sustainable water supply (California State Water Resources Control Board 2022). The
treatment of nearby, predominantly white communities, such as Alpaugh, which had been
provided with full water infrastructure from state agencies and county authorities, highlighted
the systemic racial inequities in public investment (Craig 2019). To this day, Allensworth
continues to suffer from aging infrastructure, which causes issues such as arsenic
contamination, forcing residents to rely on bottled water for basic needs.

This persistent neglect mirrors broader patterns of environmental injustice, where
communities of color face disproportionate impacts from both historical and ongoing systemic
neglect. This situation underscores the intersection of race, water access, and environmental
policy, highlighting how these inequities are perpetuated over time, particularly in rural areas
with marginalized populations. Addressing these issues requires recognizing the historical
context of water mismanagement and the urgent need for policies that prioritize equity and
community-driven solutions.

Industrial agriculture further threatens the sustainability of water management in the Central
Valley. For decades, industrial agriculture has dominated water access in California,
perpetuating environmental and social inequalities. Farmworker communities—many of whom
are immigrant workers from Mexico—are the canaries in the coal mine, experiencing the most
immediate and devastating consequences of groundwater depletion and contamination.

A case in point is Grimmway Farms’ influence over water access in Madera County. Grimmway
Farms, a major agribusiness known for its baby carrot production, holds a “right of first refusal”
over Madera Ranch, meaning that if any offer is made on the 10,000-acre plot of land,
Grimmway Farms can match or exceed it. In 2023, when the Trust for Public Land submitted an
offer to conserve the land, Madera Ranch was first required to present the offer to Grimmway
Farms, giving the corporation a chance to maintain control over a critical water resource. This
came years after failed attempts to turn the area into a water bank for farmers to use during
dry years, including a $20 million federal investment in an underground storage project that
never materialized (GV Wire 2023). Though Grimmway Farms ultimately declined to purchase
the land, its ability to do so highlights how agribusiness giants wield disproportionate power
over California’s water. With 11,000 acres of irrigated land, Grimmway Farms and similar
corporations continue to extract vast amounts of water at the expense of surrounding
communities.

The 2014 passage of the SGMA marked a shift in California’s approach to groundwater
management by requiring the creation of Groundwater Sustainability Plans (GSPs) for all
overdrafted basins. While the passage of SGMA was a landmark step in recognizing the need for
sustainable groundwater management, its implementation is criticized for prioritizing
agricultural interests over the needs of disadvantaged communities. Groundwater
Sustainability Agencies (GSAs), which are responsible for developing and implementing GSPs,
often focus on maintaining access to water for high-value crops, leaving rural communities
vulnerable to groundwater depletion and contamination.
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The SGMA's local governance structure has allowed agricultural corporations to influence
policy, often neglecting the needs of marginalized farmworker communities, many of whom are
Latinx and immigrants. California recognized water as a human right through AB 685 in 2012,
but insufficient enforcement of this law and the failure of many GSPs to align with its equity
goals have exacerbated water insecurity for vulnerable communities. This is compounded by
the fragmented nature of California’s water governance system, which hinders coordinated
efforts to achieve equitable and sustainable water management.

Policy Analysis

In the Central Valley of California, known as the nation’s breadbasket, there exists a stark
contrast between agricultural wealth and the environmental injustices experienced by many of
its rural, largely farmworker, communities. The state's outdated water rights system continues
to prioritize the interests of large agricultural corporations, often leaving disadvantaged
communities with limited access to water. These communities, primarily comprised of Black,
Latinx, and Indigenous farmworkers, are disproportionately affected by water scarcity and
contamination, which exacerbates existing social and health inequalities.

Industrial agriculture in California relies heavily on high-value crops like almonds, rice, and
cotton, which demand significant water resources. Water-intensive practices, often coupled
with the pumping of groundwater from unregulated aquifers, have led to the depletion of
essential water resources. Over-extraction of groundwater has caused land subsidence—the
settling or sinking of land—further exacerbating the region’s water crisis. Additionally,
agricultural runoff has polluted many local water sources and contaminated drinking water
supplies with harmful chemicals, pesticides, and other toxins. As a result, rural communities,
especially those in the San Joaquin Valley, face the dual burden of water scarcity and polluted
water supplies. A 2014 study published in the American Journal of Public Health found that
farmworker towns like Lanare and Tooleville have among the highest rates of nitrate
contamination in California, making their tap water undrinkable without costly filtration
systems (Balazs and Ray).

The passage of the SGMA in 2014 was a landmark effort to address groundwater depletion in
California. Under SGMA, GSPs must be developed for all basins that are critically overdrafted
(Hanak et al. 2019). The act also outlines steps to balance groundwater extraction with
replenishment. However, the implementation of the SGMA has raised concerns about its equity
implications. The act has been criticized for prioritizing agricultural interests in its
enforcement, with GSAs often dominated by large agricultural stakeholders. This concentration
of power in the hands of the agricultural industry has led to rural communities, particularly
farmworkers, being left without sufficient representation in water governance. Furthermore,
distrust among diverse stakeholders creates difficulties for GSAs to compromise and implement
progressive change (Leach 2021).

These communities lack the resources to participate meaningfully in water decision-making
processes, and as a result, their needs are often overlooked in favor of maintaining water
supplies for high-value crops. Despite the passage of AB 685, enforcement has been inadequate,
and the state's water governance structure remains fragmented. AB 685 mandates that all
Californians have access to clean, safe, and affordable drinking water, but many rural and
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marginalized communities continue to lack access to safe drinking water. GSPs have often
failed to incorporate provisions that protect the human right to water, and local water agencies
frequently prioritize the interests of wealthy, well-connected agricultural organizations over
those of low-income farmworker communities (Ruble 2021).

To address this issue, California must ensure that water governance systems are inclusive and
equitable, with meaningful representation of marginalized communities at all levels of
decision-making. One promising strategy for addressing water inequities is to empower
marginalized communities to participate in water governance. Reimagining water governance
involves fundamentally transforming how water is managed—not just as an economic resource,
but as a shared human right. Models such as community-based water boards, where local
residents directly manage water resources, have shown potential for creating more equitable
and sustainable systems. One of these models is explored by Maura Allaire et al. (2018), who
show that small, community-operated water systems can improve water quality and health
outcomes in low-income rural areas.

The Madera Ranch Project exemplifies how public-private partnerships can restore
groundwater and address local needs (I'rust for Public Land 2025). By securing land for
ecological restoration, the project not only aids in groundwater recharge but also supports
wildlife conservation, helping to restore ecosystems harmed by industrial agriculture. This
model contrasts with profit-driven agricultural practices prioritizing economic gain over
environmental sustainability, leading to habitat destruction and biodiversity loss. Involving
communities in the decision-making process ensures that water management policies are
equitable, addressing both human needs and environmental protection for the most vulnerable
communities.

Addressing the water crisis in California requires a multifaceted approach that prioritizes
equity and sustainability. Reforms to the SGMA should include stronger provisions to ensure
that marginalized communities are included in groundwater management decisions.
Additionally, state funding for domestic water systems in rural areas should be increased, and
policies should be put in place to curb the monopolization of water resources by large
agricultural corporations. By implementing these reforms, California can create a more just and
sustainable water management system, ensuring that the human right to water is upheld for all
residents, regardless of their economic status or geographic location.

Policy Proposals

The Central Valley faces a crisis in which systemic water management failures have
disproportionately impacted farmworker communities, leaving them with unsafe drinking
water, environmental degradation, and insufficient representation. The Central Valley Water
Equity and Sustainability Act proposes a visionary framework that reimagines water
governance. This policy envisions a transformative shift, prioritizing equity, sustainability, and
community empowerment, offering a future where marginalized voices lead in shaping water
management decisions. By empowering these communities, this proposal represents not just a
policy change but a chance for visionary change in how water resources are managed.
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This framework consists of three interconnected goals: establishing Community Water Equity
Boards (CWEBs), amending the SGMA, and creating a Water Justice Fund. Together, these ideas
provide a vision for transforming water management into an equitable, community-centered,
and sustainable system.

I. Establish Community Water Equity Boards

Purpose
CWEBs would empower farmworker communities to take control of local water management
by ensuring their voices guide critical decisions.

Roles
e Oversee water infrastructure improvements, contamination mitigation, and equitable
water allocations
e Collaborate with GSAs to ensure that management plans prioritize the needs of
disadvantaged communities

Funding

Relying solely on competitive grants, like those provided through Proposition 4, has proven
unsustainable for many communities. By redirecting or expanding funds from the Water Justice
Fund, CWEBs would have a consistent revenue stream to address urgent needs and implement
long-term solutions. This would ensure that infrastructure improvements are equitable and
community-driven.

Existing funding opportunities, such as California’s State Water Resources Control Board Grants
(California State Water Resources Board 2025) and the Disadvantaged Community and Tribal
Involvement Program (California Department of Water Resources n.d.) offer financial support
for drinking water treatment, water distribution systems, and groundwater sustainability
projects. Additionally, cost estimates from similar water infrastructure projects, including the
Delta Conveyance Project (Metropolitan Water District 2017) and imported water pipeline
initiatives (California Water News Daily 2024), highlight the significant investment required to
ensure safe and reliable water access. Leveraging these resources would allow CWEBs to
develop sustainable, community-driven solutions that prioritize environmental justice and
water equity.

New Methods

Traditional models of community engagement, such as town halls, often exclude farmworker
communities due to work schedules, family obligations, and systemic challenges. CWEBs would
create a structured yet flexible framework for community input. Residents would no longer be
forced to navigate time-intensive processes with minimal returns. Instead, their insights would
directly shape decision-making and resource allocation.

CWEBs would also provide technical training and resources to community members, fostering
local expertise and reducing reliance on external consultants. By centering the lived
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experiences of those most affected, CWEBs would break the cycle of top-down governance and
build trust between residents and policymakers.

Il. Amend the Sustainable Groundwater Management Act

Purpose

The SGMA’s current framework often prioritizes industrial agriculture over the needs of
vulnerable communities. Refining the SGMA to emphasize equity is essential to sustainable
water management.

Proposed Amendments
e Representation: Mandate that GSAs include representatives from farmworker
communities on governing boards, ensuring their voices are central to decision-making.
e Prioritization: Establish a Community Drinking Water Allocation priority, requiring
GSAs to allocate sufficient water for domestic use before agricultural purposes.
e Collaboration: Incentivize partnerships between GSAs and CWEBs to create
community-led resource distribution plans that reflect local priorities.

Accountability

Annual reporting requirements would ensure that GSAs demonstrate progress in meeting
equity benchmarks. Agencies that fail to comply with these standards could face penalties, such
as reduced state funding or direct state intervention. By integrating these amendments, SGMA
would shift from a framework that often exacerbates inequities to one that actively addresses
them, balancing ecological sustainability with human rights.

lll. Create a Water Justice Fund

Purpose

Large-scale agribusinesses that dominate the Central Valley’s water resources must be held
accountable for their impact on the environment and communities. The Water Justice Fund
would generate a sustainable revenue stream to finance water equity projects.

Features

e Progressive Fee System: Impose fees on large-scale agribusinesses based on their water
consumption and environmental impact.

e Targeted Investments: Use the fund to support groundwater remediation, emergency
water delivery systems, and infrastructure upgrades in underserved communities.

e Sustainable Funding: Reduce reliance on intermittent grants like Proposition 4, which
are dispersed state-wide to various projects, by creating a consistent financial base for
long-term projects.
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Integration with CWEBs

A portion of the fund would be allocated to support CWEBs, ensuring these boards have the
resources needed to address local challenges effectively. This integration ensures that funding
decisions remain community-centered and aligned with local priorities.

If implemented, the Central Valley could become a model for equitable water management.
Farmworker communities would have clean, reliable drinking water, and residents would
actively shape resource decisions. Groundwater would be managed sustainably, prioritizing
human health and environmental stability over industrial profits. With the Water Justice Fund
in place, the region would have the financial stability to address inequities, remediate
contamination, and invest in a sustainable future. The Central Valley Water Equity and
Sustainability Act envisions a future where water is no longer a source of injustice but a
foundation for equity and resilience.

Conclusion

The persistent water inequities in California’s Central Valley highlight a systemic failure to
prioritize the needs of farmworker communities, who are among the most vulnerable yet
critical contributors to the state’s agricultural economy. Unsafe drinking water, environmental
degradation, and exclusion from water management processes are not just technical
issues—they are manifestations of deeply rooted structural injustices. The Central Valley Water
Equity and Sustainability Act offers a bold and actionable framework to address these
disparities.

By establishing CWEBSs, farmworker communities gain the agency to shape water management
decisions directly affecting their lives. These boards would provide a platform for equitable
resource allocation, amplify the voices of those most affected, and ensure that infrastructure
projects reflect local priorities. Amending the SGMA to include representation from
disadvantaged communities and prioritize domestic water use underscores the fundamental
human right to clean water over corporate interests. Finally, the Water Justice Fund would
create a sustainable revenue stream, holding large-scale agribusinesses accountable while
reducing reliance on volatile grant funding.

These proposals do more than address immediate water management challenges—they
reimagine governance and accountability. What does justice look like in resource management?
And how can California reconcile its role as a global agricultural leader with its responsibility to
its residents and environment?

Addressing these questions is not just vital for the Central Valley but for the broader fight
against environmental and social injustice. The Central Valley’s water crisis reflects global
challenges, where industrial practices often exploit both natural resources and marginalized
communities. Implementing these solutions could position California as a leader in equitable
and sustainable resource management, setting a precedent for other regions grappling with
similar issues. Though politicized, water is a human right—not a commodity to be monopolized
by the powerful. Through bold action, we can transform water management into a system that
reflects equity, sustainability, and shared responsibility to ensure a resilient future for all.
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Investing in Green Space in the South Bronx for
Public Health and Equity

By Kimberly Vega

Introduction

The South Bronx, one of New York City’s most underserved neighborhoods, faces a severe
shortage of green spaces. Years of industrial development and systemic neglect have turned the
area into a hub for manufacturing, processing, and waste management, leaving residents with
minimal access to parks and recreation areas. This lack of green spaces is more than an
environmental oversight, it is a public health and equity issue. And the consequences are clear:
The South Bronx suffers from some of the highest rates of asthma and obesity in the city, linked
both to poor air quality and to limited opportunities for outdoor physical activity (New York
State Department of Health 2023).

Today, the South Bronx has about 1.1 acres of parkland per 1,000 residents, less than a quarter
of the citywide average of 4.6 acres (Earth Economics et al. 2023). This disparity reflects
decades of poor urban planning and industrial zoning that prioritized economic utility over
community well-being, such as the placement of facilities producing high rates of
environmental contamination near residential areas, the lack of consideration for green
infrastructure in development projects, and the lack of investments in public parks and
recreation spaces. Industrial facilities like the Hunts Point Cooperative Market attract
thousands of diesel trucks every day, contributing to severe air pollution and making the South
Bronx a hotspot for respiratory illnesses (Cui 2024).The lack of green spaces also limits
opportunities for exercise and community gathering. Studies have shown that access to parks
improves mental health, reduces crime, and enhances community cohesion (Jennings and
Bamkole 2019; Shepley et al. 2019). Without sufficient parks, the gap between the South Bronx
and other, wealthier parts of the city widens.

To address this long-standing inequity, this brief argues for a comprehensive strategy to
expand green spaces in the South Bronx by repurposing unused areas, mandating green
infrastructure in new developments, and leveraging federal and state funding. Expanding green
spaces will not only improve public health but strengthen economic growth and social
well-being, making this a crucial step toward a more equitable and sustainable future for the
neighborhood.

Background

Throughout the 20th century, policy decisions such as redlining, zoning laws, and large-scale
infrastructure projects shaped the South Bronx into an industrial hub, largely at the expense of
its residents’ well-being. However, the most significant changes happened in the mid-20th
century, under the influence of powerful city planner Robert Moses. Moses was a huge
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advocate for industrial projects aimed at modernizing New York City and expanding economic
growth. One of Moses’s major infrastructure projects was the construction of the Cross Bronx
Expressway, created between 1948 and 1972. The expressway reshaped the area, cutting right
through the South Bronx, displacing thousands of residents, and dividing communities (CASA
2017). Projects like this were executed with little to no regard for the environmental or social
consequences that primarily affected low-income and minority communities. The relocation of
the Bronx Terminal Market to Hunts Point in the 1950s further exacerbated the South Bronx’s
industrialization, and the proliferation of waste transfer stations cemented its status as a
processing and distribution hub (Caro 1974). Moses and his team pursued a vision that centered
on major infrastructure projects and vehicle reliance that ignored the voices of its residents
and overlooked long-term social and environmental impacts (Columbia University [rving
Medical Center 2021). The lack of inclusion of green infrastructure only intensified the
environmental decline of the South Bronx.

Redlining practices further heightened these challenges. Banks and federal housing programs
classified the South Bronx as a high-risk area for lenders, cutting it off from investment and
preventing the development of public amenities, including parks. Instead, the area was zoned
for industrial use, prioritizing economic activities that encouraged pollution and congestion
(Nos Quedamos n.d.).

The consequences of these projects are still unfolding. As a result, the very communities that
have long lacked green space may ultimately be pushed out once those spaces are created. High
pollution levels, limited recreation areas, and poor health outcomes persist, despite available
funding. To create lasting change, policies must work to simplify the process of funding
distribution, require local green space development, and integrate housing protections to
ensure that new investments will benefit current residents.

Policy Analysis

Policies at both the local and federal levels have historically prioritized industrial development
over residential needs. At the local level, South Bronx zoning laws have designated large areas
of the neighborhood for industrial use, often resulting in devastating increases in pollution
(South Bronx Unite n.d.). Programs like the South Bronx Empowerment Zone provided tax
incentives for businesses to hire local residents, but failed to invest in public infrastructure or
address the environmental costs of industrial activity (City of New York n.d.).

Recent policies have aimed to address environmental challenges but fall short in tackling
long-standing issues such as the lack of green spaces and environmental inequalities, made
worse by slow processes and poor execution. Local Law 97, part of New York City’s Climate
Mobilization Act, has focused on reducing carbon emissions in new and existing buildings
through strengthening energy efficiency standards (NYC Accelerator n.d.). These measures aim
to combat climate change, yet they do little to address the lack of green spaces in existing
neighborhoods or to mitigate the environmental inequalities faced in neighborhoods like the
South Bronx. Federal programs like the Justice40 initiative aim to direct climate funding to
underserved communities, but the impact has been slow and insufficient to tackle the scale of
the problem due to political hurdles, unclear implementation strategies, and reliance on a
complex grant system (Walls. Hines, and Ruggles 2024). Local governments and organizations
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must navigate lengthy application processes, delaying projects and limiting immediate benefits.
Additionally, competing policy priorities and fragmented execution prevent funding from being
effectively used to address urgent environmental issues.

Current policies have also failed to tackle the root causes of the South Bronx’s green space
deficit. Programs like Justice40 lack specific mandates for green infrastructure, and city
initiatives such as the Green Economy Action Plan focus more on economic growth than on
expanding parks and recreation areas (Mayor’s Office of Talent and Workforce Development
2024). Even when green spaces are introduced, they often increase property values, making the
area more attractive to developers and higher-income residents. This can lead to rising rents
and home prices, forcing longtime residents, especially those with lower incomes, to relocate
(Gould and Lewis 2017). Without safeguards like affordable housing policies, rent control, and
community land trusts, these improvements may benefit newcomers while hurting those who
have lived in the neighborhood for years.

These programs also continue to fall short at the implementation level. While funding
mechanisms like Justice40 provide opportunities for investment, they often lack clear
implementation strategies or sufficient community involvement. Local programs under the
city’s Green Economy Action Plan focus on economic revitalization but do not prioritize parks
or recreational areas as essential components of urban development (Mayor’s Office of Talent
and Workforce Development 2024).

Policy Proposal

The failure to integrate green spaces into urban planning perpetuates environmental and social
inequities in the South Bronx. Residents continue to face high levels of air pollution, limited
recreational opportunities, and poor health outcomes, all of which could be mitigated by a
more robust investment in parks and green infrastructure. To address the green space deficit, a
comprehensive policy initiative should (1) repurpose underutilized spaces, (2) mandate green
infrastructure in new developments, and (3) leverage funding from federal and state programs.
Nonprofit organizations and public partnerships should utilize these grants to focus on
implementing green infrastructure in the South Bronx. Unused lots, rooftops, and neglected
public areas could transform into parks, community gardens, and urban forests. For example,
vacant spaces near Hunts Point could be repurposed into community gardens that not only
provide recreational opportunities but also improve air quality and strengthen local
engagement.

Federal programs like Justice40 should be utilized to fund large-scale green infrastructure
projects, such as greenways and people-friendly streetscapes. These nonprofit projects could
prioritize community involvement at every stage, from planning to maintenance, to ensure they
meet the needs of residents. Partnerships with nonprofit organizations and community groups
like the Bronx River Alliance can provide additional expertise and resources. Additionally, all
new developments in the South Bronx should require allocating a percentage of land for green
spaces, which should extend to affordable housing projects to ensure that long-term residents
benefit from these amenities. Developers should also be incentivized to include
environmentally sustainable features like green rooftops, tree planting, and solar panels in their
projects.
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This expansion of green spaces in the South Bronx would have significant health benefits for
residents. Improved air quality and reduced urban heat would lead to better health outcomes,
particularly for children and elderly residents who are most vulnerable to respiratory illnesses.
Parks and recreational areas would create opportunities for exercise, reducing obesity rates
and improving mental health. Economically, green spaces would attract businesses and increase
property values without displacing residents if paired with affordable housing initiatives.

Building parks and public spaces present a paradox in which their presence drives up property
values, contributing to gentrification by making neighborhoods less affordable for long-term
residents. Without safeguards like affordable housing and community oversight, these worthy
initiatives risk displacing the very communities they are meant to serve. Measures such as rent
stabilization can help ensure long-term affordability, while tenant protections, property tax
relief, and local hiring requirements can further support existing residents. Community
involvement in planning decisions is also crucial to making sure these projects truly benefit
those who have lived in the neighborhood for years.

Conclusion

The lack of green spaces in the South Bronx is a significant issue rooted in poor urban planning,
systemic neglect, and policy decisions that prioritized industrial development over community
well-being. Decades of redlining, discriminatory zoning laws, and large-scale infrastructure
projects, such as the construction of the Cross Bronx Expressway under Robert Moses,
displaced residents and reinforced environmental inequities. These decisions transformed the
South Bronx into an industrial hub, concentrating pollution, limiting investment in public
amenities, and depriving communities of essential green spaces. The consequences of these
policies continue to show today, as residents experience disproportionately high rates of
asthma, obesity, and other health conditions linked to poor air quality and a lack of recreational
opportunities.

While policies such as Local Law 97 and federal programs like Justice40 aim to address
environmental concerns, they have not directly tackled the root causes of the green space
crisis. Local Law 97 focuses on reducing carbon emissions in buildings but does little to expand
public parks in historically neglected areas. Justice40 also promises to direct funding toward
underserved communities but has faced delays, unclear implementation strategies, and a
reliance on complex grant processes that make it difficult for local organizations to access
resources. Furthermore, when new parks and environmental initiatives are introduced, they
often lead to unintended consequences such as gentrification, raising property values and
pushing out long-term residents rather than improving their quality of life.

Creating more parks and green spaces in the South Bronx is not just about beautifying the
neighborhood, but about restoring equity, improving public health, and giving residents the
resources they deserve. By transforming unused spaces, mandating green infrastructure, and
leveraging federal and state government funding and grants, policymakers can build a more
sustainable and just future for the South Bronx. Investing in green spaces is a step toward
environmental justice and a brighter future for the community.
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Southern Hospitality in Extreme Heat: Combating
the Urban Heat Island Effect in Metropolitan
Nashville

By Lindsey Spencer

Introduction

In 2024, a collective of scientists, echoing the findings of numerous other experts, came to a
bleak conclusion: Earth is “on the brink of an irreversible climate disaster” (Ripple et al. 2024).
Global temperatures are on the rise, the glaciers are melting, and weather patterns are
intensifying, all due to climate change (EPA 2025a).

The effects of climate change are felt at varying levels across the globe, reliant upon an array of
social factors. Certain populations are much more vulnerable to these impacts, particularly
communities of color, the elderly, the immunocompromised, and those experiencing poverty
(EPA 2025Db). Additionally, climate events vary across geographical regions; for instance, the
American Northwest is experiencing more extreme precipitation, whereas the Midwest is
seeing more intense snowfall.

The American Southeast, which constitutes the largest region in the continental United States
in terms of geography and population, is facing its own set of climate crises (Census Reporter
n.d.c.) Climate change has caused the Southeast to become hotter and more prone to weather
disasters, and has depleted the strength of its housing, agriculture, infrastructure, and
economy (McNulty et al. n.d.). As urban planning infrastructure—our built environments,
systems, and communities—is devastated by the sheer force of the climate crisis, it becomes
clear that our southern cities require immediate attention from politicians and organizers alike.

Climate justice and urban planning are inextricably linked, with the most diverse cities being
the most severely impacted by climate change (UN Environment Programme n.d.). Climate
justice is colloquially understood as the pursuit of social, economic, and political equity for
marginalized communities, with particular attention paid toward making a region’s air, water,
and land cleaner and more accessible. Today, urban planners must consider environmental
factors and environmental justice in order to be equitable. There is a symbiotic relationship
between how we structure our cities and to what degree those cities and disadvantaged
communities will experience issues in the future.

The relationship between the climate and urban spaces is further complicated when
considering racial justice. The metropolises of the Sunbelt and Southeast have become
increasingly majority-minority, including Dallas, Houston, and Atlanta, but racial inequities in
politics and planning have caused grave environmental problems (Zenteno 2020). These cities
are especially racially and culturally diverse, with significant populations of Black Americans
partly as a result of a violent past rooted in enslaved labor and deep-seated segregation
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(Childers 2024). Redlining and gentrification created neighborhoods with majority-minority
populations, relegating people of color to underserved and under-resourced neighborhoods at
greater risk for environmental crises. The impacts of these historic injustices continue to
devastate the region.

One southeastern city in particular has experienced joint population growth, urbanization, and
climate injustice: Nashville, Tennessee. The Nashville metropolitan area has seen a large
increase in residents, particularly due to its expanding tourism and health-care industries
(Leyva 2024). The challenge with this growth, however, is that housing and infrastructure
cannot keep up with the rising population, and downtown development, environmental
sustainability, and equity are in direct conflict with one another (Local Housing Solutions 2025).

Perhaps the most harmful impact of the climate crisis on Nashville is the urban heat island
effect. With rising temperatures and increased urban development, more asphalt has been
introduced to the downtown (Price 2021). Heat is locked into these dark, industrialized areas,
making them hotter than suburban and rural neighborhoods. These urban areas are chiefly
populated by low-income families and people of color, whose homes and localities often lack
proper climate infrastructure and green spaces.

The urban heat island effect is a sure sign of environmental racism in metropolitan Nashville,
disproportionately impacting the city’s marginalized residents’ health outcomes and quality of
life. The city’s history of racist policymaking has contributed to this inequality, and Nashville’s
continuous rise in population and commitment to urbanization has threatened the pursuit of
progress.

However, there is opportunity for policy solutions when there is close connection and
collaboration between the private sector, public officials, and all Nashvilleans with a mind
toward more effective, equitable development. Local governments and advocacy groups are
crucial to bringing about solutions, and the environment, the economy, and equity are all
crucial sectors in solving this dilemma. It is hugely important that these stakeholders work
together to create a cohesive solution to urban heat and its deadly effects. Implementing green
spaces, adjusting building materials, and promoting better public transportation options would
reduce high urban temperatures and encourage environmental equity in the growing, diverse
Southeastern city of Nashville.

Background

Nashville is the capital and most densely populated city in the state of Tennessee, with a total of
2.1 million people in the Nashville-Davidson County area (Census Reporter n.d.a.). Of this, 25.5
percent are Black and 13.8 percent are Hispanic or Latino. The nationwide percentage of Black
Americans is, in contrast, 13.7 percent, and 19.5 percent of Americans identify as Hispanic or
Latino (United States Census Bureau n.d.). Additionally, 14.2 percent of Nashvilleans under the
age of 65 are uninsured, while the US average is 9.5 percent. The poverty rate in metropolitan
Nashville is also higher than the national average at 14.1 percent, compared to 11.1 percent
nationally. Understanding the individuals who make up the city is key to creating policy that
appropriately targets the urban heat island effect and its consequences.
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Like many other diverse, southern urban-suburban areas, Nashville enforced racist housing
policies and Jim Crow laws (Jones, Lara, and Tornabene 2020). At the turn of the twentieth
century, residential segregation and redlining continued to spread in the south, creating formal
racial lines between neighborhoods, the lasting impacts of which still exist in Nashville. North
Nashville in particular has historically been a Black neighborhood, but has, recently, been
targeted by private developers and an influx of wealthy white residents. As they chase lower
housing prices, white people inhabit these neighborhoods and dramatically increase rent rates,
thus pushing out socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. Census data shows that North
Nashville is 44 percent Black, more than double the average of the entire population of
Tennessee (Census Reporter n.d.b). As gentrification becomes more of a problem in Nashville,
economic, racial, and environmental inequality is only getting worse.

Systematic housing segregation and the urban heat island effect are directly correlated with
one another. The hottest regions in the city can be found in North Nashville, the Edgehill
neighborhood, and certain parts of East Nashville, all areas in or around the city’s downtown
(Abkowitz n.d.). These areas are much more vulnerable to extreme heat, stemming from a rising
air temperature that gets trapped in the dark sidewalks and low-albedo surfaces—a reference
to the reflective properties of a material. Heat stress is only exacerbated by preexisting
inequalities, including a pervasive lack of health insurance, high rates of chronic illness, largely
low-income populations, and high rates of housing insecurity. Without safety nets for physical
and emotional health, externalities such as rising temperatures have the capacity to be even
more dangerous. In the hotter months, many Nashville residents cannot afford to run their air
conditioning indefinitely, which worsens their health and well-being.

Discriminatory housing policy is not the only action that has led to this inequality. The city of
Nashville has failed to create a robust public transportation system due to lack of organized
interest, which has proven itself to be harmful to the city’s air quality and residential health,
and has only exacerbated racial and socioeconomic segregation (Bharadwaj. Hostetter, and
Stacey 2018). Routes are limited, the system is poorly advertised, and outages are common;
because of this, more people drive, further polluting the city’s air. Additionally, the combined
urban density and lack of public green spaces in the downtown area has resulted in overall
higher temperatures (Nashville Tree Conservation Corps 2024). With less green cover and more
roads, the Southern heat intensifies as the summer months roll on.

The Nashville city government has made attempts to institute environmental justice policy and
similar initiatives, but they have faced multiple barriers. In 2017, Mayor Megan Barry proposed a
“Livable Nashville” plan, which aimed to promote clean living, institute efficient energy systems,
and implement better public transportation strategies (Peterson and Kelly 2017). The plan was
inspired by the dramatic increase in the city’s population and a growth in business
development, which in turn resulted in a 5 percent increase in the homeless population and a
hit to the environment. Barry hoped that this plan would promote climate resilience and
absolve the city of its structural inequalities, but many Nashvilleans didn't feel the same
passion. Opponents were concerned about how it would impact housing prices, if it would lead
to more privatized development, and how the multibillion-dollar plan would be financed
(Tamburin 2017). Because of this fluctuating support, the plan was never accomplished.

From 2022 to 2023, a group of climate experts, researchers, and political officials in the
metropolitan Nashville area attempted to track temperature and humidity levels across the city,
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with the hope of creating better informed heat mitigation policies that reflected the unequal
distribution of environmental vulnerability and adverse health impacts. After the information
was collected, the government constructed a map of the city with an overlay of its average
degree of exposure (Metropolitan Government of Nashville & Davidson County n.d.). The
project found that those who lived far from green spaces and bodies of water and those who
are most socially vulnerable (including the elderly, outdoor workers, immigrants, people of
color, and people with disabilities) were at the greatest risk of experiencing urban heat.
However, despite this detailed research output, the Nashville government followed little of its
own advice when drafting environmental policy. At the close of the report, the research team
advertised a fan and air conditioner program and an energy-upgrade home program, both
programs that are means-tested and therefore inaccessible to all needy Nashvilleans. While the
report provided crucial information on heat vulnerability and exposure in urban Nashville, no
new policy ever came from it.

A lack of well-maintained public and low-cost housing options, public transportation, and green
spaces has left metro Nashville hot and bothered. Suburban residents and even those living in
rural areas surrounding Nashville are uninterested in potential tax increases or the prospect of
new developments in their backyards, and their urban neighbors are suffering the
consequences. Racial segregation has lasted into the modern era, leaving Nashvilleans of color
in the hottest parts of the city and without the resources to get cooler. Residents of the city
pride themselves on “Southern hospitality,” but the Nashville city government has not done the
same, failing to act in the best interest of all of their residents. Instead of improving existing
housing, parks and public transit systems, the city has continued to pour funding into the
music, hospitality, and tourism industries. Any revenue that comes from these ventures tends
to be allocated to their continued development rather than to more justice-minded,
locally-centered endeavors. Locals are being left behind while Nashville caters toward the
suburbs and outside visitors instead of urban infrastructure. The city has acted under the guise
of “urban development” in their pursuit of gentrification, initiating projects that have
undermined the well-being of majority-minority neighborhoods for the gain of potential
financial booms. This implies that Nashville’s government has the financial and political capacity
to improve environmental health, but they have failed to do so.

As Nashville grows younger, wealthier, and more popular, the rate of gentrification is only
increasing. The city has been prioritizing private development over the pursuit of public
welfare, constructing new downtown hubs—including celebrity bars and a new football
stadium—and giving leeway to developers building high rise apartments with steep price tags.
These projects are only worsening the urban heat island effect, taking up valuable real estate
that could house green spaces or energy-efficient and affordable apartments. Urban heat in
Nashville, Tennessee will only continue to rise if local government fails to take substantial steps
toward a solution.

Policy Analysis

The urban heat island effect is centrally an issue of environmental injustice, exacerbated by
climate change while disproportionately impacting marginalized communities. But the urban
heat island effect also intersects with other matters of public interest, including housing, health
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care, and urban development. In short, a variety of players, institutions, and interests are at
stake when it comes to the urban heat island effect.

Few environmental policies have been successfully introduced and implemented at the local
level in Nashville. The Tennessee capital has become more concerned with outward expansion
and promoting its “Music City” image than in improving the existing environment for its most
vulnerable residents. Current government policies that concern heat or housing often prioritize
private development above all else. Local community organizations, nonprofits, and collectives
of environmental activists, on the other hand, directly interact with affected communities, but
lack the time, money, and resources to appropriately address the problem of urban
heat.Supporting a diverse slate of policies that could potentially lessen the impact of the urban
heat island effect in Nashville would better health outcomes, improve quality of life, promote
racial and socioeconomic equity, shorten commute times, and beautify the city. Locals and
visitors alike ought to favor such policies, as a happier, healthier Nashville would only improve
the city’s economy, promote increased tourism, and increase property values through the
creation of new parks and public transportation systems. These positive financial outcomes will
be compelling for city legislators and potential opposition, but the social and environmental
consequences are even more beneficial to the prosperity of Nashville. Reinvigorated
environmental infrastructure will dramatically improve the lives of Nashville residents across
the city, creating social cohesion and a cyclical betterment of Nashville’s economy.

Community organizers and environmental groups have, to an extent, done their job in
advocating for a cooler, more equitable Nashville. Root Nashville, for instance, aims to reverse
the loss of tree canopy in urban Nashville, recruiting tree-planting volunteers in order to
restore cooler temperatures (Morgan 2021). The Nashville Environmental Justice Initiative of
the Urban Green Lab operates as an educational center, performing city-wide studies on how
to create stakeholder-informed climate policy (Urban Green Lab 2025). The Cumberland River
Compact also has a diverse policy portfolio, particularly focusing on depaving efforts to lessen
the amount of low-albedo surfaces in the city’s warmest areas (Cumberland River Compact

Local environmentalists do not require convincing to support policies that would cool down
Nashville’s urban environment. They have been vocal about pursuing climate justice in the city,
and have advertised the positive benefits such policies would bring to human health and the
economy. Combatting the urban heat island effect requires that these organizations urge the
Nashville government to create well-informed, well-intentioned climate policies. If there is to
be success for environmental organizers at the city level, it is important that these
organizations also highlight how anti-urban-heat policy would not only promote a healthy
environment, but also boost the economy.

To begin, it is imperative that government officials and Nashvilleans recognize, just as
community organizers have, the socioeconomic and racial components of a successful policy to
reverse the urban heat island effect. These nonprofits acknowledge that certain populations,
including Nashvilleans of color and those experiencing poverty, live in the hottest metropolitan
neighborhoods and are at the greatest risk of heat-related health problems. If the metropolitan
government—in particular the Mayor’s Office, Parks and Recreation, WeGo Public Transit, and
the Metropolitan Development and Housing Agency—can implement an equity-focused lens in
their climate policy, then they can truly make fully informed decisions. This means
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understanding the groups most impacted by environmental injustice and catering legislation
toward achieving their proper treatment and enhanced well-being. Doing so would require
education on climate justice by community stakeholders, continuous climate organizing, and a
recognition of the stakes of environmental justice on the future of the city. In the past, the
government’s sole commitment to economic development has ignored the even more crucial
point of social and political equality. The local Nashville government has the funds, time, and
staff to pass a truly comprehensive environmental justice policy, making it all the more crucial
that they support such an initiative.

The more left-leaning politics of the metropolitan Nashville government evoke a degree of hope
that environmental justice will be platformed. However, potential tradeoffs and misplaced focus
pose their own problems. Despite mass support, multiple constituent groups in the city would
be likely to protest any “radical” methods to combat the urban heat island effect. For instance,
tourists would be less willing to visit a city that limits the development of hotels and bars in
favor of parks and bus stations, and many potential transplants would not want to move to a
city that is filled with affordable, multi-unit housing. Some businesses and homeowners may
fear an increase in property taxes due to new city developments. With this in mind, the
metropolitan government and environmental activists must inform these potential objectors of
the many positives to cooling-adjacent policies. In combining interests related to
environmentalism and economics, the city could persuade potential objectors: By using
rhetoric that ties these salient subjects together, these groups might start to favor an
anti-urban-heat agenda. If they want to be successful, local organizers and officials must be
willing to appeal to these aforementioned opponents. Educational campaigns, speaking
engagements, and well-researched, interdisciplinary memoranda will contribute to making this
an achievable goal.

Policies to combat the urban heat island effect in Nashville would benefit out-of-towners and
permanent residents alike. Green spaces such as parks, playgrounds, and community gardens
would promote social cohesion and overall happiness. Financing and constructing accessible
and energy-efficient public transportation would not only lower carbon emissions and
atmospheric temperatures, but it would also make travel quicker and better connect
communities and attractions. While on the surface these policies would principally concern
environmental justice, they are truly more sweeping than that.

The metropolitan Nashville government, climate activists, and the temporary and permanent
members of the Nashville community would find it in their collective interest to support any
policy that would cool the surfaces, buildings, and people of urban Nashville. Not only would
such policies promote economic growth and a healthy environment, but they would also
support the general welfare and happiness of all Nashvilleans, particularly those who have been
historically ignored or marginalized. Combining existing resources and diverse coalitions would
promote the success of green, equitable, and healthy neighborhood planning and development
in the hot center of Nashville.
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Policy Proposals

There are a variety of policies that could be introduced at the local or community level to
counter the urban heat island effect. Multiple stakeholders would be involved in their
promotion and institution, including environmental educators, the mayor’s office, property
developers, and the residents of more disadvantaged Nashville neighborhoods. Given the fact
that a variety of environmentally-focused policies of the past have collapsed before they could
be successful, it is unknown whether or not these policies would prove themselves to be
socially acceptable and supportable by all Nashvilleans.

There are three different categories of policy that should be considered in order to alleviate the
disparate impacts of the urban heat island effect in metropolitan Nashville: environmental,
infrastructural, and communal.

An increase in the amount of green spaces has, in many other cities, successfully decreased the
urban heat index and promoted climate resilience and justice. Community parks, gardens, and
green roofs can decrease urban temperatures by up to 45 degrees, providing shade, increasing
the rate of evapotranspiration, and decreasing the amount of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere
(Heller 2023). Creating green spaces would not only cool down the city of Nashville, but would
support the health of its diverse communities of plants, animals, and people.

There has been a slew of federal actions to institute more green spaces across the country. The
Inflation Reduction Act of 2022 provided a billion dollar investment that would fund enhanced
tree cover in urban spaces, and the 2014 Outdoor Recreation Legacy Partnership aimed to
revitalize urban parks and create new outdoor spaces for community enjoyment. Even still,
there is a need for increased funding for green space development, and much of the onus is on
local leadership. Investing in urban greenery would not only reduce temperatures, but it would
also increase public welfare and promote community togetherness. While there is no set green
space acreage being promoted by environmental activists, the growing threat of the climate
crisis demands a large swath of available land be set aside for green space development. This
land will, of course, cost money to be purchased, developed, and maintained, so collaboration
between activists and city politicians will be crucial to create a streamlined, well-organized

policy.

Efficient and clean infrastructure development also has the capacity to decrease urban heat in
the city of Nashville. Dark pavement composed of asphalt retains heat from the atmosphere,
absorbing it and subsequently increasing the surrounding air temperature through reradiation
(Logan 2021). Researchers have found a few solutions to this, including implementing “cool
pavements.” Cool pavements are a higher-albedo paving material, and their light color can
reflect more than three times as much radiation as conventional asphalt. Additionally, cool
pavements are smoother to drive on, which results in decreased fuel usage. Boston and Phoenix
have found repaving their roads with cool pavements to be extremely successful, with a
decrease in summer temperatures and a reduction in carbon emissions. Nashville legislators, in
an effort to both update the city’s infrastructure and implement more eco-friendly urban
planning mechanisms, ought to make the same switch to high-albedo pavements. Such a
transition would prove itself to be a costly, time-consuming task, but the modernization of the
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city’s streets and downtown would prove beneficial for enjoyment and environmental health in
the long-run.

Additionally, updating buildings—both residential and commercial—to be more energy efficient
also has the ability to reduce urban heat. With dense populations in close proximity, cities pack
in heat when they are not properly ventilated and shaded (Anderson 2025). City layout can
dramatically increase the temperatures of metropolitan environments, trapping heat between
tall buildings and busy streets. The usage of standard and often outdated air conditioning
systems also worsens the urban heat island effect, emitting unnecessary energy into an already
warm environment. By advocating for an urban plan that values open spaces, cleaner energy
sources, and more public-minded zoning regulations, heat is less likely to become trapped. It
would also be beneficial for cities to implement more effective insulation, energy-efficient
windows, and appliances and buildings powered by renewable energy. Some infrastructural
improvements such as the implementation of higher-albedo pavements will prove to be more
feasible than switching to renewable energy systems, yet making these urban planning
adjustments would be a substantive solution to the urban heat island effect.

Aside from the local government and the private sector, Nashville residents can also play a part
in reversing the impacts of urban heat. Multiple organizations in the city sponsor tree-planting
initiatives, bringing volunteers together to place trees in the city’s most vulnerable
areas—efforts that have been shown to reduce high temperatures and increase climate
resilience in urban environments (Ettinger et al. 2024). Education on climate change, urban
heat, and environmental justice can also make a difference; by understanding which
communities are most targeted by rising temperatures, mobilizing to act against inequality
becomes easier. This not only promotes justice-centered activism, but also brings people
together toward a common cause.

Resolving the urban heat island effect requires the attention and resources of multiple Nashville
stakeholders, including its residents, its community organizers, the private sector, and the local
government. If all—or even some—of the aforementioned policy proposals are put into place,
the health, happiness, social lives, finances, and living conditions of the city’s residents would
dramatically improve. Providing solutions to the urban heat island effect will, as with any other
environmental justice issue, be difficult financially, politically, and socially, but are ultimately
crucial in improving the lives of Nashville residents. The urban heat island effect affects all
Nashvilleans, but not at an equal rate. For this reason, progressive urban planning is necessary
for Nashville to fully live up to the standard of “Southern hospitality.” Not only would these
proposals correct the problem of urban heat, but they also promote good morals and good
health.

Conclusion

The urban heat island effect, named or not, has existed in metropolitan Nashville for decades. A
history of racist housing policy and limited upward potential of socioeconomically
disadvantaged residents has created an environment in which extreme heat is isolated in
low-income, racialized communities. High-density neighborhoods, low-efficiency energy
systems, and a lack of green spaces have only worsened the problem, exposing a lack of climate
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resilience and sustainable infrastructure. It is high time that the Nashville metropolitan
government and its agencies work to cool down the city.

The institution of equitable, progressive environmental legislation has been made much more
difficult by a lack of precedent for successful climate policy in the city and state, compounded
by an outdated urban planning system. Nashville has spent too little time in improving its city
infrastructure, despite the fact that a more progressive vision would be highly beneficial to
quality of life. Additionally, as the city of Nashville grows in population and popularity, private
developers have worked to prioritize expansion of residential and commercial buildings. While
the city’s economy has flourished, its urban environment has suffered from an increase in dark
surfaces and a decrease in open space. While advocating for community-centered climate
policies may initially threaten the economic stability of Nashville, it would prove to be highly
beneficial to local workers by creating new jobs and improving working conditions and quality
of life.

Sustainable infrastructure and urban planning has been successful in cities of equal size and
makeup to Nashville, including a number of cities in the Southeastern United States. Creating a
partnership between Nashville’s community members, their representatives, and the many
economic players in the city would be the most effective way in which these plans could be
accomplished. Private individuals also have a role to play in alleviating the urban heat island
effect for their fellow residents by coming together to promote climate education and
community action. Reversing the substantial rise in urban heat requires the attention of the
whole city.

Many questions remain as the city of Nashville moves toward a cooler city. With a new public
transportation bill having been approved by the city’s voters last fall, it remains to be seen how
its implementation will impact both the built and natural environment of the city (Puente and
Mealins 2024). While public transportation reduces carbon emissions and thus reduces
temperatures, construction of new stops and buses could further industrialize the urban
environment. Additionally, there is a concern that community organizers and direct
stakeholders to the problem of the urban heat island effect could be left behind in
developmental talks. As plans gain traction, it is crucial that these groups continue to provide
insights into the lived experiences of those affected by urban heat. Involving people of color,
low-income people, the elderly, outdoor workers, and the immunocompromised in all policy
talks is the only way that this policy will be effective. Winning a seat at the table starts with
financially and socially supporting community organizations that are already doing this work.
Powerful, cohesive advocacy structures are the key to getting community voices heard by
politicians.

The urban heat island effect in metropolitan Nashville, Tennessee has proven itself to be a dire
problem. It is an issue that involves numerous public policy pillars, including housing, public
health, environmental justice, economic equality, and racial justice. Building a solution will take
time, money, and energy from a slew of stakeholders and actors, but the success of other cities
acts as an inspiration. It is in Nashville’s best interest to resolve this issue for the well-being of
all its residents.
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An Analysis of the Impacts of Climate
Investments on Local Economic Conditions and
News Sentiment

By Jay Philbrick

Executive Summary

Over the past decade, investments in US clean energy infrastructure have accelerated, both
because of government policy and private investment. While the US government in August 2022
passed the nation’s largest climate investment in the form of the Inflation Reduction Act to help
drive solutions to the climate crisis, because it has relatively little precedent, there is not a
strong understanding of which approaches to climate investment work and which do not.

This brief assesses the impact of more than $155 billion across 952 climate-related investments
from 2015 to 2023 on 2,458 counties across the United States. It investigates not only their
economic impacts on local communities but also their impacts on the sentiment people take
toward climate investment in the wake of an investment, as measured by the change in tone of
climate-related articles in local newspapers. On the whole, this study finds that climate
investments have neutral to negative impacts on communities’ economic outcomes, and
neutral effects on communities’ sentiment toward climate investments.

Answering these questions can help a future progressive federal administration, as well as
current state- and local-level progressive policymakers, understand the effects of past climate
policies, with the hope of improving the next round of climate and investment policies to
ensure they are popular, beneficial, and effective.

Figure 1 visualizes a 3x3 grid summarizing all combinations of the possible effects of climate
investments on employment, wages, and other economic indicators, as well as the impacts on

sentiment toward climate.

Figure 1. All Possible Combinations of Sentiment and Economic Effects of Climate Investments

Economic Effects
Positive Neutral Negative
Sentiment Positive v X X
Effects
Neutral X v X
Negative X X v
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A checkmark indicates that the electorate and commentators in newspapers are responding in
alignment with the direction of the economic effects in their change in sentiment. This
corresponds to the concept of deliverism, the idea that voters will respond accurately to
changes in their economic circumstances attributable to a particular policy, which lies at the
heart of much of progressive politics and organizing. An X indicates that the electorate has a
different reaction than would be suggested by this deliverism hypothesis.

This brief determines where on this 3x3 grid recent climate investments fall, using public
climate data and private newspaper text data. In addition, it studies the determinants of climate
investments, stratified by types of investments—determining where public versus private
investors make investment decisions across the country.

Early analysis of the determinants of investment placement indicate that smaller counties are
slightly more likely to receive climate investments, suggesting that diffusive place-based policy
may have occurred effectively. However, early analysis of the impacts of investment suggest a
neutral to negative economic impact (an increase in unemployment rates but no impacts on
other economic variables) and no impact on climate topic prevalence or sentiment attributable
to the policy. As seen in Figure 2, this suggests two possible combinations of the economic and
sentiment effects of climate investments, corresponding to neutral sentiment effects and
neutral or negative economics effects.

Figure 2. Identified Combinations of Economic and Sentiment Effects of Climate Investments

Economic Effects
Positive Neutral Negative
Sentiment Positive v X X
Effects
Neutral X / X
Negative X X v

Deliverism is a strong default presumption motivating policy and politics. This preliminary
evidence suggests that climate investments may not comport with the presumption; notably,
that climate investments would lead to positive economic outcomes for communities, which
would in turn lead to positive sentiments toward climate. And while the findings of this study
could possibly still align with deliverism—i.e., voters may be reacting neutrally to investments
that have not yet created economic growth—this is itself a potential problem. These results
suggest that policy reform is needed to yield both more positive economic effects as well as
more positive sentiment ones.

There are a number of steps policymakers can take to achieve this. First, a greater emphasis on
placing projects where they will generate a greater economic impact on communities can be
enacted through a stronger commitment to place-based policy. Additionally, measures like
community benefits agreements and greater engagement with unions should accompany
investments to ensure that communities benefit from and become more supportive of climate
investments. These steps can both increase the positive economic effect and positive sentiment
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effect of climate investments. By taking these steps in a future round of federal climate
investments, policymakers can ensure that the energy transition is more just and is both
recognized and rewarded by voters, ultimately securing a lower carbon, higher growth, and
more fair economy.

Background

Politicians and policymakers have spoken increasingly often about the importance of placing
these investments in historically underresourced communities—so called “place-based
policies,” such as green energy investments in former coal mining towns—to drive equitable
economic growth. However, there has been little research on the distribution of climate
investments across the United States, casting into doubt the influence of, prominence of, or
further need for place-based policies. The primary limiting factor on research on this question
has been the availability of comprehensive data. This paper intends to determine whether
placed-based policy targeting is occurring by analyzing the selection and placement of clean
energy investment sites through newly released data from the Rhodium Group’s Clean
Investment Monitor. Additionally, this paper estimates the size of the causal effects of receiving
a climate investment on economic outcomes, including employment and wages.

Furthermore, there has been a notable divergence between economic data and public
sentiment toward that data. At the same time, US investments in clean energy infrastructure
have accelerated, bringing significant economic growth to particular regions. These
investments could potentially affect how people write and talk about climate in their
communities. This paper investigates how geographically-coded sentiment toward climate
topics (as measured by newspaper text) in the United States changes in reaction to a county's
receipt of a climate investment. Since investment times are staggered at different times in
different counties across the country, this helps control for the otherwise confounding effects
of other policy interventions and shifts in the national discourse, and lends itself well to a
quasi-experimental policy evaluation.

The current approach to climate investments has been heavily influenced by neoliberalism. As a
result of the US Senate’s reconciliation process and the reliance on the tax code as the major
vehicle for the nation’s climate policy, most climate investments are driven by companies
seeking to reduce their tax burdens. However, newer (and more recently strengthened)
programs such as the Department of Energy’s Loan Programs Office or the Environmental
Protection Agency’s Greenhouse Gas Reduction Fund more directly finance clean energy
investments without relying on the tax code, representing a challenge to the neoliberal
paradigm (though still heavily reliant on private industry to drive change).

Methodology

The Rhodium Group’s Clean Investment Monitor details over 6,400 climate-related investments
across the United States from 2015 to 2023. The dataset includes the location of the

investment, the project type (new vs. expansion), the current facility status (announced, under
construction, or operating), the company behind the investment, and the technology associated
with the investment (batteries, solar, zero emission vehicles, critical minerals, wind, hydrogen,
nuclear, and more).
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[ use this data on public and private climate infrastructure investments to build predictive
models to predict whether a county receives an investment and to analyze the factors
associated with receipt of an investment. I principally rely on a logit model and subsequently
relax linearity assumptions by using a neural network. By constructing and comparing both
parametric and non-parametric models, I also assess the importance of nonlinearity in
predicting a county’s receipt of an investment. I then use two-way fixed-effects regression
models to estimate the impacts of a county’s receipt of a climate investment on its economic
outcomes, as well as its geographically coded sentiment toward climate topics.

In order to study the sentiment question, I leverage the ProQuest Newsstream database of
more than 14 million newspaper articles published in all available geographic areas across the
United States from 2015 to 2024. The database contains the newspaper outlet, author, title, and
full article text, in addition to other data.

[ first use a topic analysis algorithm to tag each article’s subject as “climate”, or not, allowing me
to determine and document its relative prevalence over time. [ then use a sentiment analysis
algorithm to determine and document the sentiment used to discuss the “climate” topic,
allowing me to assess a newspaper article’s opinion of and tone toward the topic. Finally, I use
an event study approach to measure how both prevalence of and sentiment toward the
“climate” topic evolves in a county that receives a climate investment.

More information on this paper’s methods can be found in the technical appendix.

Results, Analysis, and Discussion

This section contains technical results of the county-level determinants of an
investment—what characteristics make a county more or less likely to receive an
investment—and the effects of an investment on climate sentiment and local economic
conditions. I first discuss a few concrete examples of projects before conducting a more
systematic evaluation of their impacts.

In 2023, the US Department of Energy awarded $50 million to 6K Energy to build a battery
materials facility in Jackson, Tennessee, with a total expected capital expenditure of
approximately $200 million and an expected launch in Q4 2024. The facility would use UniMelt
microwave plasma technology to produce cathode active materials for lithium-ion batteries,
aiming to compete directly with Chinese suppliers. Notably, 40 percent of the facility’s
approximately 230 employees would be hired from “disadvantaged, veteran, disabled, or diverse
communities” in line with the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law and the Biden administration’s
Justice 40 Initiative. The investment was hailed by Tennessee Governor Bill Lee, as well as
others including the state’s Department of Economic and Community Development
Commissioner and the president of the local Chamber of Commerce.

In 2020, a $350-million proposal developed by Marmen and Welcon for a manufacturing facility
to build offshore wind towers in Albany was advanced by the New York State Energy Research
and Development Authority. The facility would roll steel into wind turbine towers, which would
then be sold to offshore wind projects across the US. However, three years after
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announcement, by late 2023, construction on its buildings had not yet begun, and the projected
cost of the project had doubled to $700 million. The company attributes the delay to shortages
in key supply chains and uncertainty in energy markets.

Factors Associated with Receiving an Investment

Table 1. Logit Results

Maodel: Lagit Method: MLE
Dependent Variable: RECEIVED_PROJECT Psendo R-squared:  0.046
Drate: 2024-03-08 23:24 ATC: 4145.2495
No. Observations: 3144 BIC: 4169.4625
Df Model: 3 Log-Likelihood: -2068.6
I Residuals: 3140 LI-Null: -2167.8
Converged: L0000 LLE p-value: 9. 4100e-43
No. Iterations: 7.0000 Seale: 10000
Coef.  Std.Err. % Pz |z 0025 0975

constant 0.4170 00435 95804 00000 03317 0.5024
POPESTIMATE2022  -0.0000 00000 -9.8423  0.0000  -0.0000  -0.0000
NPOPCHG2022 -0.0000 00000 -2.1194 00341 -0.0001  -0.0000
RNETMIG2022 00055 00029 19000 00574 -0.0002 00112

Table 1 includes results from a logit regression of whether a county received a climate
investment based on the county’s population, population change, and net migration in 2022. I
find that the total population and population change of a county have a small negative
association with the likelihood that a county receives a climate investment. The coefficients on
county population and population change are significant at the 5 percent level, and indicate
that higher values for these variables are associated with a lower probability of receiving a
climate investment. The coefficient on net migration is statistically significant at the 10 percent
level, and indicates that a higher value for this variable is associated with a higher probability of
receiving a climate investment.

This evidence suggests that larger counties may be less likely—and that smaller counties may
be more likely—to receive climate investments, suggesting initial diffusive place-based policies
in recent climate investments, driving investment in less populous and often ignored rural
communities.

78

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025



Impacts of an Investment

Table 2. Two-Way Fixed-Effects

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)
VARIABLES Unemployment Rate  LFPR LFPR E2PR E2PR
Received Project 0.000559** -0.00156 -0.00108 -0.00186 -0.00125
(0.000270) (0.00166) (0.00141) (0.00165) (0.00141)
Constant 0.255*% 0.461%** 4713 0.428*** 4721
(0.130) (0.00140)  (4.469)  (0.00139)  (4.419)
Observations 34,505 34,505 34,505 34,505 34,505
Number of fips 3,138 3,138 3,138 3,138 3,138
County FE YES YES YES YES YES
Year FE YES YES YES YES YES
County Controls YES NO YES NO YES

Robust standard errors in parentheses
¥£% p<0.01, ¥* p<0.05, ¥ p<0.1

Table 2 above contains two-way fixed-effects results for impacts on unemployment rates, labor
force participation rates, and employment-to-population ratios with varying sets of controls.
The two-way fixed-effects results studying economic outcome variables suggest that, at the 5
percent significance level, receipt of a climate investment project is associated with a 0.05
percentage point increase in the unemployment rate. However, results for impacts on labor
force participation rate and employment-to-population ratios are not significant.

These results—that the timing of the receipt of an investment is associated with slight
increases in the unemployment rate and no significant change in labor force participation rates
or employment to population ratios—suggests that these climate investments had neutral to
negative economic impacts on counties that received them. This counterintuitive result may be
attributed to a variety of factors discussed later in this brief, including numerous project delays,
insufficient distribution of project benefits to communities, and inadequate site placing.
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Table 3. TWFE for Climate Prevalence

(1)

climate topic

(2)

climate topic

treat_post

-0.608

-1.454

Table 4. TWFE for Climate Sentiment

(1)

climate sentiment

(2)

climate sentiment

) ) treatl_post 0.875% 1.193
(0-944) (1.244) (0.479) (L678)
Yop -2.39¢-06
PO (3.19.06) pop 3.30¢-06
_ o (2.04e-06)
share-white (fiﬂg share_white 375.0
' (331.9)
share-black (fllf; share_black -350.1
2.0
(322.1)
share native -30.67
share-nat 5.1 share native -338.6
o (308.6)
share_asian -56.19 . ;
(113.2) share_asian -342.0
310.6
share_hispanic -8.366 o (. )
(85.95) share_hispanic -352.4
315.1
share_male -50.32 (815.1)
(76.79) share_male 142.2*
81.48
Constant -0.531 50.67 ( )
(0.406) (128.4) Constant -1.351 297.1
(0.907) (311.5)
Observations 243 243
Year FE YES YES Observations 107 104
County Controls NO YES Year FE , Y'ES YES:
Robust standard errors in parentheses County Controls NO YES

Robust standard errors in parentheses
X (.01, FF p<0.05, * p<0.1

)01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.l

Tables 3 and 4 provide the results of uncontrolled and controlled two-way fixed-effects
regressions of the prevalence of and sentiment toward climate topics on the
difference-in-differences treatment timing of a county receiving a climate investment in a
particular year. Possibly due to large standard errors, there is no statistically significant
increase in climate topic prevalence in the aftermath of receiving a climate investment. There
a statistically significant increase in climate sentiment at the 10 percent level in the
uncontrolled specification, but controlling for county-level characteristics eliminates this
statistical significance.

These results indicate that receiving a climate-related investment does not likely change the
sentiment and prevalence of climate topics in local newspapers. Equivalently, receiving a
climate investment did not change the way in which people talk about climate in newspapers,
suggesting that the goal of linking climate investments with good jobs in a manner that would
convince people to support climate action failed to materialize.

Policy Proposals

Given the empirical results of the investments (a neutral to negative impact on economic
outcomes in communities and a neutral impact on sentiment), a restructuring of local climate
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investments is needed to ensure that communities both benefit from these investments and are
aware of the positive impacts associated with the green transition.

Investment Site Selection

Private companies that sponsor or operate investments may be more strongly incentivized to
place those projects in areas that are already relatively well-off, because of factors like strong
infrastructure, access to highly educated workers, and strong public services. However, the
government, through tools like the Community Reinvestment Act and the Community
Development Financial Institutions Fund, already recognizes its responsibility to facilitate
investments in lower-income communities that the private sector is unwilling to serve because
of its commitment to maximizing investment returns. As such, government investments should
be directed toward sites that would see more material benefit from investment, such as
historically marginalized and underserved communities.

Per a joint report from the Roosevelt Institute and the Climate and Community Institute (2024),
a nationwide land-use and site planning assessment could help identify communities across the
US that are both in need of investment and would be appropriate fits for differing types of
climate-related investments. The report identified nearly 226 million acres of “high-benefit,
low-harm” area available for solar deployment, therefore similar reports and government
assessments should do the same for wind, nuclear, battery, and other clean energy
technologies.

Nature of Investments

Local climate investments should be structured to uplift historically disadvantaged
communities as they navigate the energy transition. Ensuring projects are structured to
include community benefit agreements (agreements between developers and the localities they
invest in) that stipulate in legally binding terms the benefits that the developer will provide to
the community beyond the investment itself are key.

Additionally, promoting the greater use of collective bargaining agreements in the terms of
investments can help ensure that a greater share of project resources are dedicated toward
materially improving the working conditions and prevailing wages involved with climate
investments. Through improved site selection and an equity-focused nature, climate
investments can bring greater material benefit to the communities they reach. Still, this does
not address the public sentiment related to climate investments.

Advertising and Community Involvement

Communities, through churches, town councils and meetings, community organizations, and
other cornerstones of localities, should also be involved in the climate investment process
through consultation and notification, allowing these organizations to respond to and better
understand the benefits of climate investment. This can lead to greater coverage in local
newspapers, more community buy-in, and a broader and more appropriate response in climate
sentiment and prevalence around investments.
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Conclusion

This paper has aimed to identify how the economic conditions of communities, as well as the
prevalence of and sentiment toward climate-related topics, respond to the receipt of a
climate-related investment. Using advanced natural language processing as well as classic
econometric methods, I determined that recent climate investments have had neutral or even
negative economic effects on local communities, and neutral impacts on climate topic
prevalence and sentiment. After completing this rigorous evaluation of climate investments, I
have aimed to outline where there is a need for changes in climate investment policy, including
through placing a greater share of investments in lower-income communities, and promoting
greater use of community benefits and collective bargaining agreements in the execution of
these projects.

While this research provides some answers, additional analyses will be needed to establish
more definitive answers to these questions. For example, additional, more robust data sources
of newspaper article data or climate investment data could yield different insights or
qualitatively change the results found above. However, this provides a starting point for
subsequent research on this topic.
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Technical Appendix:

Propensity Scores

In order to predict the probability of receiving a clean energy investment, I use a logit model,
with an outcome variable as a county’s receipt of an investment in a given county-month, and
with input variables as the county’s economic and social characteristics, including income,
population, net migration, and racial demographics. After the initial logistic regression is
completed, the coefficients on predictors in the logit regression model will determine what
factors are most relevant in predicting whether a county receives an investment in clean
energy infrastructure, and comparing predicted scores between the logit, ridge, and neural
network models will help determine the importance (or lack thereof) of nonlinearity in the
predictive model.

Sentiment Model

I use a joint-sentiment topic analysis on the newspaper data to identify a coherent climate
topic, and to determine sentiment toward this topic the years from 2015 to 2024. I then use this
topic prevalence and sentiment toward the climate topic as the outcome variable in an event
study, measuring how it changes in response to a climate investment. In the sections below, I
provide more detail on this approach.

[ use Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) to identify a cluster of words (a topic) representing
climate across the corpus of newspaper text data. LDA is an unsupervised learning method that
clusters words within a document into similarly co-occurring groups called “topics,” and then
determines the prevalence of each of these topics in each document. In this case, LDA might
identify phrases like “global warming,” “climate change,” and “extreme weather” as belonging to
a climate-related topic. LDA would then return the overall prevalence of this topic within a
given article. Generating a panel of climate topic prevalence scores for each geographic region

allowed me to determine how the prevalence of climate topics changes over time by region.

I use term frequency-inverse document frequency vectorization to generate document
embeddings, enabling more accurate detection of the differential importance of certain words
across documents.

[ use a Bidirectional Encoder Representations from Transformers (BERT) model obtained from
Hugging Face to determine the sentiment of each sentence within a given document. BERT
models use a machine learning method to take in embeddings of words in a sentence and
output the sentiment implied by those words. Generating a panel of sentiment-toward-climate
scores for each geographic region allows me to determine how climate sentiment changes in
response to a local climate investment.

Two-Way Fixed Effects

[ use two sets of outcome variables for the two-way fixed effects regressions to measure the
impacts of receiving a climate investment: I use a set of outcome variables, including wages and
employment, followed by a local sentiment toward climate topics. Wages and employment data
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come from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics, and include aggregate and industry-level wages
and employment.

[ use the standard two-way fixed effects model defined by the equation:
y,=o+y + BWit + X +e where Y., is the level of an outcome variable, including wages,

employment, climate sentiment, or climate topic, Wit is an indicator for a county i receiving a
climate investment in month ¢, X is a vector of county-level characteristics, and ¢ _is an error
term. The model imposes the assumption that E[e | W , X ] = 0. test this assumption

through plotting residuals, as well as other statistical tests. The main parameter of
interest is  for each outcome variable. Each B will correspond to an X € X .o measuring the

relationship between a county’s receipt of a climate investment and its change in economic
outcomes or prevalence of or sentiment toward climate topics.
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The Power Struggle: How Investor-Owned
Utilities Undermine California’s Clean Energy
Goals

By Katelyn Eng

Introduction

2024 was the warmest year on record, with global temperatures reaching 2.30 degrees
Fahrenheit, or 1.28 degrees Celsius, above the 20th century average (National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration 2025). The year 2024 also brought 27 weather and climate disasters
in the United States alone, totaling over $1 billion in damages and causing 568 fatalities (Smith
2025). As the consequences of rising temperatures and natural disasters continue to worsen, a
transition to clean energy is crucial. Unfortunately, energy costs are only increasing; in 2023,
“state utility regulators signed off on $9.7 billion in net rate increases . . . more than double the
$4.4 billion authorized in 2022” (US Energy Information Administration 2024). These energy rate
increases disproportionately hurt low-income consumers. The US Department of Energy
estimates that 50 million people, or 54 percent of Americans, qualify as low-income and have a
disproportionately high energy burden, meaning the percentage of their gross household
income spent on energy is at least 3 times higher than that of non-low-income Americans (US

Department of Energy n.d.b).

California prides itself on being a leader in the clean energy transition, with an ambitious plan
to achieve carbon neutrality by 2045, including goals to cut air pollution by 71 percent, slash
greenhouse gas emissions by 85 percent, reduce fossil fuel consumption to less than 10 percent
of 2022 demand, and create 4 million new jobs (Newsom 2022). Renewable energy development
is a pivotal component of the state’s zero-carbon goals. SB 100, the 100 Percent Clean Energy
Act of 2018 (California Renewables Portfolio Standard Program 2018), requires utility companies
to procure 60 percent of retail sales from renewable and zero-carbon resources by 2030 and
100 percent by 2045 (California Energy Commission n.d.). California, as a result of grassroots
campaigns highlighting the unintended consequences of development on underrepresented
communities, has also made community engagement, equity, affordability, and accessibility key
considerations in the energy transition, ensuring that vulnerable populations equally benefit
from emission reduction projects.

Community solar exists at the intersection of equitable and widespread clean energy
distribution. 42 percent of households and 44 percent of businesses are forbidden from hosting
rooftop solar systems (NREL 2025). This includes people living in apartment complexes,
multi-unit homes, and renters, making the adoption of community solar an important
renewable energy goal for low-income households. These projects, defined as “any solar project
or purchasing program, within a geographic area, in which the benefits flow to multiple
customers” (US Department of Energy n.d.a), typically generate five megawatts (MW) of energy
or less at an off-site array. Community solar providers receive money from utility companies
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for the generated energy, while subscribers (i.e., electricity customers) pay a monthly fee to
participate and receive credits to reduce their electricity bills.

Despite the clear alignment between community solar and California’s zero-carbon goals,
California’s community solar makes up less than 1 percent of projects currently in existence
across 22 states (St.John 2024b). In 2024, the California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC)
received a proposal entitled the Net Value Billing Tariff (NVBT), which outlined a plan to
restructure the financial incentives for community solar and was estimated to build eight
gigawatts (GW) of community-solar-battery projects—enough energy to power 800,000 homes.
However, this proposal was rejected by the CPUC despite broad coalitional support across solar
companies, environmental justice groups, and consumer advocates, in favor of a plan submitted
by Pacific Gas and Electric Company (PG&E), an investor-owned utility (IOU) company.

This brief explores the outsize influence of IOUs in the state of California. Section 1 examines
their role in hindering community solar development efforts, using the state’s failed expansion
of community solar as a case study for their detrimental impact on carbon-neutrality goals.
Section 2 outlines how electric utility companies operate in California and why community
solar has been unsuccessful. Section 3 analyzes why the CPUC rejected the NVBT and the role
of IOUs in this decision. Section 4 considers the necessary institutional changes to align IOU
interests with the time-sensitive clean energy expansion required for climate change
mitigation.

Background

Electric Utility Landscape in California

California’s electricity is primarily provided by three IOUs: PG&E, Southern California Edison
(SCE), and San Diego Gas & Electric (SDGE). IOUs generate or purchase electricity, and then
transmit and distribute this power to customers in their designated electric service territory.
Within their designated service area, IOUs essentially act as monopolies, and their rates and
operations are regulated by the CPUC to ensure fair prices and reliable service for consumers.
IOUs have two expense categories: (1) operating expenses, such as worker salaries and rent,
which are covered by consumers’ electricity bills and from which IOUs do not profit; and (2)
capital expenses, which are investments in physical infrastructure and from which I0Us do
profit. They receive a guaranteed rate of return between 8 and 10 percent on infrastructure
investments (Alex, Elkind, and Peters 2024), an incentive to attract shareholder investment and
minimize the IOU’s need to assume debt.

Because utility companies’ profit structure involves making money by spending money, actions
that mitigate future investment threaten their long-term revenue potential. IOUs are
disincentivized against investments in energy efficiency upgrades and distributed solar, both of
which reduce the demand for utility-built generation and distribution infrastructure. This
creates a discrepancy between the interests of IOUs and energy accessibility efforts, thus
impeding progress on California’s carbon-neutrality goals.
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California Community Solar

California has invested $1 billion toward low-income and community renewable energy
programs since 2007, resulting in 13,365 approved projects and 430 MW of solar capacity (CPUC
n.d.a). There are four community solar programs: the Disadvantaged Communities-Green Tariff
(DAC-GT) program, the Community Solar Green Tariff program, and the Green Tariff Shared
Renewables (GTSR) Program, with the Green Tariff (GT) and the Enhanced Community
Renewables subprograms. These programs have largely been unsuccessful, and California lags
significantly behind other states in community solar development, possessing less than 1
percent of the 6.2 GW community solar projects across 22 states (St. John 2024Db).

The GTSR was designed to procure 600 MW of new renewable facilities, but has failed to
generate substantial community solar projects because neither customers nor developers are
incentivized to participate. On the customer side, this is because the credit they receive on
their electricity bill from participating in community solar is based on wholesale rather than
retail rates. Wholesale rates are generally lower than retail rates, which include distribution,
transmission, and admission fees. In contrast, net energy metering, which credits customers for
surplus electricity exported back to the grid, is based on retail rates (CPUC n.d.b). Customers
have no incentive to participate in community solar when the existing credit they receive from
net energy metering is higher. On the developer side, the lack of consumer interest contributes
to the lack of development. Developers must provide documentation that their project meets a
minimum customer expression of interest and customer subscription. If customers aren't
interested, developers can't develop.

The California State Legislature attempted to address the failure of existing community solar
programs with AB 2316 in 2022. AB 2316 directed the CPUC to “evaluate each customer
renewable energy subscription program... to determine if the program meets specified goals, to
authorize the termination or modification of a program that does not meet those goals, and to
determine whether it would be beneficial to ratepayers to establish a community renewable
energy program” (Public Utilities Commission 2022).

Various parties submitted community solar reform proposals to the CPUC. This included the
Coalition for Community Solar Access (CCSA), a national coalition of businesses and nonprofits
working to expand access to solar energy, which proposed the Net Value Billing Tariff. The
NVBT, specifically designed to satisfy AB 2316 requirements and modeled after a successful
community solar program in New York, suggested restructuring financial incentives by having
utility companies compensate private developers based on the kilowatt hours their community
solar projects saved. Private companies would incur all development costs and revenue, minus
the credit for participating consumers. The NVBT also required that low-income households
make up at least 51 percent of community solar subscribers, with low-income households
receiving 10 percent of the avoided cost revenue and non-low-income customers guaranteed a
no-rate increase. The proposal estimated a 17 percent increase in solar energy production and
received broad coalition support from solar companies, environmental justice activists,
consumer advocates, labor unions, farmers, homebuilder industry groups, and bipartisan state
lawmakers (CCSA n.d.). However, in May 2024, the CPUC voted three to one, rejecting the NVBT
in favor of a PG&E-led alternative. The utility-backed alternative proposed modifications to
existing community solar programs, namely expanding the DAC-GT program to 144 MW and
stabilizing the credits for the GT program (CPUC 2024a).
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Policy Analysis

In the aftermath of this decision, a necessary question is: Why did the CPUC reject the NVBT?
California faces a discrepancy between its self-proclaimed position as a leader in the renewable
energy movement and its lack of community solar development. The NVBT attempted to
resolve this discrepancy; it improved community solar incentives for both developers and
households and received widespread support from renewable energy stakeholders, but it was
nevertheless rejected by the CPUC.

CPUC Written Decision

In their written decision, the CPUC concluded that the NVBT violated AB 2316 and Public Utility
Code Section 769.3(c)(3) for two reasons. First, they argued that the NVBT would result in
ratepayers paying more than the true avoided costs. The NVBT uses the Avoided Cost
Calculator to quantify the amount of money utility companies save from energy efficiency
upgrades. For example, one hypothetical avoided cost from community solar is the cost of
building transmission lines. Community solar projects are locally sited, which should save utility
companies money from building new transmission lines. However, the Commission was
persuaded by comments from Cal Advocates, who, despite being supporters of the NVBT, noted
“projects that are not located close to the customers they serve also cannot realize the avoided
[transmission and distribution] costs in the Avoided Cost Calculator” (CPUC 2024b). The NVBT
does not have project siting requirements beyond being in the same service territory as the
subscribers. Therefore, in response to the key question of whether the NVBT actually avoids
costs that ratepayers would otherwise bear, the Commission found that the “NVBT resource
would not reliably avoid costs... for generation capacity, distribution, and transmission”, which
“would result in ratepayers paying ‘in excess of the avoided costs” (CPUC 2024D).

The CPUC’s second reason was that the NVBT would create a cost shift. Community solar
programs are required to “minimize impacts to nonparticipating customers by prohibiting the
program’s costs from being paid by nonparticipating customers in excess of avoided costs”
(CPUC 2024b), which the Commission found the NVBT did not meet.

Public Reaction to the CPUC Decision

The CPUC’s decision was met with broad coalitional outrage, including from solar companies,
consumer advocates, environmental justice organizations, and bipartisan state lawmakers. The
CCSA, the national trade association responsible for proposing the NVBT, released a public
statement criticizing the decision. Derek Chernow, the CCSA's Western regional director, wrote
that the CPUC’s decision “will continue to leave California with no functional community solar
program” and “once again ignores the will of the California Legislature and the broad coalition
of ratepayers, equity, environmental, labor, and business groups” (Chernow 2024).
Assemblymember Ward, author of AB 2316, echoed this sentiment, calling the decision “a step in
the wrong direction” that “makes renewable energy less accessible to Californians...[and]
pushes a utility-only backed proposal that has been proven to be ineffective” (Ward 2024).
Several other organizations released similar disparaging statements about the decision, with
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nonprofit advocacy group Vote Solar calling it “extremely disappointing” (Sanchez 2024),
Environment California writing that it “fails to provide meaningful improvements to California’s
lackluster community solar program” (King 2024), and the Solar Energy Industries Association
calling on state legislators to “reign in the commission before it inflicts more damage on
customers and the state’s clean energy economy” (Doyle 2024).

Influence of Utility Companies

Despite the CPUC’s thorough written decision and supposed demonstrated investment in
ratepayer interests, it is necessary to analyze the underlying political dynamic of the CPUC
decision-making process. The rejection of the NVBT in favor of the PG&E-backed alternative
represents the comparative power of collective renewable energy groups versus the utility
company monopolies. The notion that IOUs as a singular interest group outweigh such broad
coalitional support raises serious concerns about relative power among energy stakeholders
and the seemingly political influence on a nonpartisan regulatory agency.

The CPUC proceeding in itself appears to give equal opportunity to different stakeholders; the
I0Us (PG&E, SCE, SDG&E), CPUC Advocate’s Office, CCSA, and other parties were equally able
to file testimonies proposing community solar reforms, all of which were evaluated thoroughly.
In their written decision, the Commission meticulously outlines their reasoning, highlighting
which stakeholder arguments they found convincing and which they did not. This suggests that
the hindering effect of excessive IOU power on community solar development stems from two
institutional issues—the misalignment of interests between IOUs and distributed solar, which
give IOUs reason to oppose the NVBT, and the CPUC’s apprehension toward large scale clean
energy projects, in which minute cost calculations are the determining factors for important
zero carbon advancements.

IOUs have an incentive to oppose community solar development as proposed by the NVBT.
Their revenue is dependent on their investment in new infrastructure. Utility companies
receive a regulated rate of return on investment; therefore, they make money by spending
money. The distributed design of community solar projects lowers energy demand and the
need for IOU infrastructure development, thus impeding an important revenue source. In
addition, utility companies are particularly wary of actions that may result in rate increases,
which generate swift consumer backlash and strain their customer relations. Community solar
projects allow consumers to buy energy from nonutility sources, causing utility companies to
compensate for the revenue loss with increased rates. Due to the existing revenue structure of
utility companies, their interest in profit maximization is incompatible with California’s
sustainability goals for clean energy development and protected energy access for low-income
households.

The development of community solar is limited because California’s utility companies are
operating as monopolies and limiting the entry of private developers. The CPUC’s
decision-making capacity has become politically compromised, in which the
revenue-generating aims of IOUs are prioritized over necessary investments for long-term
energy goals. Utility companies cannot be allowed to monopolize clean energy infrastructure
expansion, as the rate and cost of building work against consumer well-being. IOUs have
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consistently opposed energy efficiency and clean energy expansion efforts,” and the state, in its
failure to hold utility companies accountable for their infrastructure failures and protect
consumers from rate increases, is complicit in the resultant consumer harm and slow pace of
sustainability progress.

Policy Solutions

While community solar projects are an important component of the clean energy transition,
they are not enough to help California to meet its energy goals. Climate change requires
sweeping action and efficient implementation, which can only be achieved by restructuring the
role of utility companies in the state’s energy industry.

Problem: Under their current revenue model, with a guaranteed rate of return on capital
investments, IOUs are incentivized to oppose energy efficiency and distributed solar
developments, opting instead for high-cost upgrades that can be passed on to consumers.

Action: Change the profit-maximizing incentives of utility companies.
— Eliminate guaranteed rate of return: Establish a performance-based regulatory framework.

a) Hawaii Case Study: In 2020, the Hawaii Public Utility Commission adopted a
performance-based regulatory (PBR) framework for Hawaii Electric Company, Hawaii's
IOU (Hawaii PUC 2020). The PBR framework replaced their cost-plus model, equivalent
to California’s current system, in which Hawaii Electric Company earned a guaranteed
rate of return based on its spending (more IOU spending correlates to more revenue). In
contrast, the PBR framework is primarily characterized by a revenue cap, which caps
utility revenue for the next five years. With a revenue cap, utilities are only able to
increase their profits by undercutting their revenue cap, which discourages wasteful
spending and encourages savings and innovation. The PBR framework also includes
protective measures to prevent IOUs from reducing reliability or customer service and
benefits for utilities that support low-income consumers (McCoy 2021).

b) New York Case Study: New York’s 2016 Reforming the Energy Vision Track Two Order
restructured the utility business model by decoupling earnings from infrastructure
investment. The initiative introduced earning adjustment mechanisms, which award
utilities bonuses for achieving specific system efficiency, energy efficiency, customer
engagement, or interconnection goals (New York State Public Service Commission 2015).

Problem: Utility companies have an outsized influence on CPUC decision-making priorities.

Action: Reorient the CPUC’s priorities around a public-interest mission.
— Prioritize CPUC decisions around California’s zero-carbon goals. The Commission is overly
concerned with protecting the ability of IOUs to attract investment capital. The CPUC must

2 Since 2019, SoCalGas “has funneled... $36 million from customers toward political lobbying and
marketing undermining Californian climate policies” (Kumar 2024). And, in 2021, California’s IOUs
“proposed dramatic changes to the state’s net metering program that... would eliminate the economic
viability of solar power for many Californians, especially those with low to moderate incomes”
(Huxley-Reicher 2021).
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re-center itself around the state’s zero-carbon goals and impose greater accountability on
utility companies to invest in renewable energy development. Climate change is an urgent
issue, and we must be able to build big and fast.

a) Colorado Case Study: Colorado SB 21-103 (2021), entitled Sunset Office of Consumer
Counsel, expanded the state’s ability to ensure Public Utility Commission decisions align
with clean energy goals. It authorized the Office of the Utility Consumer Advocate to
“consider statutory decarbonization goals, just transition, and environmental justice
when determining whether it is in the public interest to appear in a proceeding before
the public utilities commission” (Colorado General Assembly 2021).

b) Previous Failed CA Legislation: SB 881 (2022) would have strengthened the CPUC’s
ability to enforce electricity sector greenhouse gas emission reduction goals on utility
companies by making the insufficient procurement of renewable energy a crime
(California Legislative Information 2022). If a similar bill were passed into law, then
utilities would have a stronger incentive for emissions reduction investments, and the
CPUC would have a stronger enforcement mechanism.

Problem: PG&E, SCE, and SDG&E act as monopolies in the California energy market. Their
dominance in the distribution and transmission of electricity in California causes them to block
third-party generation expansion efforts.

Action: Reduce the market power of IOUs.
— Expand publicly owned utilities: Expand existing publicly owned utility programs, such as
the Sacramento Municipal Utility District or the Los Angeles Department of Water and Power.

a) Municipalization: Create new publicly-owned utilities through municipalization, and
enable local government ownership of investor-owned utility grid operations. The
American Public Power Association outlines a ten-step process, including a feasibility
study, referendum, and negotiation (APPA n.d.a.). Key examples include Jefferson County,
Washington (2013), Winter Park, Florida (2005), and Long Island, New York (1998) (APPA
n.d.b.). However, potential risks include the time and cost of the municipalization
process.

b) Community Choice Aggregation: Increase the number of Community Choice
Aggregation (CCA) programs, where local governments purchase electricity on behalf of
residents. According to the California Community Choice Association, there are “25
operational CCA programs... serving more than 14 million customers” (CalCCA n.d.), and
implementation plans have been filed in over 20 locations.

c) Threaten to Revoke Franchises: Revoke monopoly privileges as punishment for bad
behavior or make monopoly franchises time-limited to create competition.
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Conclusion

The failure of the CPUC to approve the Net Value Billing Tariff reflects a larger structural issue:
I0OUs operate as monopolies that prioritize profit maximization over clean energy expansion
and affordability. By rejecting a broadly supported proposal designed to make community solar
viable, the CPUC reinforced the status quo, where IOUs maintain control over California’s
energy landscape at the expense of low-income consumers and the state’s decarbonization
goals. This is not just a policy failure—it is an institutional failure. California’s clean energy
transition is being actively impeded by the financial interests of IOUs, whose revenue models
incentivize opposition to community solar and other distributed energy solutions. Without
addressing the underlying misalignment between IOU profit motives and public energy
priorities, the state will continue to struggle in its pursuit of equitable clean energy access. If
California is serious about achieving carbon neutrality while ensuring affordable energy for all,
it must confront the political and economic power of its utility companies. Expanding public
utility models, restructuring IOU incentives, and increasing competition in the energy sector
are necessary steps to shift decision-making power away from entrenched corporate interests
and toward a system that prioritizes climate action, equity, and consumer protection. The
rejection of the NVBT is not the end of the fight for community solar in California, but it is a
clear reminder that meaningful progress requires challenging the influence of IOUs over the
state’s energy future.

94

THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025



References

Alex, Ken, Ethan Elkind, and Grayson Peters. 2024. Improving Transmission Financing in California.
Berkeley, CA: Berkeley Center for Law, Energy, and the Environment.
https: /www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads /2024 /10 /Improving-Transmission-Financing
-in-California-CLEE.pdf.

American Public Power Association (APPA). n.d.a. Forming a Public Power Utility. Washington, DC: APPA.
https: //www.publicpower.org /system /files /documents /municipalization-forming a public

wer __utility.pdf.

n.d.b. Successful Public Power Campaigns. Washington, DC: APPA.
https: //www.publicpower.or m /fil ments/municipalization- ful li A

er campaigns.pdf.
CalCCA. n.d. “CalCCA Advocates for Community Choice in California” https://cal-cca.org /about.

California Energy Commission. n.d. “Developing Renewable Energy.” Access July 21, 2025.
https: /www.ener \% re-r nsibility-fact-sh veloping-renewable-ener

California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC). n.d.a. “Community Solar in California.” Last accessed July
2025.

mmunity-solar-in-california.

n.d.b. “Net Energy Metering and Net Billing”
https: //www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/demand-side-management/cu

stomer-generation/net-energy-metering-and-net-billing.

2024a. “CPUC Expands Existing Community Solar Programs and Launches New Community Solar
Program” May 30, 2024.
https: .ca.

2024b. “Decision Modifying Green Access Program Tariffs and Adopting a Community Renewable
Energy Program.” May 30, 2024.

]DI;I}ES' ;:dQQS CpUC.Cca.gov fl:‘]b ].Sbﬁdl )OCS fE]]bl]'shgd /G000 / 5‘]532 / 513444532 3&4292,”!”

California Renewables Portfolio Standard Program: Emissions of Greenhouse Gases, SB-100. (2018.)
California Legislative Information.
https: //leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces /billTextClient.xhtml?bill id=201720180SB100.

Chernow, Derek. 2024. “CCSA Statement on CPUC’s Revised Proposed Decision on the Future of
California Community Solar” Coalition for Community Solar Access (CCSA), May 28, 2024.
https: //communitysolaraccess.org /news /ccsa-statement-on-cpucs-revised-proposed-decision-o

n-the-future-of-california-community-solar.

95

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Improving-Transmission-Financing-in-California-CLEE.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Improving-Transmission-Financing-in-California-CLEE.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-forming_a_public_power_utility.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-forming_a_public_power_utility.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-successful_public_power_campaigns.pdf
https://www.publicpower.org/system/files/documents/municipalization-successful_public_power_campaigns.pdf
https://cal-cca.org/about
https://www.energy.ca.gov/about/core-responsibility-fact-sheets/developing-renewable-energy
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/demand-side-management/community-solar-in-california
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/demand-side-management/community-solar-in-california
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/demand-side-management/customer-generation/net-energy-metering-and-net-billing
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/industries-and-topics/electrical-energy/demand-side-management/customer-generation/net-energy-metering-and-net-billing
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/news-and-updates/all-news/cpuc-expands-existing-community-solar
https://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/PublishedDocs/Published/G000/M532/K344/532344292.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB100
https://communitysolaraccess.org/news/ccsa-statement-on-cpucs-revised-proposed-decision-on-the-future-of-california-community-solar
https://communitysolaraccess.org/news/ccsa-statement-on-cpucs-revised-proposed-decision-on-the-future-of-california-community-solar

Coalition for Community Solar Access (CCSA). n.d. Net Value Billing Tariff: Advancing Energy Access for
Everyone. Last accessed July 2025.
https: /www.cpuc.ca.gov/- /media/cpuc-website /divisions /energy-division /documents /net-ene

Farrell, John. 2022. “Commentary: Following John Oliver’s Takedown, Here’s How to Hold Utilities
Accountable” Canary Media, May 23, 2022.
https: /www.canarymedia.com /articles /enn /commentary-following-john-olivers-takedown-here
-how-to-hold-utilities- ntable.

Governor Gavin Newsom. 2022. “California Releases World’s First Plan to Achieve Net Zero Carbon
Pollution.” Press release, November 16,
2022 .https: //www.gov.ca.gov/2022 /11 /16 /california-releases-worlds-first-plan-to-achieve-net-ze
ro-carbon-pollution.

Huxley-Reicher, Bryn. 2021. “California: PG&E, SoCal Edison and SDG&E Push Drastic Net Metering
Rollback, High Fixed Solar Charges.” Frontier Group, July 6, 2021.
https: //frontiergroup.org /articles/california-pge-socal-edison-and-sdge-push-drastic-net-meter

Kibbey, J.C. 2021. “Utility Accountability: How Do Utilities Make Money?” National Resources Defense
Council, January 20, 2021.
https: //www.nrdc.org /bio/jc-kibbey/utility-accountability-101-how-do-utilities-make-money.

King, Steven. 2024. “Statement: California Utility Commission Sides with Utilities in Community Solar
Decision.” Environment California, May 30, 2024.
https://environmentamerica.org /california /media-center/statement-california-utility-commissio
n-sides-with-utilities-in-community-solar-decision.

Kumar, Medhini. 2024. “Your Energy Bill Is Likely Funding Climate Opposition. New Legislation Could
Change That in California” Evergreen Action, January 22, 2024.
https: /www.evergreenaction.com /blog /your-energy-bill-is-likely-funding-climate-opposition-n

ew-legislation-could-change-that-in-california.

McCoy, Maria. 2021. “Greetings From Hawaii, Where Utility Profit Depends on Performance” Local Energy
Rules (podcast) Institute for Local Self-Reliance, May 19, 2021.
https: /ilsr.org /articles /hawaii-performance-based-regulation-ler-130/.

National Renewable Energy Laboratory (NREL). 2025. “Community Solar.” State, Local, and Tribal
Governments. Updated June 5, 2025. https: /www.nrel.gov/state-local-tribal /community-solar.

New York State Public Service Commission. 2015. Proceeding on Motion of the Commission in Regard to
Reforming the Energy Vision. Order Adopting Regulatory Policy Framework and Implementation
Plan.

&MatterSeg =44991.

Public Utilities Commission: Customer Renewable Energy Subscription Programs and the Community

Renewable Energy Program, AB-2316. (2022). https: //legiscan.com /CA /text /AB2316 /id /2602602

96

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/-/media/cpuc-website/divisions/energy-division/documents/net-energy-metering-nem/nemrevisit/coalition-for-community-solar-access-slides.pdf
https://www.cpuc.ca.gov/-/media/cpuc-website/divisions/energy-division/documents/net-energy-metering-nem/nemrevisit/coalition-for-community-solar-access-slides.pdf
https://www.canarymedia.com/articles/enn/commentary-following-john-olivers-takedown-heres-how-to-hold-utilities-accountable
https://www.canarymedia.com/articles/enn/commentary-following-john-olivers-takedown-heres-how-to-hold-utilities-accountable
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2022/11/16/california-releases-worlds-first-plan-to-achieve-net-zero-carbon-pollution/
https://www.gov.ca.gov/2022/11/16/california-releases-worlds-first-plan-to-achieve-net-zero-carbon-pollution/
https://frontiergroup.org/articles/california-pge-socal-edison-and-sdge-push-drastic-net-metering-rollback-high-fixed/
https://frontiergroup.org/articles/california-pge-socal-edison-and-sdge-push-drastic-net-metering-rollback-high-fixed/
https://www.nrdc.org/bio/jc-kibbey/utility-accountability-101-how-do-utilities-make-money
https://environmentamerica.org/california/media-center/statement-california-utility-commission-sides-with-utilities-in-community-solar-decision
https://environmentamerica.org/california/media-center/statement-california-utility-commission-sides-with-utilities-in-community-solar-decision
https://www.evergreenaction.com/blog/your-energy-bill-is-likely-funding-climate-opposition-new-legislation-could-change-that-in-california
https://www.evergreenaction.com/blog/your-energy-bill-is-likely-funding-climate-opposition-new-legislation-could-change-that-in-california
https://ilsr.org/articles/hawaii-performance-based-regulation-ler-130/
https://www.nrel.gov/state-local-tribal/community-solar
https://documents.dps.ny.gov/public/MatterManagement/MatterFilingItem.aspx?FilingSeq=137167&MatterSeq=44991
https://documents.dps.ny.gov/public/MatterManagement/MatterFilingItem.aspx?FilingSeq=137167&MatterSeq=44991
https://legiscan.com/CA/text/AB2316/id/2602602

Sanchez, Sandra. 2024. “Vote Solar Raises Alarm about New Proposal from California Public Utilities
Commission.” Press release, Vote Solar, May 30, 2024.
https: //votesolar.org /vote-solar-raises-alarm-about-new-proposal-from-california-public-utilitie
: —

Smith, Adam B. 2025. “2024: An Active Year of US Billion-Dollar Weather and Climate Disasters.
Climate.gov., January 10,
2025.https: //www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs /beyvond-data/2024-active-year-us-billion-d
llar- her-and-climate-di IS.

Solar Energy Industries Association (SEIA). 2024. “CPUC Continues Anti-Distributed Solar Crusade with
Devastating Community Solar Decision.” Sacramento, CA: SEIA, May 30, 2024.
https: //seia.org/news/cpuc-continues-anti-distributed-solar-crusade-devastating-community-s

olar-decision.

State of Hawaii Public Utilities Commission (PUC). 2020. “Summary of Phase 2 Decision & Order
Establishing a PBR Framework” December 23, 2020.
https: //puc.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads /2020 /12 /PBR-Phase-2-DO-5-Page-Summary.Final .

12-22-2020.pdf

St. John, Jeff. 2024. “California Regulators Torpedo Popular Plan to Boost Community Solar” Canary
Media, May 30, 2024.
https: //www.canarymedia.com /articles/solar/california-regulators-torpedo-popular-plan-to-boo

st-community-solar.

US Department of Energy. n.d.a. “Community Solar Basics.” Last accessed July 2025.
https: /www.energy.gov/eere /solar/community-solar-basics.

n.d.b. “Energy Accessibility.” Last accessed July 2025.
https: ner re/energy- ibili

US Energy Information Administration. 2024. “An Active Year of Us Billion-Dollar Weather and Climate
Disasters.” September 9, 2024. https: /www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=63024#.

Ward, Christopher M. 2024. “Assemblymember Ward Statement on Utility Regulator’s Proposed Decision
on Community Solar” Press release, March 11, 2024.

https: //a78.asmdc.org /press-releases /20240311-assemblymember-ward-statement-utility-regulat

ors-proposed-decision.

97

THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://votesolar.org/vote-solar-raises-alarm-about-new-proposal-from-california-public-utilities-commission
https://votesolar.org/vote-solar-raises-alarm-about-new-proposal-from-california-public-utilities-commission
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2024-active-year-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters
https://www.climate.gov/news-features/blogs/beyond-data/2024-active-year-us-billion-dollar-weather-and-climate-disasters
https://seia.org/news/cpuc-continues-anti-distributed-solar-crusade-devastating-community-solar-decision/
https://seia.org/news/cpuc-continues-anti-distributed-solar-crusade-devastating-community-solar-decision/
https://puc.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PBR-Phase-2-DO-5-Page-Summary.Final_.12-22-2020.pdf
https://puc.hawaii.gov/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/PBR-Phase-2-DO-5-Page-Summary.Final_.12-22-2020.pdf
https://www.canarymedia.com/articles/solar/california-regulators-torpedo-popular-plan-to-boost-community-solar
https://www.canarymedia.com/articles/solar/california-regulators-torpedo-popular-plan-to-boost-community-solar
https://www.energy.gov/eere/solar/community-solar-basics
https://www.energy.gov/eere/energy-accessibility
https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=63024#
https://a78.asmdc.org/press-releases/20240311-assemblymember-ward-statement-utility-regulators-proposed-decision
https://a78.asmdc.org/press-releases/20240311-assemblymember-ward-statement-utility-regulators-proposed-decision

About the Author

Katelyn Eng graduated from the University of
Southern California with a BA in political
economy and an MS in applied economics and
econometrics. She has been a member of the
Roosevelt Network since 2023, initially serving as
a Forge Fellow from 2023 to 2024 and as an
Emerging Fellow from 2024 to 2025. After
graduation, Katelyn will be working as a
consultant at Resolution Economics. She
previously worked as a policy and research intern
at Freedman Consulting and has several other
experiences in the public and nonprofit sectors,
including working with Climate Resolve, Bay Area
JusticeCorp, Equality California, and the Office of
LA County Supervisor Holly Mitchell.

Acknowledgments

A huge thank you to the entire Roosevelt Network staff for creating and nurturing this place
for college and young professionals to learn, discuss, and discover together. I am so grateful
for the wonderful, intelligent, ambitious, and caring people I've met through the Forge and
Emerging Fellowships, and even more so to the staff for consistently providing support
during these times of political chaos. Thank you to everyone who spoke to me about this
topic: Derek Chernow from the Coalition for Community Solar Access, Austin Mendoza from
the USC Equity Research Institute, James Ahlstedt from the California Public Utilities
Commission Public Advocate’s Office, and Jeff St. John from Canary Media. Your insight was
truly invaluable and helped me make sense of a complex topic. Finally, thank you to Eric Paul,
who directed the Emerging Fellows program! I know I speak for all of us when I say we are so
thankful for the work you've put into this program, and especially your patience in dealing
with 14 college students. Your thoughtful feedback is always appreciated because you
approach everything with such care and have always emphasized that you want the best for
us. We love you!

THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025

98



A New Energy Frontier: Indigenous-Led
Renewable Development in Alaska

By Bria Dominici

Introduction

Alaska's energy landscape is at a pivotal crossroads, presenting a unique opportunity to address
long-standing inequities in energy access and ownership. For decades, Alaska Native
communities have faced some of the highest energy costs in the country, a reality that stems
from systemic barriers rooted in settler colonialism and neoliberal energy policies. Despite the
immense potential for renewable energy, specifically solar and wind, Indigenous communities
remain sidelined in decision-making processes. Meanwhile non-Native entities-such as major
oil and gas companies, pipeline developers, and major financial institutions—dominate the
development of energy projects in the state.

This brief proposes a set of policy recommendations aimed at restructuring Alaska’s energy
landscape to prioritize Indigenous leadership and equitable energy distribution, streamline
access to federal funding, and enforce consultation mechanisms that ensure meaningful tribal
participation in Alaska’s renewable energy transition. Central to this effort is the pursuit of
Indigenous energy sovereignty: the right of Native communities to control, develop, and
benefit from energy resources on their lands. This concept goes beyond infrastructure to
encompass tribal self-determination, environmental stewardship, and economic autonomy,
offering a framework through which Indigenous communities can reclaim decision-making
power and shape their energy futures on their own terms. By addressing past wrongs and
empowering Native communities through equitable energy policies, this policy framework has
the potential to create systemic shifts that benefit all Alaskans, not just Indigenous populations.

Alaska’s current energy policies emphasize market-driven solutions that reinforce economic
dependency on external organizations. However, this moment presents an opportunity for
transformative change. The Alaska Native Claims Settlement Act (ANCSA) of 1971 provides a
precedent for Indigenous land and resource governance, which, if leveraged strategically, could
support a shift toward community-led renewable energy development. Landmark federal
investments in renewable energy through the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA) and the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (I1JA) present an unprecedented window of opportunity
for community-driven development. These programs include dedicated funding streams for
tribal and rural communities, yet Indigenous Alaskans face persistent barriers to accessing
these funds. Less than 10 percent of IRA funding has reached tribal communities, in part due to
bureaucratic complexity and limited technical assistance (Office of Indian Energy 2013).
Moreover, current political developments—including federal budget cuts and rollbacks under a
second Trump administration—heighten the urgency of securing lasting, community-led
energy solutions before these opportunities disappear.
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This brief begins with a historical overview of Alaska’s energy policies and colonial land
governance. It then analyzes past and current federal programs and their impact on tribal
energy access, identifies areas for improvement, and concludes with case studies of successful
Indigenous-led energy projects to demonstrate the viability and potential of
community-driven solutions.

Alaska’s Energy Landscape: Past and Present

Alaska’s energy landscape is shaped by structural inequities that disproportionately impact
rural and Indigenous communities. These inequities stem not only from geographic and
infrastructural challenges, but also from a longer history of settler colonialism and neoliberal
policy. Rural Alaskan communities, many of which are predominantly Indigenous, pay some of
the highest energy costs in the nation. 80 percent remain reliant on diesel fuel, which must be
transported over long distances, making it both economically burdensome and
environmentally unsustainable (Kohler and Schutt 2012). Households in rural Alaska can spend
up to 50 percent of their income on energy, compared to the national average of about 2.7
percent (Native Movement n.d.). The logistical challenges of transporting diesel fuel to remote
villages mean that fuel shortages and price spikes have disproportionately harmful effects on
Indigenous communities (Rosen 2024). This persistent energy insecurity undermines the
resilience and well-being of rural Alaskan communities, perpetuating cycles of economic
hardship and limiting opportunities for self-determination and long-term prosperity.

These inequities are exacerbated by Alaska’s fragmented energy infrastructure. Unlike most
US states, Alaska lacks a unified power grid. Instead, it operates through two main isolated
grids, the Railbelt and the Southeast grid, along with over 200 independent microgrids
serving remote communities (Arctic Energy Office 2024; Susitna River Coalition 2023).
Smaller microgrids are often powered by costly diesel imports and lack the capacity for
efficient energy distribution. While grid unification may seem like a potential solution,
Alaska’s vast, rugged terrain makes such integration economically and physically unrealistic.
Community-led microgrid systems, particularly those centered around Indigenous
governance, offer a more viable alternative—allowing for localized energy production, control,
and long-term sustainability.

Renewable energy sources are technically abundant but remain underutilized. Hydropower
currently provides about 25 percent of the state’s electricity, primarily serving urban centers
(Bult-Ito 2023). Yet large-scale hydropower projects have disrupted river systems and salmon
habitats, threatening vital subsistence resources for Indigenous communities (Whyte 2023).
The environmental costs of these developments often go unaccounted for, highlighting a
broader pattern of state-led energy projects undermining Indigenous food systems and
cultural practices.

Geothermal energy has also been proposed as a clean energy solution for rural Alaska.
However, many projects have proceeded without meaningful consultation with Indigenous
communities, raising concerns about groundwater contamination, seismic risks, and a
general misalignment with local priorities (Raimi and Davicino 2024). This mirrors longer
colonial patterns in resource extraction where Native lands are treated as development
zones, while community knowledge and governance structures are sidelined. Without
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Indigenous leadership in project design and oversight, geothermal development risks
reproducing the very power imbalances it seeks to solve.

Wind and solar technologies are even more neglected, despite Alaska’s exceptional natural
potential. The state has some of the strongest wind resources in the country, especially in
coastal and tundra regions, and experiences long daylight hours during the summer, ideal for
solar generation (Zody et al. 2024). These technologies could significantly reduce energy costs
and increase local control by powering community-managed microgrids (Gross and Mark
2023). Yet adoption remains limited. Wind currently accounts for just 1.9 percent and solar for
only 0.41 percent of the state’s electricity generation, placing Alaska among the lowest
nationally for both. By contrast, wind and solar provide approximately 12.6 percent and 6
percent of total electricity in the US, respectively. Yet Alaska’s technical capacity dwarfs its
current usage: The state has the potential to generate enough solar to meet 1,398 times its
2020 demand and 232 times its annual electricity demand from wind (Frontier Group 2025).
These technologies could significantly reduce energy costs and increase local control by
powering community-managed microgrids (Gross and Mark 2023). However, a combination of
limited investment, permitting barriers, and lack of technical support has stalled
implementation, even as Indigenous communities continue to advocate for these solutions.

These contemporary energy challenges cannot be separated from the historical and political
structures that shape land and governance in Alaska. A pivotal moment in this history was the
passage of ANCSA in 1971, which was the result of intense political organizing by Alaska Native
leaders in response to increasing federal land withdrawals and development pressures,
including the planned Trans-Alaska Pipeline. ANCSA extinguished Indigenous land claims in
exchange for approximately $962 million and the title to 44 million acres of land—distributed,
not to tribal governments, but to newly established regional and village Native corporations.
Framed as a solution to land disputes and a pathway to Indigenous economic
self-determination, ANCSA was celebrated at the time as a progressive compromise.

However, by replacing tribal governance with corporate structures, ANCSA introduced a
fundamentally different relationship to land: one rooted in capitalist property regimes rather
than Indigenous relational frameworks. While some corporations have generated substantial
revenue, often through resource extraction and development partnerships, this model has
prioritized profit over community welfare and cultural stewardship (Haycox 2019). Many
Native corporations now operate under the same market logic as non-Native entities,
contributing to environmental degradation and undermining Indigenous governance. As a
result, ANCSA has constrained opportunities for community-based, culturally grounded
energy development. At the same time, the act laid the legal and political foundation for
today’s struggles over Indigenous resource management (Haycox 2019). Alaska Native
communities are increasingly organizing to reclaim decision-making power over energy
systems, pushing back against the corporate model and asserting visions of Indigenous energy
sovereignty. These efforts align with a broader resurgence of tribal self-determination and
offer a compelling framework for just energy transitions rooted in Indigenous knowledge,
environmental stewardship, and community control. The legacy of settler colonialism
continues through present-day energy policy. Market-based governance frameworks, both at
the state and federal levels, overwhelmingly favor large-scale and corporate-led energy
development. Non-Native corporations control the vast majority of renewable energy
infrastructure in Alaska, often designing projects without meaningful collaboration with tribal

101

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://pangea.stanford.edu/ERE/db/GeoConf/papers/SGW/2024/Zody.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2023.103243
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2023.103243
https://frontiergroup.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/04/Renewables-FS-Apr25_AK.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2023.103243
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv21fqhzt.14
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctv21fqhzt.14

communities (Brollier, Carlo, and Thiele 2021; Barnes 2023). These dynamics leave Indigenous
communities excluded from ownership, decision-making, and revenue generation. Instead,
they remain positioned as consumers of energy produced on their own lands.

This exclusion is compounded by unequal access to funding. Although the Inflation Reduction
Act allocates over $720 million in direct funding to tribal governments, less than 10 percent of
these funds have reached Native communities in Alaska (Senate Committee on Indian Affairs
2022a; 2022b). Barriers include bureaucratic complexity, technical requirements, and limited
capacity within under-resourced tribal governments (Barnes 2023). Similarly, the IIJA contains
substantial clean energy provisions, yet its implementation has disproportionately benefited
non-tribal entities due to competitive grant structures that favor applicants with pre-existing
institutional and technical capacity (Tomer 2023). Meanwhile, permitting processes favor
large-scale developers, and few formal requirements exist for consultation with Indigenous
stakeholders even when projects are sited on or near Native lands (Raimi and Davicino 2024).
Despite these systemic challenges, Indigenous-led energy projects offer a powerful
counter-model. Across Alaska, Native communities are increasingly pushing for energy
policies that reflect their environmental, economic, and cultural priorities. Community
microgrids powered by wind and solar—developed under tribal governance—could provide
lower costs, greater resilience, and long-term environmental sustainability. These initiatives
not only respond to current energy needs but also challenge the extractive paradigms that
have long dominated Alaska’s energy politics.

Opportunities for Change and Policy
Recommendations

Despite systemic barriers, Indigenous-led renewable energy projects offer a viable and just
alternative to Alaska’s corporate-driven energy model. These initiatives can strengthen tribal
sovereignty, improve rural energy access, and generate long-term economic and
environmental benefits. To accelerate this transition, the following policy actions are
recommended:

Create a State-Funded Tribal Renewable Energy
Development Fund

The Alaska Legislature should establish a Tribal Renewable Energy Development Fund housed
within the Alaska Energy Authority. This fund would provide direct financial support to
Indigenous-led solar and wind projects through pre-development grants, planning assistance,
and low-interest loans for capital costs. It should prioritize remote and energy-insecure
communities currently dependent on diesel generation. Unlike existing programs that privilege
large-scale utility projects, this fund would be reserved specifically for tribal governments and
Alaska Native corporations, ensuring Indigenous control over energy planning and
implementation. Funding should come from a combination of state general fund
appropriations and federal matching grants, including allocations from the US Department of
Energy’s Tribal Energy Loan Guarantee Program and IRA clean energy funds. A clear, dedicated
financing pipeline will empower communities to move beyond extractive energy dependence
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toward locally owned systems that reflect Indigenous values and needs.

Establish a Native-Led Energy Cooperative Model and Build
Local Workforce Capacity

To support long-term Indigenous ownership and benefit retention, the state should facilitate
the creation of Native-led renewable energy cooperatives managed by tribal councils and
Alaska Native corporations. These cooperatives would oversee the development and operation
of wind and solar microgrids tailored to rural community needs. The state should partner with
tribal colleges and nonprofit technical assistance providers to offer training and certification
programs in clean energy design, installation, and maintenance, ensuring workforce capacity
remains local. Programs such as the Green Infrastructure Grant and the US Department of
Energy Tribal Energy Technology Funding Opportunity provide valuable resources for training
Indigenous communities in clean energy technology and project management (Office of Indian
Energy 2024). Expanding these initiatives would enable Indigenous leaders to take full
ownership of their energy futures, reducing reliance on external developers. Currently, most
energy profits flow to external developers or utilities; cooperatives would invert this model by
anchoring both economic and decision-making power within the community. Start-up and
training costs could be funded through IRA workforce development grants, DOE Office of
Indian Energy programs, and state workforce development appropriations, making this model
both scalable and sustainable.

Reform Existing State Regulatory Frameworks to Support
Indigenous-Led Projects

Alaska’s current permitting and regulatory environment favors well-resourced, large-scale
developers and presents a disproportionate burden for Indigenous-led or community-scale
renewable projects. The state should establish a streamlined permitting track for tribal
governments and Native corporations pursuing wind or solar projects under 10 megawatts. This
track should simplify environmental review, reduce duplicative filings, and offer centralized
guidance tailored to Indigenous applicants. Additionally, any large-scale renewable energy
project sited on or near Native lands should be required to include formal consultation
processes, enforceable profit-sharing agreements, and shared decision-making mechanisms.
These measures represent a sharp departure from current models, where corporate developers
can proceed with minimal tribal input or benefit distribution. Implementing these reforms
would require collaboration between the Alaska Department of Natural Resources, the
Regulatory Commission of Alaska, and tribal liaisons, with technical support from the DOE’s
Interagency Working Group on Coal and Power Plant Communities.

Shift State Energy Priorities Toward Wind and Solar
Microgrids

Alaska must reorient its energy strategy to support decentralized wind and solar microgrids
that are better suited to its rural geography and the needs of Indigenous communities. State
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energy policy has long emphasized large-scale hydropower and centralized fossil fuel
infrastructure. However, these models are costly, environmentally harmful, and inaccessible to
many remote villages. Instead, the state should expand incentives—such as tax credits, feed-in
tariffs, and production-based rebates—for community-scale wind and solar projects. These
should be designed specifically to support Native ownership and operation. Pilot programs for
tribally operated microgrids, backed by technical assistance from state agencies, would help
model the transition to scalable, locally controlled systems. Prioritizing small-scale, clean
energy systems would promote energy resilience while advancing environmental and tribal
justice goals.

Case Studies of Native-Led Corporations

The increasing role of Indigenous-led energy cooperatives and tribal utilities demonstrates the
potential for community-driven renewable energy development. These initiatives challenge the
dominance of corporate developers and offer scalable solutions to Alaska’s energy inequities.
Recent successes in Indigenous-led wind and solar projects across the state highlight the
feasibility of this approach, but additional policy support is needed to ensure long-term
success (Native Movement n.d.).

The Fire Island Wind Project in Anchorage is one of the most well-documented examples of
Indigenous-led renewable energy in the state. Owned by Fire Island Wind LLC., a subsidiary of
Cook Inlet Region, Inc. (CIRI)—one of Alaska’s thirteen Native Regional Corporations
established under ANCSA—the project supplies clean electricity to approximately 7,000 homes.
CIRI, which represents around 9,000 Alaska Native shareholders, successfully navigated a
seven-year development process that required securing more than 120 permits. This case
underscores the need for streamlined permitting processes tailored to tribal and Native
corporation-led projects, as the regulatory complexity poses a significant barrier to
replication. CIRI's corporate structure also allows for a portion of the project’s profits to be
returned to shareholders through dividends, demonstrating how Indigenous-owned energy
ventures can serve as engines of intergenerational wealth-building and local economic
resilience. They offer a compelling alternative to extractive, outsider-driven energy
development. Fire Island Wind provides a concrete proof of concept for expanding community
ownership models and establishing targeted funding mechanisms that can support similar
Indigenous-led projects across rural Alaska.

Another notable example is the Chaninik Wind Group, a nonprofit energy cooperative formed
by four Alaska Native villages in the Yukon-Kuskokwim Delta. Facing high fuel prices and
frequent diesel shortages, these communities collectively invested in wind turbines and
smart grid technology to reduce their reliance on fossil fuels. Unlike CIRI, the Chaninik Wind
Group does not distribute profits in the form of dividends but instead reinvests surplus
revenues into community services and infrastructure improvements, including battery
storage and heating system upgrades. This reinvestment strategy directly supports household
affordability while advancing energy security and environmental sustainability. The group’s
success highlights the potential of decentralized wind systems and microgrids in Alaska’s
rural regions, supporting this brief’s proposal to shift state energy priorities toward
distributed wind and solar systems. It also illustrates the need for funding structures that
support a range of ownership models (nonprofit, cooperative, and for-profit) while enabling
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local control and long-term sustainability.

These cases reveal a common thread: When Indigenous communities are given the resources
and policy support to lead, they develop energy systems that are more sustainable, affordable,
and equitable. They prove that technical feasibility is not the limiting factor; rather, it is the
lack of accessible funding, streamlined regulatory pathways, and dedicated workforce
development support that holds back broader implementation. Together, Fire Island Wind and
the Chaninik Wind Group offer compelling models for the future of energy in Alaska.

Conclusion

Alaska’s energy landscape is at a critical juncture, with immense potential for transformation.
The challenges that rural and Indigenous communities face, particularly the high costs and
environmental risks of fossil fuel reliance, demand a shift toward renewable energy solutions
led by Native communities. By addressing systemic barriers and reforming policies that favor
corporate-driven projects, Alaska can foster a more inclusive energy future. Supporting
Indigenous leadership in energy development not only aligns with environmental sustainability
but also strengthens tribal sovereignty, resilience, and economic self-determination. The policy
recommendations outlined in this brief present a path forward that empowers Alaska Native
communities to take control of their energy futures, ensuring that the benefits of renewable
energy projects remain within these communities and contribute to the long-term prosperity
of all Alaskans. It is essential that federal and state policymakers recognize the critical role of
Indigenous governance in shaping Alaska’s energy future and take immediate action to ensure
that Indigenous communities are not just stakeholders but leaders in the renewable energy
transition.
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Reversing the Corporate Capture of Higher
Education: Restoring Job Security and Democracy
on Campus

By Alex Aghdaei

Introduction

As the first year of Donald Trump’s second term unfolds under the banner of “Project 2025,
federal directives aimed at dismantling the Department of Education and curbing diversity,
equity, and inclusion (DEI) initiatives have taken center stage. Executive orders and
administrative policies are rapidly eroding public funding for universities deemed too “woke,
while newly empowered political appointees strive to eliminate DEI programs and slash grant
support for academic fields viewed as insufficiently aligned with conservative or market-driven
priorities. But these moves are just the latest phase in a decades-long project to dismantle the
university as a space for progressive thought, critical inquiry, and democratic possibility.
Central to this effort has been the replacement of tenured faculty—who enjoy academic
freedom, job security, and a voice in institutional governance—with precariously employed
adjunct instructors, who are often paid poverty wages, lack benefits, and can be dismissed
without cause. This shift has not only degraded working conditions but has made it far more
difficult for faculty to speak freely, conduct critical research, or mentor students over time—all
of which are essential to the university’s public mission.

In the mid-20th century, a surge in public investment driven by the GI Bill, Pell Grants, and
other federal policies dramatically expanded access to higher education. For the first time,
millions of veterans, low-income students, and first-generation college-goers entered
institutions that had once been the domain of the elite. These investments transformed higher
education into a powerful engine of social mobility, helping to build America’s postwar middle
class, reduce racial and economic inequality, and cultivate a more civically engaged citizenry.
College graduates were significantly more likely to vote, join unions, advocate for civil rights,
and engage in political movements.

On campuses across the country, students and faculty leveraged the protections and resources
of public universities to organize for systemic change. Under the mentorship of
tenure-protected professors, they challenged segregation, opposed the Vietnam War,
demanded ethnic studies programs, and expanded women's and LGBTQ+ rights. These actions
were not just symbolic: They resulted in landmark legislation like the Civil Rights Act, the
creation of public interest law clinics, and the rise of national student advocacy groups. For
many policymakers and business leaders, these mobilizations revealed universities as
dangerously effective incubators of dissent capable of mobilizing broad-based challenges to
both state authority and capitalist interests.
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Over time, neoliberalism emerged as the dominant force reshaping higher education, fusing
market logic with state-backed efforts to suppress dissent. This project targeted universities as
spaces of critical thought and political resistance that threatened prevailing economic and
political hierarchies. State violence against student protestors—most infamously the 1970 Kent
State massacre—revealed just how seriously authorities viewed campus activism as a challenge
to state legitimacy. As neoliberalism gained traction in the late 1970s and 1980s, public
universities came under dual pressure: to align with conservative social values and to adopt
market-based reforms. Ronald Reagan’s 1967 demand to end free tuition at the University of
California signaled the beginning of a broader austerity agenda. Nationally, this took shape
through the shift from grants to student loans, cuts to state appropriations, and the rise of
performance-based funding models that tied public dollars to job placement or graduation
rates. These changes, justified in the language of “efficiency” and “accountability,” reframed
higher education as job training rather than civic development—and paved the way for the
adjunctification and privatization that define the sector today.

Today, under the Trump administration, the neoliberal project has fused even more tightly with
the cultural authoritarianism of Christian nationalism. While early neoliberal reforms focused
on privatizing and marketizing public education, more recent efforts have weaponized state
power to impose ideological conformity. This evolution reflects a decades-long pattern: from
the Reagan-era rollback of free tuition and attacks on campus activism, through Clinton-era
performance-based funding and welfare reform, to the post-9/11 emphasis on national security
and surveillance that further curtailed academic freedom. During the Obama years, austerity
budgets and the promotion of for-profit colleges accelerated the erosion of public investment,
even as conservative media and politicians ramped up attacks on universities as bastions of
“liberal indoctrination.” By 2025, this long-standing convergence has produced a new political
formation—one in which neoliberal economic principles and Christian nationalist cultural
priorities operate in tandem. The result is a university system increasingly governed by private
interests, stripped of tenure protections, and structured to produce compliant labor rather
than critically engaged citizens.

Ultimately, neoliberalism has reshaped higher education by embedding market mechanisms
into its very foundation. By framing education as a private investment rather than a social good,
policymakers have shifted costs onto individuals, promoted unhealthy competition among
institutions, and transformed students into debt-bearing consumers. These changes have
fundamentally altered who has access to higher education, what kind of knowledge is valued,
and what it means to earn a degree. The consequences are far-reaching: Massive student debt,
the adjunctification of faculty, and a widening gap between elite and underfunded institutions
all reflect the long-term effects of applying free-market logic to a sector once rooted in public
investment and collective benefit.

But the damage is not only economic—it is democratic. When universities are treated as
job-training centers, their capacity to cultivate civic responsibility and critical thought is
diminished. In contrast, institutions committed to intellectual exploration and social criticism
equip students with the tools to challenge authoritarianism, confront inequality, and imagine
alternatives to the status quo. College graduates are more likely to vote, organize, volunteer,
and participate in public life precisely because higher education has historically provided space
for critical engagement, interdisciplinary thinking, and political activism. These democratic
functions are not incidental; they are central to the university’s public mission.
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The fight to reclaim higher education must therefore begin with a direct challenge to
adjunctification and a reinvestment in tenure, supported by robust faculty unionization. By
empowering contingent faculty through collective bargaining and organizing wall-to-wall
coalitions, universities can resist the imposition of precarious labor models and reaffirm their
role as spaces for democratic inquiry, social progress, and transformative education. Rebuilding
this foundation is not just about improving working conditions—it is about restoring the
university as a vital institution for civic life and collective liberation.

Background

Neoliberals have long believed that capitalism and free markets are the foundational
components of every institution, including education. Viewing higher education through the
lens of market efficiency and individual consumer choice, neoliberal thinkers increasingly
pushed the idea that a college degree was not a public good, but rather a private
commodity—one whose value should be determined by supply and demand. This shift in
perspective fundamentally altered the landscape of American higher education, particularly in
how it was funded and who had access to it.

One of the earliest and most consequential manifestations of this ideology was the
restructuring of federal financial aid. Throughout the mid-20th century, higher education was
largely seen as a public investment, with initiatives like the GI Bill (1944) and the Higher
Education Act (1965) expanding grants and subsidies to make college more accessible. However,
as neoliberal policies gained traction in the 1980s and 1990s, federal and state support for
public universities waned. Policymakers, influenced by figures like Milton Friedman, argued
that students should “invest” in their own education rather than rely on taxpayer dollars. The
result was a shift away from need-based grants toward student loans, effectively treating higher
education as a private good rather than a public right.

The most visible consequence of this market-driven approach was the explosion of student
loan debt. As tuition costs soared due to declining public investment, students were
increasingly expected to take on debt to finance their education. The 2005 Bankruptcy Abuse
Prevention and Consumer Protection Act, which made it nearly impossible to discharge student
loan debt in bankruptcy, further cemented the neoliberal model, ensuring that individuals,
rather than institutions or the state, bore the financial burden of higher education. This
approach mirrored neoliberal policies in other sectors, where deregulation and privatization
transferred risk from governments and corporations to individuals.

Neoliberalism’s influence extended beyond financing to the very structure of higher education
institutions. As public universities and colleges embraced market logic, they increasingly
operated like corporations—prioritizing revenue generation, administrative expansion, and
branding over the traditional mission of education. The expansion of college sports as a
marketing tool, the proliferation of adjunct faculty hired on precarious contracts, and the
emphasis on STEM fields over the humanities all reflect a market-driven approach that values
short-term economic returns over broad-based education. Policies promoting
performance-based funding, which tie public subsidies to graduation rates and job placement
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statistics, further underscore the neoliberal impulse to reduce education to a transactional,
consumer-based model.

Neoconservatives, however, cared not for markets or institutions. Rather, neoconservatism was
constructed on opposing “wokeness” on the left and instead hearkening back to a nostalgic
view of American culture and society. They felt that protecting the Protestant-Christian moral
order should be the government's primary role and, unlike many other types of conservatives,
encouraged government intervention when it served this purpose. Unlike other strands of
conservatism that favor limited government, neoconservatives have actively sought to use state
power to shape societal values and reinforce what they see as traditional American morality.

Neoconservatives have long insisted on the government’s role in shaping the content taught in
public higher education, asserting that universities should serve as vehicles for inculcating
Protestant-Christian values. This perspective was visibly advanced by Ronald Reagan, who
leveraged unrest at the University of California (UC) to bolster his 1966 gubernatorial campaign,
demanding legislative investigations into supposed communism and sexual misconduct at UC
Berkeley and labeling protestors “hippies, radicals, and filthy speech advocates.” Once in office,
he called for an end to free tuition, proposing annual 20 percent across-the-board funding
reductions, slashing construction budgets, orchestrating the firing of UC President Clark Kerr,
and declaring that the state “should not subsidize intellectual curiosity” (Clabaugh 2004).

Over the following decades, the political climate intensified as conservatives continued to
exploit both fiscal and cultural arguments against higher education. During the “culture wars”
of the 1980s and 1990s, debates over perceived permissiveness and secularism on college
campuses intertwined with calls to reduce “excess” government funding, amplifying Ronald
Reagan’s earlier message that higher education should be more tightly controlled and less
publicly supported. This trajectory set the stage for what Wendy Brown (2006) describes as an
“unholy alliance” between neoliberalism—a market-political rationality prioritizing privatization
and competition—and neoconservatism—a moral-political rationality committed to enforcing a
rigid cultural order. By 2025, under the second Trump administration, these merged ideologies
have shaped policies aimed at dismantling core tenets of public higher education: undermining
academic freedom, restructuring funding mechanisms to favor market-driven models, and
exacerbating the adjunctification crisis.

As public funding declined and neoliberal logic transformed higher education into a
transactional, market-driven enterprise, faculty increasingly turned to unionization to counter
the destabilization of their profession. Since 1976, the number of faculty bargaining units has
more than tripled, with non-tenure-track faculty comprising 83.4 percent of new union
members since 2012 (Schlaerth 2021). Higher education unionization has skyrocketed in recent
years, largely due to the poor working conditions and unstable futures non-tenure track
employees experience.
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Policy Analysis

The long-standing conservative project to dismantle higher education as a bastion of
progressive intellectualism has culminated in a strategic attack on tenure and the rise of
adjunctification. This shift was not simply an economic consequence of austerity or shifting
budget priorities—it was an intentional restructuring of academia to undermine the power of
faculty, curtail academic freedom, and neutralize universities as centers of liberal and leftist
thought. By replacing tenured faculty with precarious adjunct labor, the
neoliberal-neoconservative alliance has successfully transformed higher education into a site of
economic instability and ideological repression.

Tenure has long been the foundation of academic freedom, protecting scholars from political
retaliation and allowing them to pursue research and teaching that challenge dominant power
structures. Recognizing the threat that tenured faculty posed to their ideological project,
conservative policymakers systematically worked to dismantle tenure through legislative and
financial means. In 2023 and 2024, at least 10 states have pushed legislation that would weaken
or eliminate tenure in public colleges and universities (Quinn 2024).

One of the most insidious ways in which higher education has been restructured to facilitate
these attacks is through the degradation of governance structures. State postsecondary
governance systems, which were historically designed to ensure that public higher education
served the public interest, have been systematically weakened to allow for greater privatization
and profit-driven decision-making (Olssen and Peters 2005). Governance models that once
emphasized institutional autonomy and faculty participation have been eroded in favor of
centralized administrative control, paving the way for policies that prioritize efficiency and
marketability over academic integrity and public service.

As noted in the Education Commission of the States’ analysis, state governance systems vary
widely, but a general trend has emerged in which state coordinating boards, governing boards,
and administrative agencies have been restructured to reduce faculty influence and increase
the power of politically appointed administrators and corporate-backed policymakers. Many
states have shifted from shared governance models—where faculty, staff, and administrators
collaboratively shape institutional policy—to models that give overwhelming authority to
boards composed of political appointees with corporate ties (Schmidtlein and Berdahl 2005).

A striking example of higher education's corporatization unfolded in Oregon, where powerful
business interests reshaped university governance to serve private agendas. In 2012, a Political
Action Committee (PAC) named Oregonians For Higher Education Excellence was established
by Columbia Sportswear CEO Tim Boyle, with contributions from notable figures including Nike
founder Phil Knight, University of Oregon donor Patrick Kilkenny, and Boyle himself. By May
2012, the PAC had raised over $320,000 to advocate for greater autonomy for Oregon's public
universities. This campaign culminated in the Oregon Legislature’s passage of Senate Bill 270 in
2013, mandating the creation of local governing boards for the state’s three largest institutions.
Consequently, in 2014, the University of Oregon transitioned to an independent public body
governed by its own Board of Trustees. Currently, Tim Boyle and Phil Knight sit on the
University of Oregon’s board. Since then, both Nike and Columbia Sportswear have profited
immensely from lucrative athletic and apparel contracts (Hunt 2018). The result has been a
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university increasingly beholden to private interests, where decisions about academic
programs, labor policy, and institutional priorities are made by a board with deep corporate ties
and little public accountability—further marginalizing faculty voice and student needs.

The restructuring of governance models similarly reflects the alliance’s broader strategy. By
centralizing power in corporate-backed governing boards and reducing faculty influence,
university decision-making increasingly reflects short-term market priorities and ideological
agendas rather than public service or academic integrity. This shift has left universities more
susceptible to conservative lawmakers’ demands for ideological conformity, particularly
regarding DEI programs, climate science, and social justice curricula. The dismantling of
governance structures has also undermined transparency, as many boards operate with
minimal public oversight, further facilitating market-driven decision-making at the expense of
students and faculty.

The dismantling of tenure reflects a deliberate convergence of neoliberal and neoconservative
interests. Neoliberals justified the replacement of stable, tenure-track positions with
precarious adjunct labor under the language of cost-cutting and efficiency. At the same time,
neoconservatives understood that undermining tenure would weaken universities’ ability to
foster intellectual dissent and resist ideological control. This two-pronged attack has resulted
in a faculty workforce that is fragmented, insecure, and less equipped to challenge
administrative overreach or political interference.

More than 70 percent of university faculty are adjuncts, a dramatic reversal from the mid-20th
century when tenured professors made up the majority of instructional staff (Curtis 2014). This
transformation has not only degraded working conditions for faculty but also severely impacted
the quality of education. Adjuncts, who are paid poverty wages and often lack access to office
space or research funding, are unable to provide the same level of mentorship, academic rigor,
or institutional continuity as their tenured counterparts. Just as importantly, they lack the job
protections that tenure affords. While dismissal of a tenured faculty member typically requires
formal charges, due process, and the involvement of faculty review committees, adjuncts can
often be dismissed without cause at the end of a term—sometimes at the sole discretion of
department chairs or administrators. This vulnerability makes contingent faculty particularly
susceptible to political interference, chilling critical scholarship and classroom discussions on
topics deemed controversial. The erosion of tenure has also made it easier for university
administrations to align curriculum with market demands rather than intellectual inquiry,
prioritizing corporate partnerships and vocational training over the humanities and social
sciences, where critical analysis of power structures thrives (Currie and Newson 1998).

The systematic adjunctification of faculty is not an unfortunate byproduct of budgetary
constraints—it is a deliberate restructuring of higher education to serve conservative political
and economic interests. The combination of tenure’s destruction and the rise of adjunct labor
has resulted in an academic workforce that is overworked, underpaid, and too insecure to
challenge the status quo. This has harmed scholarly research and classroom discourse, as
faculty members fear that discussing controversial issues—whether it be racial justice, gender
identity, or economic inequality—could result in non-renewal of their contracts or political
retribution (Schlaerth 2021).
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At the federal level, the Trump administration’s second term has intensified this campaign by
leveraging funding mechanisms to force universities into compliance. By tying federal research
grants and financial aid eligibility to ideological mandates—such as requirements that
universities eliminate “woke” curricula or remove faculty accused of “leftist indoctrination”—the
administration has effectively created a chilling effect, discouraging institutions from defending
tenure or resisting political intervention.

The Trump administration’s continued assault on higher education has solidified this
transformation. With the Department of Education’s budget reallocated to expand for-profit
colleges, state legislatures given free rein to dictate university curricula, and
performance-based funding models ensuring that institutions prioritize short-term economic
outputs over critical inquiry, the conservative project to dismantle the academy has largely
succeeded. Higher education, once a breeding ground for progressive activism and intellectual
dissent, is increasingly being transformed into a corporate training ground where students are
conditioned for economic productivity rather than political engagement (Olssen and Peters
2005).

The adjunctification crisis is the crowning achievement of the neoliberal-neoconservative war
on higher education. By ensuring that faculty remain disposable, politically vulnerable, and
economically insecure, conservatives have effectively neutralized the university as a site of
opposition. If left unchecked, this transformation will continue to erode not only the integrity
of higher education but also the broader democratic fabric of American society, as the next
generation of students will be denied the critical thinking skills necessary to challenge
authoritarianism, inequality, and corporate domination. The fight to reclaim higher education
must therefore begin with a direct challenge to adjunctification and a reinvestment in tenure,
ensuring that universities remain spaces of intellectual freedom, social progress, and political
resistance.

Policy Proposals

Higher education in the United States was once widely recognized as a public good, offering
accessible learning, critical thinking, and social mobility. Over time, however, a trend of
corporate influence and political interference has begun to overshadow these core aims.
Diminished public funding, rising tuition, and the weakening of faculty authority have made
institutions more vulnerable to market pressures. If left unchecked, these developments risk
transforming universities into job-training centers primarily catering to private or elite
interests.

One of the most urgent steps in reversing the corporatization of higher education is the
establishment of locally elected boards to govern public universities and colleges. The authority
to set tuition rates, determine salary schedules, and shape institutional priorities should not
reside with gubernatorial appointees or donor-influenced trustees, but rather with
representatives who are directly accountable to the public. By empowering local constituencies
to choose board members, states can ensure that universities pursue outcomes aligned with
student success, fair employment practices, and community engagement rather than top-down
mandates serving private or political interests.
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A democratic governance model also fosters a more favorable environment for union
power-building at the local level. When governance bodies are elected rather than appointed,
faculty unions gain more direct channels to influence policy decisions, negotiate improvements
in working conditions, and protect academic freedom. In particular, adjunct faculty—who make
up a growing share of the academic labor force—stand to benefit from more coordinated and
empowered union representation. By anchoring union efforts in local constituencies, and by
extending collective bargaining rights to all categories of faculty, public institutions can reduce
dependence on precarious contracts while promoting stable, tenure-track positions that
sustain high-quality teaching and research. This approach effectively counterbalances the
corporate model that has taken root in higher education, reinforcing a collective commitment
to accessible learning and socially responsive scholarship.

In order to take steps towards democratized governance, however, faculty unions must
continue to expand and build power. Non-tenure-track faculty have relied on unions to address
the crippling insecurity of part-time appointments. Yet in states where collective bargaining
remains illegal for public employees, formal structures alone have proved insufficient, pushing
organizers to adopt a more comprehensive, “wall-to-wall” approach—one in which all
categories of campus workers, from adjuncts and graduate instructors to custodial staff and
academic advisors, are organized into a single, unified union. This model rejects the traditional
siloing of faculty from other university labor and instead builds cross-campus solidarity to
increase bargaining power and resist top-down, corporatized decision-making.

Expanding faculty unionization is crucial not only for improving working conditions but also for
resisting the dual threats posed by neoliberal austerity and neoconservative ideological control.
Neoliberal policymakers have relied on economic precarity to weaken faculty’s power to
organize, while neoconservatives have sought to marginalize progressive academics through
tenure attacks and ideological purges. Robust faculty unions can push back against both forces
by securing stable appointments, defending academic freedom, and ensuring universities retain
their role as spaces for critical thought and social change.

Faculty unionization has indeed emerged as the most significant counterforce to
adjunctification and corporatization in higher education. According to the National Center for
the Study of Collective Bargaining in Higher Education and the Professions, there were just 218
faculty bargaining units in 1976, a figure that rose to 775 by 2024. A key factor in this growth has
been an influx of non-tenure-track faculty, who have found unionization to be a powerful tool
against insecure appointments and inadequate pay (Herbert, Apkaria, and van der Naald 2024).
Despite this progress, unions continue to face formidable challenges in states where collective
bargaining is illegal for public employees. Organizers in these regions often resort to
wall-to-wall organizing and even illegal strikes, echoing the strategy employed during the 2018
and 2019 statewide public school worker strikes in West Virginia. There, teachers, bus drivers,
and other education workers—lacking formal bargaining rights—nonetheless united to shut
down every public school, forcing legislators to halt proposed health coverage cuts and grant
pay raises (Quinn 2023). Even though their strike was technically illegal, the sheer number of
workers participating made legal action against them unfeasible, illustrating the potent
influence of collective action in higher education and beyond.

This proposal calls on higher education unions and advocacy groups to expand beyond
traditional bargaining units and build broad coalitions that encompass multiple classifications
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of university workers—mirroring the successful tactics employed by K-12 educators during the
2018 and 2019 strikes in West Virginia (Quinn 2023). In those strikes, a massive coalition of
teachers, bus drivers, and support staff, who themselves lacked formal collective bargaining
rights, effectively closed all public schools statewide, compelling policymakers to address
health coverage cuts and grant pay raises. Their victory illustrates that even illegal strikes can
shape policy when organizers achieve critical mass and mobilize sustained community support.

Encouraging the same scrappy, grassroots model in higher education would require unions to
coordinate campaigns across departmental lines and job categories, engage alumni and local
communities in efforts to reduce adjunct reliance, and disseminate a clear, values-based
message that resonates with campus workers and the public. By embracing wall-to-wall
organizing, higher education workers would stand on firmer ground to negotiate for stable
contracts, fair wages, and equitable policies that foster genuinely accessible and rigorous public
universities. This shift would ensure that the recent surge in unionization results not merely in
more bargaining units but also in powerful collective movements capable of confronting the
entrenched forces of corporatization in higher education.

By granting citizens a voice in higher education governance, states can reorient universities
and colleges toward outcomes centered on student learning, community engagement, and fair
employment practices. Such reorientation would counterbalance the corporatized model that
has come to dominate higher education, thereby reducing reliance on contingent labor and
reinforcing a shared sense of collective responsibility.

Conclusion

The assault on public higher education has been defined by a powerful and coordinated alliance
between neoliberal and neoconservative forces. Neoliberals pursued austerity-driven
cost-cutting strategies that shrank public funding, transferred costs onto students, and
entrenched adjunctification, while neoconservatives exploited cultural anxieties to attack
curricula, purge progressive faculty, and weaken academic freedom. These parallel strategies
have fundamentally restructured higher education, transforming universities from spaces of
intellectual exploration into instruments of workforce development and ideological conformity.

At the heart of the strategy to reverse this trend is faculty unionization, which has proven to be
the most effective counterforce to adjunctification and corporatization. By organizing across
classifications—tenured, tenure-track, adjuncts, and graduate workers—faculty unions have
successfully pushed back against exploitative contracts, defended academic freedom, and
resisted political interference. Expanding this wall-to-wall model is essential to building the
power needed to secure stable employment, fair wages, and a robust commitment to inclusive
education.

Equally critical is the creation of democratically elected university governance boards that
prioritize student success, faculty stability, and community engagement. By replacing politically
appointed trustees—who often prioritize corporate interests—with boards accountable to local
constituencies, states can reorient universities toward serving the public good. Empowering
faculty, staff, and students through governance reforms will ensure that academic priorities are
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shaped by those most invested in higher education’s success—not by donors or ideologically
motivated politicians.

These structural changes are vital not only to restoring job security for faculty but also to
preserving the broader democratic function of public universities. Higher education is uniquely
positioned to cultivate informed citizens, promote social mobility, and provide a platform for
meaningful cross-class interaction. College graduates are more likely to vote, participate in
civic life, and challenge systems of inequality—outcomes that conservative policymakers have
actively sought to undermine. By shrinking access to higher education, dismantling tenure, and
undermining faculty power, this ideological project threatens to weaken democratic
participation itself.

The stakes are clear: If higher education is allowed to become a corporate training
ground—dominated by contingent labor, political censorship, and workforce-focused
curricula—it will no longer serve as a space where critical thinking flourishes or social
movements gain traction. The fight to reclaim higher education is therefore a fight to protect
the foundations of democracy itself.

To achieve this, faculty unions, students, and community allies must expand their organizing
efforts, embrace coalitions that unite campus workers across job classifications, and demand
governance structures that prioritize public accountability over corporate influence. By
pursuing these reforms with resolve, public universities can once again serve as engines of
social progress, economic equity, and intellectual exploration—an essential foundation for a
more just and democratic society.
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Restoring Democratic Values Eroded by
Immigration Enforcement in Maverick County,
Texas

By Karyme Flores

Introduction

In recent years Maverick County, a moderately populated county on the Texas-Mexico border
with a large immigrant community, has been at the center of a news frenzy and political battle
following the state’s adoption of Operation Lone Star (OLS). OLS became law in Texas in March
of 2021, aiming to increase security at the US-Mexico border through a state-run immigration
enforcement program. The Texas legislature has allocated $11.2 billion of the state budget to
OLS, including diverting $359.6 million from state prisons (Serrano 2024a). By increasing the
presence of law enforcement officers—some of whom are brought in from other states and
include the National Guard—and limiting access to public recreation areas such as Shelby Park
and the Rio Grande River, the program has completely altered the lives of those in Maverick
County. OLS turned a once-vibrant community defined by its strong social cohesion and
connection to Mexican culture into a military zone that disrupts the daily life of residents,
generates government distrust among the public, and severely erodes the social and communal
fabric of Maverick County.

Texas’s intense border security efforts are accelerating the quality-of-life crisis that austerity
and neoliberalism has already brought onto communities like Maverick County. More and more
Americans are living paycheck to paycheck while the government diverts state funds out of
public resources and into private businesses. This pro-corporate, anti-public governance style
negatively impacts our collective psychological well-being, leading to a rise in loneliness and
isolation (HHS 2023) and engendering a mass sense of longing for a different way of being. This
concept is examined in The Cultural Contradictions of Neoliberalism by Shahrzad Shams,
Deepak Bhargava, and Harry W. Hanbury (2024). Their report examines the effects of
neoliberalism as both a policy and cultural project, highlighting the order’s increasingly
unsatisfying effects, which trigger a host of unwelcome effects on the nation’s psyche.
Ultimately, the authors note the dearth of effort from the Left to both deliver functional policy
solutions that address the longing for a different order, and to meet that longing on the cultural
terrain—a terrain currently dominated by the Right. Maverick County exemplifies the cultural
disconnect between communities and their lawmakers. Predating OLS, Maverick County has
been situated in a neoliberal reality reflected by little to no social mobility.

The sociopsychological issues within Maverick County offer a case study in this concept of
societal longing. Our neoliberal system isolates and disproportionately affects people of color
(Hamilton 2019), who make up 94 percent of Maverick County’s population (US Census Bureau
n.d.). It also centers the importance of money and hard work, reinforcing the “pull yourself up
by your bootstraps” rhetoric common among immigrant communities, who make up over half of
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this county’s population. The negative cultural impacts of these dimensions of neoliberalism are
evident in excessive alcohol use (Landa 2012) and steadily increasing suicide rates (Landa 2016),
as well as an uptick in reliance on local domestic violence shelters (Jiménez 2024), which can be
linked over time to economic downturns. For example, the 2008 financial crisis in the US
increased domestic violence toward women (Nikos-Rose 2020). These trends paint a picture of
a looming mental health crisis indicative of a disintegration of the social and communal fabric in
Maverick County.

These structural and emotional burdens do not exist in a vacuum,; they shape how communities
engage with political life. As economic hardships brought on by neoliberalism increase in
Maverick County, addressing social and cultural needs is vital. The Latino community continues
to prove its importance as a dynamic voting bloc that can help raise the political stakes for
progressives in Texas. Most importantly, over the past two presidential election cycles,
historically left-leaning towns across the Texas-Mexico border, including Maverick County,
have become battleground counties due to increasing support for President Donald Trump and
the broader conservative movement. By focusing on immigration in Texas, right-wing
movements have created the illusion of a looming societal threat in order to implement
makeshift “solutions” that offer a false sense of security, like OLS. By blaming economic
problems on immigrants, these makeshift solutions ultimately garner more support for
right-wing ideology and politicians. Maverick County is entering the eye of a hurricane of
political theater and right-wing fear-mongering, with the Right focusing on anti-immigration
laws while the local community suffers and grows increasingly despairing.

The key to promoting progressive values in the region is to invest in community-based civic
education, public discourse spaces, and accessible voter information. Interacting with
government resources, through public libraries and government-funded educational programs,
allows people to see a connection between the government and their own lives. Within
Maverick County, these programs are a lifeline to the community and are a direct example of
the importance and effectiveness of public investment. To restore the communal and social
bonds in Maverick County, public spaces and education are critical, as they serve as great
equalizers and provide both the tools and outlets for engaging in political discourse and the
democratic process. Strengthening public institutions, such as public libraries, can be an
important tool for fighting despair and developing communal connections or group
attachments that both satisfy longing for community and develop a countercultural response to
growing far-right support. Utilizing community spaces and public education programs will
empower the Maverick County community and increase a sense of belonging while
simultaneously increasing civic engagement and uplifting progressive values in Texas.

Background

Demographics of Maverick County

Maverick County is home to a large immigrant community and Texas Fronterizo culture.
Located in Southwest Texas, just two hours from San Antonio and bordering Piedras Negras,
Coahuila, the US Census estimated that in 2023, 57,762 people lived in Maverick County, 94
percent of whom were Latino. In Eagle Pass, the largest city in Maverick County, approximately
30 percent of residents, or about 8,485 people, are foreign-born. In combination with ethnic
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demographics, this suggests that a large proportion, if not all, residents in Eagle Pass are
descendants of immigrants (US Census Bureau n.d.). Local ties to the immigrant community are
also evident in the high number of bilingual and ESL students (TEPR 2024), along with a
significant number of border crossings to Mexico.

Beyond its historic ties to Mexican immigrants, recent reports of migrant arrivals in Maverick
County have increased significantly, with about 4,000 daily migrant crossings and spikes of over
190,000 a month (Montoya-Galvez 2024). More than half of the population is employed,
including over 58 percent of those 16 years and older who are currently active in the workforce.
The primary industries in Maverick County are education, health care, construction, and food
service—all labor-intensive and physically demanding industries. Despite substantial working
trends in Maverick County, the average yearly income of residents is just $51,270—$30,000 less
than the national average. Maverick County’s average annual income is also well below the
average yearly cost of living in Eagle Pass. It is unsurprising, then, that the US Census reports
that 22 percent of Maverick County residents live in poverty and 26 percent lack proper health
insurance (US Census Bureau n.d.).

Reflecting on an interview with Maverick County community members, Briana Venegas, a
former staffer at United Medical Center in Eagle Pass, shares,

Working in a clinic with a patient demographic that was mainly Hispanic and Latino,
most if not all of these patients paid in cash and only visited the clinic for vaccinations or
OB-GYN appointments so they could deliver here. Since most people in Eagle Pass earn
less than those in other cities, most patients relied on Medicaid /Medicare or the clinic’s
state-funded discount.

As an economically marginalized community, Maverick County has a greater reliance on public
resources, evidenced by the high use of SNAP benefits (Texas Health and Human Services
Commission n.d.), high Medicaid enrollment (Center for Children and Families n.d.), and the
growing participation in public education initiatives. Compared to nearby counties with similar
demographics, including Uvalde, Val Verde, and Atascosa, Maverick County leads by an average
of over 3,000 SNAP cases every month (Texas Health and Human Services Commission n.d.).

State of Civics in Maverick County

Voting trends within Maverick County largely align with national statistics. In 2024, there were
35,947 registered voters in Maverick County, and voter turnout in that year’s election totaled
16,127, marking a historic increase for the county (Texas Secretary of State n.d.). Still, 41 percent
of the county remains unregistered. While the most recent presidential election shows an
increase in voter turnout, voter turnout in past presidential elections and other state or local
elections is typically much lower, decreasing by at least one-third for midterm elections (Texas
Secretary of State n.d.). These patterns highlight persistently low civic engagement overall,
particularly in non-presidential election years, and suggest the majority of the population has
limited engagement with politics.

The most significant development of the 2024 presidential elections was Maverick County’s
historic shift away from the Democratic Party, with a majority of voters instead opting for the
Republican presidential candidate for the first time since 1928 with the election of President
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Herbert Hoover (Korte 2024). Maverick County has not only long supported Democratic
candidates in previous elections, it has an extensive history with the Texas Chicano movement
for the rights of Mexican-Americans. The growth of far-right conservative values in Maverick
County signals a transformation of the political landscape and partisan affiliation of the Latino
community.

Shams, Bhargava, and Hanbury (2024) argue right-wing movements have effectively tapped into
feelings of dissatisfaction and isolation by offering a sense of security, belonging, and
recognition—elements that progressive movements have struggled to provide at a comparable
scale. But progressives can’t disregard these communities just because they are taking a
rightward turn. In fact, half of the county’s population is unengaged or not registered to vote
and has prior investments in progressive movements. Therefore it is imperative to invest in
Maverick County by expanding culturally competent civic education, building long-term
grassroots infrastructure, and creating consistent spaces for political engagement that center
the needs and values of the community. Maverick County’s most recent election results do not
permanently lock the county in as a conservative stronghold precisely because a large portion
of the population is not plugged into politics. These voters remain untapped because Maverick
County lacks the political, electoral, and communal infrastructure necessary for the public to
efficiently translate their ideals into political participation.

Reliance on Public Resources

The Eagle Pass Public Library (EPPL) was established in the late 1930s, originally housing just
7,000 books. Today, the library is one of the most important buildings in Eagle Pass, serving not
only its own city but much of the surrounding area—up to 48,650 people annually. The EPPL
also hosts extensive community programming, from summer reading programs to career fairs.

The importance of the public library in Eagle Pass is further emphasized by its unique
placement in the center of the city. The library is an important structure in Maverick County,
pictured on official city postcards and acting as the primary source for accessing a large variety
of literature. It largely serves toddlers and elementary school students with their families, along
with older community members who attend the library for classes like knitting and sewing. The
EPPL also facilitates monthly community discussions aimed at connecting community members
with local resources. The library is often a point of pride for Maverick County residents, serving
to promote local artists and authors and acting as a first step to finding help.

In 2020, during a high point of the COVID-19 pandemic, many public libraries throughout Texas
stayed open, particularly those in Southwest Texas, as local governments and communities
considered the services offered by these libraries to be essential (Du 2022). Public libraries in
Texas, such as the EPPL, also play an important role in providing access to civic and voter
information, particularly in rural and South Texas communities. The Houston Public Library
System provides language and citizenship classes that emphasize civic education by preparing
participants for life beyond the citizenship exam. Other public libraries in Texas cities such as
Dallas and Austin offer programs focused on voting or civic engagement. In Maverick County,
the EPPL is a community cornerstone, as community traditions are often centered around its
events and gatherings, with many celebrations and activities taking place in or near the library.
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Other community organizations also provide essential resources throughout Maverick County.
For example, the Eagle Pass Health Coalition and the Southwest Border Area Health Education
Center both focus on health initiatives, providing community members with health education,
free medical screenings, and mindfulness and wellness trainings. The Maverick County Hospital
District also offers free preventive care and screening services.

Policy Analysis

“Linked fate” is a social identity theory within the field of political science that refers to a form
of group attachment that motivates social and political behaviors. This is based on the belief
that an individual’s well-being is tied to the well-being of their broader racial or social group.
This perception of shared outcomes often motivates collective social and political behaviors.
Political scientist Michael C. Dawson coined the term in his 1994 publication Behind the Mule:
Race and Class in African-American Politics. Dawson theorized that group identity or
attachment guides the political support or motivation of Black Americans. His theory of linked
fate has been expanded and applied to women and other minority groups, consistently showing
a positive relationship between group identity and increased political behavior and support for
progressive causes (Kretschmer, Stout, and Ruppanner 2023).

Maverick County epitomizes this idea of linked fate, as a majority Latino and immigrant
community tied together by their shared experiences of marginalization, economic hardship,
and cultural identity. In the past, a sense of collective identity thrived throughout Maverick
County, fueling support for Democratic candidates and progressive causes. The recent electoral
shift is indicative of a growing community disconnect and fragmentation in shared political
identity, as economic struggle, cultural alienation, and targeted conservative campaigns are
furthered through far-right policies such as OLS. Neoliberal policies and social isolation have
eroded the sense of connection, which is clear in the country’s political outcomes.

Since its inception in 2021, OLS efforts have only intensified, while the initiative remains highly
contentious throughout the community. As Alejandro Serrano (2024b) writes in the Texas
Tribune,

People in the city of about 30,000 have mixed feelings about being surrounded by
troops. Some agree with the state’s Republican leaders that the armed forces, mostly
standing at the edge of the river staring at Mexico, are needed to keep migrants from
entering the country. Others see it as an unwanted invasion of their tight-knit
community by the state.

Local advocacy groups, like the Eagle Pass Border Coalition and the Border Network for Human
Rights, have led the opposition to OLS, but the increased security is primarily viewed as a
benefit to the community by local law enforcement (Barbaro 2023).

The state of Texas has trapped Maverick County in an ouroboros of self-destruction,
manufacturing a crisis to divert funding from public resources to military operations. As a
result, residents are forced to depend on the very system that oppresses them for employment.
The influx of National Guard members from around the state and country has actually
increased tourism and economic development, as officers are housed in local hotels and spend
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money in the local economy. As a community organizer and director of the Frontera Federation
Amerika Garcia Gerwal, asserts,

The taxpayer dollars and government investments that go into Operation Lone Star
don't help Maverick County. Instead of pouring money into wasteful programs that
militarize our community, we should revitalize the border by putting those dollars where
they’ll make a real difference. We need hospitals that save lives, schools that prepare our
kids for the future, libraries that bring people together, and mass transit that connects
our communities.

In The Cultural Contradictions of Neoliberalism, the authors posit that the cultural harm
inflicted by neoliberalism has five main characteristics (Shams. Bhargava. and Hanbury 2024).

A growing sense of detachment and isolation

Real and manufactured insecurity and fear

Powerlessness and a lack of control or agency over one’s life

A thirst for clear and digestible explanations for our rapidly changing world and failing
institutions

5. Adesire to feel pleasure in a life that has come to regularly make us feel bad

L

OLS directly escalates the harms of our neoliberal reality in each of these five realms.

1. Detachment and Isolation

Enforcement of OLS has resulted in the closure of two recreational spaces: Shelby Park and the
Rio Grande Boat Ramp (Serrano 2024c). Shelby Park, situated in the middle of Maverick County,
has served as a communal hotspot for years for community events, concerts, Fourth of July
fireworks, and Little League soccer games. The park was closed in early 2023 and briefly
reopened that summer due to community pushback, but was ultimately shut down again and
permanently closed to the public. The closure of Shelby Park has also led to the only public boat
ramp in Maverick County, the Rio Grande Boat Ramp, becoming inaccessible, cutting off the
public from engaging in recreational activities like fishing, swimming, and kayaking.

A once vibrant park filled with playing children and community events, Shelby Park was
effectively turned into a military zone. The only trace of the park’s vibrant and communal
history remains in the stacked-up dugouts and subtle clay color of the dirt from the park’s
original baseball fields. Describing the atmosphere in Eagle Pass related to the park closure,
Jessie Fuentes said to the Texas Tribune, “We lost, but you know what, we fought. Here we are
again, defending our park of 47 acres. Our park, where our kids play soccer, where we fish, and
where we go to the river. We can no longer do any of those things” The closure of Shelby Park
is an example of the increasing isolation in Maverick County and is a direct attack on
community structures. State and local governments cited migrant crossings for the closure.
The Texas government used the closure of Shelby Park as a tool to further deconstruct
community bonds and promote neoliberal ideals.
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2. Manufactured Threats

In 2023, Texas Governor Greg Abbott visited the Manhattan Institute to speak about the border,
saying, “We as a nation are facing an extraordinary challenge, quite literally a national crisis”
(Office of the Texas Governor 2023). The Texas governor had begun to implement more
tough-on-immigration rhetoric in 2021 following an increase in migrant entries and ahead of
his 2022 gubernatorial race. Before his tenure as governor, Abbott used his time as Texas
Attorney General to promote migrant-focused laws, such as going after fraudulent immigration
lawyers and employers violating migrant workers' rights (EFlahive 2021).

While immigration continues to be an important issue to voters, especially Latino voters, it is
not a top priority for Latinos in general. Rather, Latino voters’ top issue during the 2024
election mirrored that of other racial groups—the economy, followed by health care, and crime
(Hugo Lopez and Noe-Bustamante 2024). The idea that immigration is a grave political crisis is a
manufactured overstatement, as migration numbers have remained largely consistent with a
steady increase starting in the 1990s (Kramer and Tong 2024). Moreover, migrants are crucial to
the state of Texas, paying over $58 billion in taxes and with a combined spending power of over
S170 billion (AIC 2023). The immigration crisis in the state of Texas is aimed at targeting
communities under the guise of public safety, while ignoring the economic and social realities
on the ground.

While manufacturing immigration threats may be effective for political gain, it significantly
impacts immigrant and mixed-status families through negative health outcomes (Morey 2018;
McKoy 2023) and added mental stress (Jauregui, Joseph, and Krumrei-Mancuso 2021; Roche et
al. 2024). Anti-immigrant rhetoric has been linked to increased familial conflict between parents
and teenagers and to increased negative moods in children. which, if left unaddressed, can lead
to mental health issues in the future (Jauregui, Joseph, and Krumrei-Mancuso 2021). Over time,
this rhetoric produces social consequences that go beyond policy by undermining emotional
well-being and shaping cultural attitudes.

3. Disempowerment

Life as a Latino on the US-Mexico border comes with an inherent loss of power. These
immigrant populations are subjected to intensified surveillance. Law enforcement in Maverick
County and other border communities includes typical law enforcement, such as local police,
county sheriffs, and state Department of Public Safety officers, but also immigration
authorities, like US Customs and Border Protection and Immigration and Customs
Enforcement.

The additional layers of law enforcement in the form of excessive immigration policing
negatively impacts border communities. For example, the ACLU (ACLU Texas 2023) reports that
many border town residents avoid reaching out to law enforcement or health-care
professionals due to fear of interacting with border patrol.

To avoid encountering agents, some residents are less willing to visit essential locations,
access the services they need, or get on the road. When they do encounter agents, it
affects their mental health and ability to provide financially. Border residents need policy
interventions to reduce these harmful encounters.

128

THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://gov.texas.gov/news/post/governor-abbott-spotlights-national-border-crisis-at-manhattan-institute
https://www.npr.org/2021/03/13/976875783/how-texas-gov-abbotts-immigration-rhetoric-flipped
https://www.pewresearch.org/race-and-ethnicity/2024/09/24/in-tight-u-s-presidential-race-latino-voters-preferences-mirror-2020
https://www.pewresearch.org/religion/2024/08/19/global-migration-change-1990-2020/
https://map.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/locations/texas/
https://doi.org/10.2105/ajph.2017.304266
https://www.bu.edu/sph/news/articles/2023/trumps-anti-immigrant-rhetoric-policies-contributed-to-decline-in-healthcare-among-children-of-immigrants/
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.psichi.org/resource/resmgr/journal_2021/26_2_jauregui.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2024.1153
https://doi.org/10.1001/jamapediatrics.2024.1153
https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.psichi.org/resource/resmgr/journal_2021/26_2_jauregui.pdf
https://www.aclutx.org/sites/default/files/harmsofborderpatrol_final_eng.pdf

Moreover, these issues have been exacerbated by the incorporation of out-of-state law
enforcement. Over-policing in border communities leads to a loss of autonomy on the part of
all residents and increases distrust in government.

4. Rapid Institutional Changes

Under Chapter 43 Section 001 of the Texas Constitution, the state’s chief executive officer—the
governor—has the authority to declare a state of emergency for unlawful assembly, clear or
present danger, or a natural or man-made disaster. Governor Abbott declared a state
emergency in 2021 over high migrant crossings and what he described as a lack of action from
the Biden administration (Garcia 2025). He used this state of emergency to implement OLS and
deploy thousands of National Guard troops to the Mexican border. This was an unprecedented
expansion of executive authority in the state of Texas, as immigration policy is largely the
domain of the federal government. The decision bypassed typical legislative processes and
violated the US Constitution, demonstrating the dangers of executive overreach in moments
framed as a crisis. Abbott’s approach to immigration policy, using emergency proclamations and
militarization, exemplifies the consolidation of power under neoliberalism to enforce economic
and racial hierarchies under the facade of swift and effective government intervention.

These rapid changes have generated a desire among Maverick County residents for a clear and
digestible narrative to explain the upheaval theyre experiencing, as reflected by a shift toward
right-wing ideology and tough-on-immigration rhetoric that offers simple explanations and a
sense of order amid perceived chaos. Maverick County and other border communities in Texas
are seeking a cultural response to the daily challenges they face under neoliberalism, which
right-wing movements, and by extension, President Donald Trump, have been able to master.

5.Feeling Bad

Maverick County is dealing with a mental health crisis. Maverick County residents purchase
alcohol at twice the rate of Val Verde County residents, another border community of similar
population size (Landa 2012). Further, US News (n.d.) scored Maverick County 30/100 and
26/100 for health and community vitality respectively, and reported that 17.3 percent of adult
residents in Maverick County experience frequent mental distress. Notably, this figure does not
include those with undiagnosed conditions, which would very likely double this number due to
the lack of access to mental health services in the county. Local public school teacher Alejandra
Martinez noted

Up until a couple of years ago, suicides and domestic violence rarely made the news in
Eagle Pass. They may have been happening, but we didn’t hear about them that much.
These last two years or so, we've had a big uptick in domestic violence and suicides, and
this is directly tied to mental health. Before local organizations got involved, Maverick
County was a desert when it came to mental health help.

The ongoing stressors of surveillance, militarization, and social isolation under our neoliberal
reality are taking a severe toll on community well-being. Neoliberal policies often fail to address
mental health systemically, instead placing responsibility on individuals while defunding or
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neglecting community care infrastructure, deepening cycles of despair and overall negative
feelings.

The five main characteristics of cultural harm inflicted by neoliberalism, as established by
Shams, Bhargava, and Hanbury, ultimately cause individuals to crave parallel emotions, such as
community and belonging, safety, agency and control, understanding, and positive emotions.
Building community is key to restoring linked fate in Maverick County and improving local
democracy while ultimately fighting against neoliberalism. Maverick County is ripe for this kind
of program due to its unique demographics, community reliance on public resources, and the
focus of the OLS program. As previously mentioned, community organizations are already
working to build power and invest in public resources. Building community is key to restoring
linked fate in Maverick County and improving local democracy while ultimately fighting against
neoliberalism.

Policy Proposals

To improve democratic systems and civic engagement in Maverick County, the state of the
community must be improved. The EPPL is already established as an important community
resource and a cornerstone of the culture in Maverick County. Building on this foundation is
important to optimize success. Therefore, this brief proposes an ongoing one-month public
education program in the EPPL to capitalize on the community’s already established
relationship with the library, leading to an increased sense of community, higher levels of civic
engagement, and improvements in overall well-being.

The program’s direct aim is to empower residents with knowledge about civic processes and
their rights while sustaining a place of public discourse and community. By focusing on civic
education, Maverick County residents will develop the skills and knowledge to efficiently
engage in politics. Education is an important aspect of the proposed program, as there is a
connection between increased political participation and political knowledge, specifically
experience-based civic education. When individuals are given firsthand experience with the
political process they are more likely to engage. Group education is effective in communicating
civic knowledge as it helps develop a cognitive understanding of political processes and
institutions, facilitates experience of the democratic process, and provides the setting to apply
real-world context with peers (Deimel et al. 2022). This is of particular priority in Maverick
County, where many current voters ages 18 to 25 are second-generation Americans and lack a
parental figure with experience in the US civic process.

The programs would convene twice a week over a month-long period and be supplemented by
weekly surveys to evaluate engagement and feedback from participants. Meetings would be a
collective effort with the Maverick County elections office, local community college faculty, and
state and local political organizations like MOVE Texas and JOLT Action. Topics covered would
include constitutional rights, elections, government jurisdiction, county budgets, and other
civic or government-centered topics, offered both in English and Spanish. Additional support,
such as childcare provided through the library’s volunteer system and a $200 stipend upon
program completion, would ensure accessibility. For recruitment, the programs will focus on
local citizenship classes, community colleges, and high schools to tap into under-engaged blocs
of voters, such as recently naturalized citizens and second-generation Americans.
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In terms of funding, the program will be financed using public funds diverted from OLS, as
Abbott’s security project has been unsuccessful. Abbott’s administration claims success from
527,000 migrant apprehensions, 49,000 criminal arrests (Mazzuca 2024), and seizures of 505
million lethal doses of fentanyl (Office of the Texas Governor 2024). However, the Texas Tribune
reports that the metrics for reporting these arrests were not solely focused on
immigration-related misconduct but also included cockfighting, sexual assault, and stalking
cases with no relation to the border or immigrants (Kriel et al. 2022).

The state budget is incredibly complicated, and a significant amount of legislation and
government programs rely on the budget for funding and implementation. The Texas legislature
tends to create very conservative budgets by prioritizing hesitancy to spend, and right-wing
lawmakers will cite this hesitancy as a reason to limit social security and social assistance
programs, yet the state actively funnels funds to cover the high costs of OLS.

Eva De Luna Castro, a long-time Texas state budget analyst, explained

Unfortunately, the last few legislative sessions have resulted in the state budget taking on
massive new spending initiatives like Operation Lone Star—now $6.5 billion every two
years—and a cumulative $51 billion in school property tax cuts, with no new state revenue to
sustain these financial obligations. At the same time, local governments have had various
types of revenue “caps” and new mandates imposed on them by legislators, making it more
difficult for local elected officials like mayors, city councilmembers, county commissioners,
and others to respond to community needs.

OLS has hurt Maverick County by taking away essential recreational spaces and creating panic.
OLS has not decreased migrant arrivals in Maverick County; instead, the program has harmed
the community and misused taxpayer money. OLS makes up a significant portion of the Texas
state budget, which could instead be used to invest in social services and community education
in border communities. Reallocating $250,000 from the OLS budget to fund this public
education program would support the program for a year, making a huge community impact
while making an insignificant dent in the OLS funding.

Beyond education, the Maverick County elections office does not have the bandwidth or
resources to provide updated information on election services. Therefore, it is important to use
part of the funding to create a new and more fleshed-out elections website. Currently the
Maverick County elections office shares a website with the entire county and lacks information
such as election results and links to voting resources (e.g., instructions on obtaining mail-in
ballots). This way, the skills learned by residents are supplemented through the county’s
information systems. OLS illustrates how crisis politics and unchecked executive authority can
fast-track harmful policies, bypassing democratic oversight and deepening systemic
inequalities. Undoing these effects requires prioritizing equitable community resources and
providing spaces for open discourse and learning.
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Conclusion

“Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free, the
wretched refuse of your teeming shore. Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to
me, I lift my lamp beside the golden door”

These words by Emma Lazarus are etched on the feet of the Statue of Liberty. At the core of
both Maverick County and American democracy are immigrants, an essential part of our
culture and economy. Immigrant communities are often barred from or unaware of the
resources available to them, and increasingly resorting to right-wing political movements. They
deserve to be supported and not villainized.

One essential way to support immigrants is to provide them with the resources to engage in
our systems of power, through civic and voter education. Our democracy must develop an
education process for new migrants, starting in Maverick County and Texas border
communities, and expanding throughout the country. Maverick County has proven the
importance of investing in Latino communities, who have been a necessary voting bloc for
uplifting progressive political candidates.

To strengthen democratic systems and foster civic engagement in Maverick County, we must
invest in building a stronger, more connected community, starting with leveraging the EPPL for
a transformative one-month public education program that empowers residents with civic
knowledge, supports accessibility, and fosters community and group identity. Investing in
public libraries and public education programs will promote democracy and community while
catalyzing an increase in voting in Maverick County. If we are to live up to the promise etched
on the Statue of Liberty, we must make space for all communities at our borders, but especially
at the ballot box and in the vision we hold for the future of this country.
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Who’s On First? Lessons for Implementing
Ranked-Choice Voting and Making Elections
More Representative

By Zara Chapple

Introduction

Elections are a critical system for accountability. The most significant leverage that ordinary
citizens have over their elected officials is the threat of removing them from office. Most voters
experience two sources of discontent with the current electoral system: dissatisfaction with
the choices presented, and skepticism of whether their vote will matter. This not only dissuades
individuals from voting, but it dissuades them from engaging with electoral politics as a whole.

When people aren’t content with the choices on their ballots, they don’t show up to vote, stop
following the political process, and lose faith in the government. Unfortunately, it seems this
cynicism and alienation are only on the rise. In a 2023 study conducted by the Pew Research
Center, 6 in 10 American adults stated that they have “not too much confidence” to “no
confidence” in the future of the US political system (Pew Research Center 2023). In 2024, both
Kamala Harris and Donald Trump entered the election with favorability among voters at less
than 50 percent (Brenan 2024). Neither candidate faced a competitive primary, and Harris didn't
face one at all. While voters were dissatisfied with their options, they also didn’'t have viable
alternatives (Pew Research Center 2024).

The way elections are structured determines which candidates choose to run for office and
how they run their campaigns. Ranked-choice voting (RCV) encourages a more diverse group of
candidates to run for office. Candidates do not have to worry about taking away votes from
potential allies, and RCV encourages candidates to avoid negative campaigning if they want to
court voters as second-choice candidates.

In this sense, RCV can broaden our political imagination by eliminating the cynicism associated
with winner-takes-all elections. It gives us the freedom to ask ourselves what democracy can
look like when people aren’t constrained by the pressure to vote strategically, and instead can
express their true preferences for who leads them. RCV is a policy that can transform every
other aspect of how people relate to their representatives.

Given these theoretical benefits, why isn't RCV more popular? In November of 2024, ballot
measures to implement RCV failed in every state where the policy was proposed—Colorado,
Idaho, Nevada, and Oregon—and a measure to preemptively ban RCV passed in Missouri (Lopez
2024). Yet RCV was upheld statewide in Alaska and adopted citywide in Washington, DC, as well
as in Oak Park and Peoria, Illinois (Ballotpedia n.d.). On a surface level, these results contradict
dominant assumptions about where and when progressive policies can be adopted: Why are
blue states like Massachusetts and Colorado rejecting RCV, while swing states like Maine and

137

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2023/09/19/americans-dismal-views-of-the-nations-politics/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/650774/favorable-ratings-harris-trump-remain.aspx
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2024/07/11/voters-feelings-about-the-2024-campaign-and-candidates/
https://www.nprillinois.org/2024-11-08/ballot-measures-to-upend-state-election-systems-failed-across-the-country
https://www.nprillinois.org/2024-11-08/ballot-measures-to-upend-state-election-systems-failed-across-the-country

Alaska are embracing it? Why are these policies popular in moderate smaller towns while being
rejected by some liberal big cities like San Francisco?

This brief explores efforts to implement RCV across the country—both its successes and
failures. Successful campaigns to implement RCV have strong messaging, expansive outreach,
and strategic timing, factors which are much more important than initial support for the policy.
Campaigns need to capitalize on political momentum, engage in direct voter outreach and
education efforts, and have a rich understanding of the institutions and political limitations
they face. When RCV policies are implemented to work within the existing local political
landscape, RCV has the ability to improve voters’ sense of representation and their trust in
government.

Background

How Ranked-Choice Voting Works

RCV is an electoral reform that allows voters to rank multiple candidates in order of preference,
rather than selecting a single candidate for a position. In order to determine the winner, ballots
are tallied in multiple rounds. In the first round, votes go to each voter’s first-choice candidate.
If a candidate receives a majority of first-place votes in this round, they win the election. If no
candidate receives a majority of the votes, the candidate with the least amount of votes is
eliminated, but instead of throwing out the votes that the candidate received, each vote is
reallocated to the voter’s second choice. This second round simulates what would happen if a
runoff election were held with only the highest-performing candidates—which is why RCV is
sometimes referred to as “instant runoff voting” What distinguishes RCV from a traditional
runoff election is that the process can be repeated until one candidate receives the majority of
votes, without having to hold multiple elections.

The fact that RCV requires only a single election has both benefits and drawbacks when
compared to runoff elections. First, RCV makes elections cheaper for both the government and
for candidates by reducing the number of election days (Eggers and Bouton 2024). In New York
City, the Independent Budget Office estimates that RCV saves $20 million every time a runoff is
avoided (NYCEDC 2025). Having a single election day can also help with issues of voter turnout,
as runoff elections tend to have lower voter turnout. On the other hand, there are some
benefits to traditional runoff elections: By narrowing down the field to only a handful of viable
candidates, people have more time to learn about each candidate. RCV results also take more
time and effort to verify since there are multiple rounds of tabulation.

History of Alternative Voting Systems in the United States

In the United States, RCV was first implemented in Ashtabula, Ohio in 1915, quickly spreading to
cities across the state including Cleveland, Cincinnati, and Toledo. The policy was subsequently
adopted in several cities across the country from California to Connecticut (RCVRC 2017). In
1936, New York City became the largest city to tackle this type of electoral reform, adopting a
proportional representation system similar to RCV but with multi-member districts. Under this
system, the city saw the election of its first African American and first female councilmembers,
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and third parties such as the American Labor Party and the Communist Party gained more
influence (Ochoa and Cheung 2020). These experiments with proportional representation
highlight how dramatically the bounds of what is politically possible can change even over a
decade-long period—as people use a policy, their opinions can change drastically (Landsman
and Docter 2017).

However, in the 1940s and '50s, cities began moving away from RCV—by the 1960s, 23 out of 24
US cities had repealed RCV (RCVRC 2017). The opposition was led by a combination of
McCarthyists who saw RCV as “communist infiltration” and segregationists who opposed
political integration. In New York City, proportional RCV was ultimately repealed in 1945 due to
backlash from conservatives who feared increased political representation of people of color
and left-leaning ideologies. Groups supporting RCV were unable to work together to defend the
policy, and many switched their attention to addressing more prominent issues of voter
suppression (Ochoa and Cheung 2020).

More recently, RCV has been re-introduced as a solution for the shortcomings of today’s
political system, including a lack of candidates to choose from and increasingly polarized
campaigns. In 2018, Maine became the first state to adopt RCV. By 2023, 50 jurisdictions across
the United States had adopted some form of RCV (Parks 2023), and it seemed like RCV would
only continue to spread across the country. However, in 2024, RCV was rejected in all seven
states where it was on the ballot (although it was approved in Washington, DC) (Lopez 2024).
Post-election analysis from the Institute for Responsive Government (IRG) noted that these
failed initiatives were unclear in their messaging and implementation plans (IRG 2024). If that is
indeed the case, RCV can still be successful with more deliberate campaigning.

Political Parties

While most support for RCV tends to come from Democrats, there is no consensus that RCV
benefits any one particular ideological group. Empirical evidence, however, does suggest that
RCV plays a significant role in which candidates are selected within a given party (Eggers and
Bouton 2024). On the one hand, RCV encourages moderation in messaging, for candidates who
want to win over “second-choice votes.” On the other hand, RCV provides a chance for
candidates to take riskier positions without worrying that they will act as spoiler candidates.
This moderation is explained in theory—candidates who advance due to second-choice votes
are more likely to earn those votes by being “compromise” candidates (Eggers and Bouton
2024). Within party primaries, moderation is not limited to a candidate's ideology and policy
experiences, but also manifests in their campaign outreach and messaging.

Incumbent politicians tend to oppose RCV, regardless of how it aligns with their ideology
because they believe it will jeopardize their shot at reelection—they are unlikely to want to
drastically reform the same system that elected them. Because of this, it can be very difficult to
get electoral reform of any kind passed by legislatures. Unlike many policy changes, the process
of adopting RCV varies by jurisdiction but typically requires a referendum. Typically RCV
appears as a ballot measure rather than being voted on by representatives (Ballotpedia n.d.).
The intricacies of election policy also often involve interpreting vague language in state
charters and constitutions, leaving plenty of room for judicial challenges. This unique process
creates an environment where campaigns to adopt RCV are targeted not only at legislators but
at the general public who must approve it by referendum.
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Candidate Diversity

Candidate choice is also theorized to play a significant role in whether voters will turn out in a
given election. People are hesitant to choose between the lesser of two evils. RCV moves away
from this mentality with significant impacts on both voters and candidates. Voters are more
likely to show up knowing they can vote their conscience, without worrying that their vote will
ultimately not count. As a result, more ideologically diverse candidates are encouraged to enter
the race, knowing that they won't be taking votes away from their preferred second-choice
candidate (Eggers and Bouton 2024). Voters also prefer the tone of campaigns under RCV, citing
less criticism and less negative campaigning.

Most notably, RCV has been proven to increase the number of candidates of color who run and
are elected to office, since candidates do not have to worry about splitting votes within a
constituency (Otis and Laverty 2024). RCV also allows voters to vote for candidates who they
may perceive as “less electable”—a description overwhelmingly attributed to women and people
of color (Rodriguez 2021). After RCV was adopted, New York City saw historically high numbers
of women and people of color elected to the city council (Otis and Laverty 2024). Furthermore,
when RCV was adopted in the Bay Area, candidates of color won 62 percent of races, compared
to 38 percent of races before the switch (FairVote 2018).

However, without proper voter outreach and education, communities of color that have been
neglected by voter outreach efforts are unlikely to be informed of RCV and are thus more likely
to cast bullet ballots, where only a single candidate is ranked (Burnett and Kogan 2014). Notably,
when RCV was implemented for New York City’s 2021 mayoral election, voters from
low-income, majority Black and Latino neighborhoods in the Bronx were far more likely to cast
bullet ballots, despite increases in turnout and RCV utilization in other parts of the city
(Mollenkopf et al. 2021). This disparity was a result of New York City’s Board of Elections
spending more time and effort producing English-language materials and concentrating
outreach efforts in wealthy, white neighborhoods, leaving campaigns to do the heavy lifting of
explaining RCV to voters. Across the board, RCV empirically does not lead to lower voter
turnout from people of color (Dowling et al. 2025).

There are several advantages to an electoral system that produces more candidates from
diverse backgrounds. During campaigns using RCV, candidates that would be pandering to
distinct bases under a winner-takes-all system are incentivized to reach out beyond their usual
coalitions. This means more politicians are building connections with communities that they
otherwise might not go to—and that they have to be responsive to the preferences of those
voters (Otis and Laverty 2024). Having more diverse candidates in the running can also prompt
discourse on ideas that would have otherwise been ignored. For example, in the 2021 New York
City mayoral election, after RCV was adopted, candidates engaged with each other’s less
conventional platforms such as abolishing standardized testing for secondary school
admissions and creating a citywide basic income system (Carman and Wendland 2022;

Mollenkopf et al. 2022).
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Policy Analysis

These findings build on case studies from three states where RCV was on the ballot: Maine,
Alaska, and Massachusetts. Each case study began with analyzing material about these
campaigns including newspaper articles and opinion pieces, cable news coverage and video
interviews, materials published by campaigns, and any relevant state legislation and court
proceedings. After collecting those materials, the author reached out to vocal proponents and
opponents of the policy in each case for open-ended interviews. Three interviews were
conducted with a total of six participants. Interviews lasted one hour each and were conducted
over Zoom.

Maine (2018)

In Maine, third-party candidates have performed historically well, despite starting off with a
winner-takes-all voting system; before implementing RCV, nine out of the past 11 governors
won their elections with fewer than 50 percent of the votes (Santucci 2018). Recognizing the
shortcomings of the current electoral system, RCV was first proposed in the Maine state
legislature in 2001, and bills were introduced in each Legislature from 2003 to 2013 (League of
Women Voters of Maine n.d.). In 2010, the state elected a governor with a meager 39 percent of
the vote, highlighting a dangerous shortcoming of winner-takes-all elections, especially when
there are more than two viable candidates (Marchsteiner and Richie 2010). Following concerns
about the constitutionality of RCV stemming from the legislature, a citizen-initiated proposal
put RCV on the ballot (League of Women Voters of Maine n.d.). The ballot measure, which
would implement RCV in statewide races for congressional primaries and general elections, was
approved by 52 percent in November 2016 (Santucci 2018). On November 6, 2018, Maine became
the first state to use RCV in a federal election.

As the first state to implement RCV in the 21st century, Maine’s success would influence
subsequent campaigns. Since many state and local laws and charters predate the invention of
RCV, it is often ambiguous if it is possible for RCV to be implemented (Santucci 2018). In Maine,
opponents of RCV capitalized on this ambiguity to stall or prevent the implementation of these
policies (Frazier 2019).

Voter education efforts were spearheaded by existing political organizations and included
door-to-door outreach, youth outreach, TV and radio ads, and small group presentations about
the policy (League of Women Voters of Maine n.d.). By forming a coalition of organizations,
advocates for RCV were able to pool resources and reach more people. In an original interview
with the author, a representative of the League of Women Voters of Maine describes their
thought process as: “How can people understand RCV, and can they come to like it?” Now that
RCV has been utilized in a handful of election cycles, voter education on RCV is ongoing but has
largely been incorporated across all types of voter outreach.

Thanks to these outreach efforts, voters picked up the new system with ease. A 2022 poll of
voters in Maine’s second congressional district reported that 82 percent of voters found Maine’s
RCV systems to be “easy” or “very easy” (SurveyUSA 2022). People also recognized that RCV has
changed the culture of campaigns, with candidates embracing cross endorsements and
campaigning beyond their base as a “second choice vote” (Miller 2018; Grimes 2024).
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Despite winning public approval, there have been several organized efforts to repeal RCV,
including a 2018 court case that sought to delay implementation by challenging the
constitutionality of the policy (Frazier 2019). While the policy may not be beloved by all, serious
legal challenges largely ceased following the 2018 lawsuit. However, as of February 2025,
Republicans in Maine’s state legislature has introduced a bill to eliminate RCV statewide,
claiming that it violates the premise of “one person, one vote” (Davis 2025).

Alaska (2020)

Prior to the implementation of RCV, key issues in Alaskan politics included voter apathy and low
turnout, distrust of party heads, and distrust of the two-party system as a whole (Ruskin 2024).
Like Maine, Alaska is a swing state where voters are more likely to be registered as independent
and have less loyalty to either political party (Lee and Lee 2024). The switch to RCV was coupled
with a switch from closed primaries, where candidates, where all candidates are on the same
ballot, regardless of party. In addition to issues of polarization and voter apathy, Alaskans faced
a unique challenge: a state budget crisis. Voters were growing impatient with incumbent
politicians and the push to implement RCV went hand-in-hand with the decision to open state
primaries and enact stricter campaign finance reform (Hillman 2022).

In Alaska’s first ranked-choice election—a special election for the state’s congressional
representative—85 percent of voters found RCV “simple,” and two-thirds of voters chose to rank
more than one candidate (Mantell 2022). Democrat Mary Peltola won this special election—as
well as the following general election—making her the first Alaskan Native to represent the
state in Congress (Bohrer 2022). This was seen as a significant step for representation
and—since she didn’t win a majority of first-round votes—many people attributed her win to
RCV (Otis 2022). Following Peltola’s special election victory, RCV was met with approval by 62
percent of voters, many of whom saw the system as a fix for persistent issues in their state’s
political system (Mantell 2022). Alaskans also noted that Peltola’s campaign focused on
impactful policy issues and had positive messaging, suggesting she was able to effectively court
second-choice votes from those who put Republicans at the top of their ballots (Otis 2022).

On the one hand, RCV has been so well received in the state’s capital, Juneau, that the municipal
government is considering implementing the policy at the local level (Larson 2025).

However, Alaska is also home to an organized movement to eliminate RCV, not just in the state,
but in the country as a whole. In 2024, a measure to repeal RCV statewide was put on the ballot
but was defeated by a razor-thin margin (Stone and Ruskin 2024). This ballot measure was part
of a highly politicized campaign, with many powerful backers who believed the policy
disproportionately targeted Republicans—rhetoric that can be traced back to Sarah Palin’s
comments in the 2022 special election (Otis 2022). Opponents of RCV included prominent
Republicans in the state legislature and Phil Izon, who spearheaded the campaign for a ballot
measure to repeal RCV. However, post-election analysis shows that support for RCV in Alaska
came largely from Alaska Natives, where groups including the Alaskan Federation of Natives
(AFN) and Get Out the Native Vote organized in favor of keeping RCV and open primaries
(Sabino 2024). These groups organized in rural areas by hosting events in remote villages,
spreading their messages via radio, recruiting youth volunteers, and ensuring voters could
access the polls by monitoring weather conditions and securing equipment (Sabino 2024).

142

- THE ROOSEVELT NETWORK | ROOSEVELTINSTITUTE.ORG | © ROOSEVELT INSTITUTE 2025


https://fairvote.org/report/the_history_of_ranked_choice_voting_in_maine/
https://mainemorningstar.com/2025/02/04/gop-lawmakers-target-noncitizen-voting-seek-to-eliminate-voter-backed-ranked-choice-voting/
https://alaskapublic.org/news/2024-05-22/meet-scott-kendall-father-of-alaskas-ranked-choice-voting-and-lightning-rod-for-the-right
https://alaskabeacon.com/2024/04/03/nonpartisan-open-primaries-let-alaskans-choose-values-over-party/
https://alaskapublic.org/elections/2022-09-15/why-alaska-uses-ranked-choice-voting-and-what-we-know-about-how-it-affects-elections
https://fairvote.org/new-poll-shows-alaskans-understand-ranked-choice-voting/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=1702338213&gbraid=0AAAAADRR4JDHfZ6rNt_62qyY6m2jB4FI_&gclid=CjwKCAjw9anCBhAWEiwAqBJ-czjAGaDnKm4liNpai-cL5jaRYMT_ovjDeg0c44JtluMQK8VE3n5llhoCi5sQAvD_BwE
https://apnews.com/article/2022-midterm-elections-sarah-palin-voting-government-and-politics-f9855f1138a922ab1147da7900819fa8
https://fairvote.org/alaska_rcv_analysis/
https://fairvote.org/new-poll-shows-alaskans-understand-ranked-choice-voting/?gad_source=1&gad_campaignid=1702338213&gbraid=0AAAAADRR4JDHfZ6rNt_62qyY6m2jB4FI_&gclid=CjwKCAjw9anCBhAWEiwAqBJ-czjAGaDnKm4liNpai-cL5jaRYMT_ovjDeg0c44JtluMQK8VE3n5llhoCi5sQAvD_BwE
https://fairvote.org/alaska_rcv_analysis/
https://www.ktoo.org/2025/06/03/juneau-assembly-considers-ranked-choice-voting-system-for-local-elections/
https://alaskapublic.org/elections/2024-11-20/alaskas-ranked-choice-repeal-measure-fails-by-664-votes
https://fairvote.org/alaska_rcv_analysis/
https://boltsmag.org/alaska-measure-2-results/
https://boltsmag.org/alaska-measure-2-results/

The Alaskans for Honest Elections capitalized on the confusion some people had with the using
RCV for the first time to launch accusations against Democrats (Sabino 2024). By election day in
2024, the Yes on 2 campaign to repeal RCV in Alaska raised almost S14 million, mainly from
out-of-state contributions, and outspent the No on 2 campaign by a 100-to-1 margin (Stone and
Ruskin 2024). Despite their loss at the ballot box, the level of perceived outsider influence on
the 2024 referendum legitimized criticism about where this policy reform was coming from,
and in whose best interest it would be (Stone and Ruskin 2024).

Republicans did reclaim Alaska’s at-large Congressional seat, suggesting that support for RCV is
not as polarized along partisan lines as campaign rhetoric suggests (Miller 2024).

Massachusetts (2020)

As one of the most democratic states in the nation, Massachusetts was identified by RCV
advocates as an ideal site to push the policy in the 2020 election cycle. There seemed to be
political momentum in support of the policy, at least at the local level, with voters in Amherst
approving RCV in 2018 and with Cambridge having used it since 1941 (Voter Choice
Massachusetts n.d.).

However, when the votes came in, the ballot measure failed by double digits (LeMoult 2020).
Many of the earlier polls were conducted under the assumption that RCV was a more partisan
issue than it is. People initially responded positively to the idea of RCV, but the more they saw
how the policy would work in tandem with local election policy, the less RCV seemed like a
plausible solution.

Kevin Bowe, a documentarian covering democracy reform in America, described the dilemma
faced by those pushing RCV in Massachusetts as “convincing voters to solve a problem—the
lack of majority winners in multi-candidate general elections—that they don't currently have,’
(Bowe 2020). While Massachusetts voters had serious criticisms about how elections were
organized, RCV did little to address these concerns. Massachusetts has closed primaries in
which voters must register with a party in order to vote in a primary election. This excludes
independent voters from expressing their candidate preferences. Given how many seats in the
state lean significantly toward one party, RCV would also do little to provide more candidate
choice or improve candidate quality in general elections. Voters did not understand how RCV
would do anything other than increase bureaucracy (Rios 2020).

Massachusetts is also unique in that it uses multi-seat elections for many local offices. People
were concerned that RCV could hurt the way campaigns are run, because people would be
competing to be ranked higher than others, rather than collaborating to win over voters
together. It is also unlikely that these races face spoiler candidates—if anything, experts claim
there are too few candidates running in local races.

Additionally, there were challenges with organizing during the COVID-19 pandemic, which
made it harder to implement outreach and education efforts that have been critical to the
success of RCV in other states (LeMoult 2020). At the same time as the Yes on 2 campaign was
pushing for RCV, Massachusettsans were contending with the COVID-19 pandemic which,
among many other disruptions, meant voters had to learn about early and mail-in voting
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(DeCosta-Klipa 2020). Restrictions on in-person events also made it difficult for the Yes on 2
campaign to implement the outreach and education efforts that were critical for RCV’s success
in other jurisdictions.

The campaign to implement RCV received nearly $10 million—with the majority of donations
from out-of-state contributors. That fact was frequently highlighted by opponents of RCV to
spread distrust in the policy and its organizers (LeMoult 2020). The high magnitude and
proportion of out-of-state contributions furthered the narrative that RCV was a solution that
Bay Staters neither wanted nor needed (Bowe 2020).

While voters were open to reform, advocates for implementing RCV in 2020 were focused on
the wrong place at the wrong time. Coalition building is an important aspect of advocating for
electoral reform, yet organizing for RCV can, and in this case did, trade off with directing effort
toward other, more impactful reforms (Amore 2020). The Yes on 2 campaign also lacked
support from influential politicians, including Governor Charlie Baker (Rios 2020). There have
been subsequent efforts to promote ranked-choice in Massachusetts, especially at the city level
in Boston, where a majority of voters did support the ranked-choice ballot measure, but the
overall failure of the 2020 campaign leaves many uncertain about the viability of the policy
(Loss 2024; Greenstein 2024).

Policy Recommendations

Drawing from my interview and case study research, I have compiled a series of guiding
principles behind effective implementations of RCV. Each principle is broken down into key
questions with suggestions for navigating common obstacles for implementing RCV.

Know Your State

As demonstrated by these case studies, each jurisdiction has a different landscape of local and
state laws, as well as legal and judicial precedent, that will influence how, if at all, RCV can be
implemented. Campaigns should begin by determining whether RCV is legally feasible in their
jurisdiction, as several states and municipalities have recently banned the policy outright (IRG
2024). The right to vote in local elections and how elections are administered are typically
defined at the state level, and municipalities may have varying degrees of self-governance
under state law.

After determining whether the policy is possible, campaigns should also identify how the policy
could be passed and by what governing body. Campaigns should be familiar with the
established processes to change the way elections operate in their jurisdiction. At the municipal
level, campaigns should study the precedent of how other municipalities in their state have
enacted changes to their election policy. Local news coverage, court documents, and press
releases from elected officials can all show the challenges these campaigns faced, and provide
preliminary insight into public opinion. Meetings with the organizations and advocates behind
these campaigns can also provide valuable insight into how to navigate the bureaucratic
processes.
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It is essential to identify the key decision-makers in implementing this policy since campaigns
must use different strategies to persuade different audiences. Typically, legislative and
executive branches are unlikely to show strong support for RCV since it changes the system
under which they are elected. Judicial branches may also be less inclined to support RCV if the
language in local laws and charters is vague, especially if the issue is already polarized.

In many cases, establishing RCV requires an amendment to a local constitution or charter,
which is typically approved by a ballot measure. These ballot measures may also require
signatures and approval from the legislative and /or executive branches of government.
Depending on the jurisdiction, ballot measures may also have thresholds higher than 50
percent approval, which means RCV would need to be incredibly popular among voters to be
implemented. That goal is not insurmountable, but it does require a greater investment in voter
outreach and education.

Finally, campaigns should ask themselves, “Does it make sense to use our limited political
capital to introduce RCV to this jurisdiction at this time?” Many other electoral reform policy
solutions may have a more immediate impact on a given electorate at a given time, and those
solutions may be more feasible, and even more transformative, under the current political
landscape. The aim of this brief is not to prescribe RCV as a one-size-fits-all solution but to
encourage us to think strategically about progressive election reform.

Justify the Change

Most of the people campaigns are able to reach will be entirely unfamiliar with RCV, and many
will be rightly skeptical of a policy that increases complexity into a democratic process that
should be fair and transparent. To persuade people that RCV is indeed a viable solution,
campaigns should identify the issues that voters have with their current election systems and
be prepared to explain how the policy can address those issues.

In jurisdictions where voter apathy is a primary issue, campaigns can emphasize the fact that
RCV has historically increased voter turnout (Dowling et al. 2024). In particular, RCV eliminates
the potential for spoiler candidates, encouraging people to express preferences that would be
inconsequential under a winner-takes-all system (Dowling et al. 2024; Eggers and Bouton 2024).
RCV can also be an effective solution when voters are apathetic about their choice of
candidates. Not only do more candidates tend to run in races with RCV, those candidates can
be more diverse in terms of backgrounds and perspectives. Politicians running in races with
RCV are also more likely to reach out to constituencies they would otherwise overlook, to court
second-choice votes.

RCV is also an effective policy reform when voters have low trust in the political establishment.
Under RCYV, it is easier to unseat unpopular incumbents, which incentivizes politicians to
deliver for all of their constituents, not just the plurality needed to keep their seats (Eggers and
Bouton 2024). The more diverse field of candidates running under RCV also shifts the narratives
and central issues of these campaigns (Otis and Laverty 2024).

However, there are some instances where RCV is not a well-suited solution for political apathy.

For example, in jurisdictions with closed primaries, voters who chose not to register with a

political party would still be unable to vote in ranked-choice primaries. In other jurisdictions
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with multi-seat elections, RCV could introduce a new element of competition—as candidates
would now have an incentive to campaign against their opponents to secure a higher ranking
(Greenstein 2024).

Educate Voters

Educating voters about RCV is critical for both gaining initial support for the policy and for
ensuring people take advantage of the new electoral system. By far the most common
complaint about RCV is that it introduces unnecessary complexity into a system in which many
people already have little faith.

Regardless of what stage the campaign for RCV is at, voter outreach should be proactive,
especially in constituencies and neighborhoods that have historically low voter turnout.
Campaigns should strive to ensure that these voter outreach and education materials are
accessible to voters from all backgrounds. Information about RCV should never be exclusively
available online, as that alienates those who struggle to use technology and have limited
internet access. Any written materials should be available in all languages spoken in the
jurisdiction and polling stations should have translators available on-site.

As soon as RCV is on the ballot, campaigns should educate the public about how votes are cast
and tallied so that voters trust that the process will be fair and transparent. One way to do this
is by providing clear sample ballots and reviewing how they would be tabulated. Organizers in
Maine had success educating voters in smaller, interactive, workshops.

These campaigns should explain where winner-takes-all elections fall short, highlighting
examples where the results are not aligned with the voters’ preferences. If possible, campaigns
should use examples of unpopular candidates who have won seats in their jurisdiction without
a majority of votes. Campaigns should also go over how RCV has improved representation and
voter turnout and reduced administrative costs in other states and cities. They can explain how
RCVwill change the incentives for candidates to campaign negatively against each other and
ignore their opponents’ bases.

As demonstrated by the campaign to repeal RCV in Alaska, people who don’t understand how
the process works are less likely to trust it—especially when the system produces less desirable
outcomes. After RCV is implemented in a jurisdiction, information about it should be
incorporated into existing voter outreach programs, including voter registration forms and
voter guides. Organizations overseeing elections should also communicate in advance that
tabulating results takes longer for ranked-choice elections and that these delays are not
indicative of interference.

Think Locally

Recent campaigns to implement RCV have largely been driven by support from interest groups
working nationally to identify areas where RCV is likely to receive support and to run
campaigns in those areas. Unfortunately, these national interest groups may not have the
specific knowledge and experience to be effective at the state or municipal levels. These groups
can lack the same connections that more established local groups have, and by extension, they
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can lack the trust that established local organizations have when it comes to reaching out to
voters

The priorities of outside interest groups may also not be aligned with the best electoral policy
solution for the state or municipality in question, as was the case with Massachusetts’ Yes on 2
campaign. The presence of a large national interest group, without any indication that they care
about the state or municipality in particular, raises suspicion among many voters, especially
when large donations are involved.

While organizing a campaign does require time and resources, successful campaigns for RCV
have typically been led by coalitions of local interests who believe that the policy is the right
solution for their community and have built campaigns from there, rather than choosing the
solution, then the location, then the campaign.

Recognize Successes

Even in cases where RCV has already been implemented, the future of the policy remains
unclear. While people typically understand and approve of the policy after a couple of election
cycles, there will always be opponents who dislike the new incentive structure it introduces.

It is not sufficient to convince the public that RCV is easy; campaigns must emphasize the
positive effects it has on political representation. To build these associations, messaging should
acknowledge how RCV has allowed more candidates from diverse backgrounds to run for office
and has changed the tone of campaigns. Messaging should also avoid focusing on how RCV has
affected a particular party, or sect within a party, as it makes it seem like the purpose of the
policy is to advance the interests of a specific group.

When voters associate positive changes with a specific policy, they are more likely to want to
keep it. Messaging that builds a strong connection between RCV and positive changes to the
political landscape pays off with increased support for RCV in other jurisdictions and faith in
electoral reforms more broadly.

Conclusion

A simple change in how votes are tallied can transform our political possibilities. Elections are
the single most effective tool citizens have to hold their leaders accountable, yet many people
underestimate their importance. The threat of being ousted by a challenger compels elected
officials to listen to their constituents. RCV makes this threat more credible and encourages
politicians to be more responsive, and voters to be more honest.

In many cases, implementing RCV is an uphill battle. Campaigns have to both identify the
unique sources of dissatisfaction with a jurisdiction's current electoral system and prove that
RCV will be a successful policy solution. Because voters are so accustomed to winner-takes-all
elections, it is crucial to invest in voter education; it is essential to not only prove that RCV
works, but that it can actually be more representative than the system they are most
accustomed to.
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The lessons from these case studies in RCV can be applied to other progressive electoral
reforms. When it comes to changing the way elections are run, people are increasingly
skeptical of who is pushing the policy, who stands to benefit the most, and why the change is
being pushed for at this moment. Support from coalitions of trusted local organizations,
combined with proactive outreach and education efforts, can mitigate some of this skepticism.
It is also crucial to focus movement energy and resources on addressing concerns people have
with their local elections, rather than pushing for a one-size-fits-all solution.

The good news is that RCV doesn’t have to be implemented widely before it can have
wide-reaching influence. When RCV produces a more diverse group of freshman elected
officials, those officials will go on to represent their communities and ideas, and they may even
inspire others to do the same. New ideas introduced by long-shot candidates in campaigns can
be brought up in other races, and are taken more seriously once people are more familiar with
them.

Taking a chance on a policy like RCV can be costly, especially when it means organizing a
campaign for a ballot measure. However, this work pays off greatly. In the face of increasing
party polarization and corporate influence in public policy, changing the way politicians
respond to voters is absolutely necessary to ensure radical policy change.
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Who Gets to Be a Peer? A Pathway to Reforming
Texas’s Ex-Felon Jury Exclusion Laws

By Katherine Jeng

Introduction

“When any large and identifiable segment of the community is excluded from
jury service, the effect is to remove from the jury room qualities of human nature
and varieties of human experience, the range of which is unknown and perhaps
unknowable”

- Supreme Court Justice Marshall in Peters v. Kiff (1972).

The right to a jury of one’s peers was deemed so intrinsic to American values and beliefs that it
was enshrined in the Sixth Amendment of the United States Constitution in 1791. In 1991,
Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy called jury duty the “most significant opportunity to
participate in the democratic process” outside of voting (Powers v. Ohio). However, in Texas,
this principle has never been equally applied to all. Since 1963, Texas law has permanently
excluded individuals with felony convictions from serving on juries. This policy affects over
450,000 Texans—disproportionately Black and Latino individuals—or 2.5 percent of the eligible
population, denying them a voice in the judicial process and depriving defendants of diverse
and fair juries (Uggen et. al 2022). This exclusion creates racially homogenized juries,
perpetuates systemic biases, and undermines the democratic ideal of representative civic
participation (Jackson-Gleich 2021)

As someone who has spent the majority of my life in Texas and now works with parole
applicants across the state, | have seen firsthand how these exclusionary policies deepen racial
and social inequalities in our legal system. A truly representative justice system cannot exist
while an entire class of people—many of whom have already served their sentences—remains
locked out of the jury process. Using research and a case study on Maine—the only state with
no restrictions on jury service for individuals with felony convictions—I assert that racially
representative juries lead to more just outcomes, while exclusionary practices perpetuate mass
incarceration and racial disparities. By restoring jury eligibility to individuals with felony
convictions, the state can take a necessary step toward a more just, democratic, and
rehabilitative legal system.
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The Case for Reform

Historical and Contemporary Racial Exclusion

Since the founding of the United States, the right to a jury of one’s peers has been denied to
Black and brown Americans through legal and extralegal means. It was not until 1868 and 1870
that the Fourteenth and Fifteenth Amendments, respectively, guaranteed Black men the right to
vote and serve on juries and provided legal protections against racial discrimination. Five years
later, the Civil Rights Act of 1875 outlawed race-based discrimination in jury selection for the
first time in American history. Despite these legislative changes, unequal representation is still
a prevalent problem in our jury pool today. The Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) has reported that
judges and juries are often underrepresented by people of color, Native Americans, and other
marginalized groups (2021). Research demonstrates that white jurors are more likely to view
Black defendants as cold-hearted, remorseless, and dangerous, and treat them more punitively
than white defendants (EJI 2021). Further, unrepresentative juries can have devastating
consequences, as exemplified in the case of Marcellus Williams. Williams, who was Black, was
tried by 11 white jurors and only one Black juror before being executed in September of 2024,
despite insistence by both the prosecutors of his case and of the victim’s family that he was
innocent (Von Quednow and Yann 2024; Rosengren 2024). Williams’s case underscores how
racially unrepresentative juries increase the likelihood of wrongful convictions and
disproportionately harsh sentences for Black and brown defendants. When juries fail to reflect
the racial and social realities of their communities, they reinforce systemic biases rather than
serving as impartial arbiters of justice.

One modern mechanism of jury exclusion is the disqualification of individuals with felony
convictions, disproportionately disenfranchising communities of color and perpetuating racial
bias within the judicial system. The first empirical study on ex-felon jury exclusion was
conducted in Georgia, a state with a permanent exclusion statute. The study found that
permanent exclusion laws racially homogenize juries, reducing the number of Black men
expected to serve as jurors from 1.65 to 1.17 per jury (Wheelock 2011). This situation is only made
worse in a state like Texas, where Black and Latino individuals represent 7 out of every 10
prisoners (Ziedenberg and Schiraldi 2005). By disproportionately affecting Black and Latino
communities, this law not only limits representation but also undermines the quality and
fairness of jury deliberations—excluding perspectives that research shows are essential to
reducing bias and ensuring just outcomes. Research shows that diverse juries are more likely to
scrutinize evidence carefully, reduce racial bias in deliberations, and issue fair sentences.
Without this diversity, all-white or predominantly white juries are more likely to convict Black
and Latino defendants and impose harsher punishments, contributing to higher incarceration
rates in these communities (Ghandnoosh and Barry 2023). Ultimately, the systematic removal of
these Black and Latino individuals from juries ensures that those most affected by mass
incarceration have no voice in shaping trial outcomes.

Furthermore, ex-felon jury exclusion laws do not operate in isolation—they are part of a
broader system that disproportionately criminalizes and incarcerates Black and Latino
individuals, showing how the justice system is designed to punish rather than protect people of
color. Studies indicate that even the presence of one Black male juror significantly reduces the
likelihood of a death sentence by as much as 30 percent (Bowers, Sandys, and Brewer 2004).
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Having a diverse jury can serve as a crucial check on excessive sentencing. However, when
individuals with felony convictions—many of whom are Black and Latino—are categorically
barred from jury service, this safeguard is removed. The result has a compounding effect: More
Black and Latino defendants receive extreme sentences, more families and communities suffer
from the consequences of mass incarceration, and more individuals are ultimately funneled
back into the system. This cycle of exclusion reinforces racial disparities at every level, from
prosecutorial discretion, to sentencing, to political disenfranchisement, making it clear that
ex-felon jury exclusion laws are not just racially discriminatory—they are a direct mechanism of
mass incarceration itself.

Insights from Maine’s Model

Maine offers a compelling counterexample to Texas as the only state with no restrictions on
jury service for individuals with felony convictions. Maine’s policy reflects its commitment to
reintegration and community engagement, and it shows positive outcomes. A study of Maine’s
jurors revealed that individuals with felony convictions aspire to meet the “ideal juror”
standard—responsible and impartial—debunking stereotypes about their competence and
moral character (Binnall 2018). Moreover, Maine has the lowest violent crime rate in the nation
with 103 incidents per 100,000 people, indicating that inclusive policies do not pose a risk to
public safety (Popp 2023). Maine’s approach illuminates how Texas should recognize the
rehabilitative and democratic value of inclusive jury service.

However, it is important to consider that while Maine’s model demonstrates the potential
benefits of inclusive jury service, it may not be directly applicable to a racially diverse state like
Texas. Maine is one of the least racially diverse states in the US, with 93.7 percent of its
population identifying as white in 2024 (US Census Bureau 2024a). On the other hand, Texas has
a much more diverse demographic makeup, including a significant Black and Latino
population—groups that have been disproportionately affected by the criminal legal system (US
Census Bureau 2024b). In a state with deep racial disparities in policing, sentencing, and
incarceration, simply allowing individuals with felony convictions to serve on juries will not be
enough to counteract systemic biases. Texas’s legal system has historically excluded people of
color from juries through mechanisms including peremptory challenges and prosecutorial
discretion, which raises the question of whether inclusive jury service alone would
meaningfully shift power dynamics in the courtroom. Without broader reforms addressing
racial discrimination in jury selection, policing, and sentencing, Texas could face greater
challenges in ensuring that formerly incarcerated jurors are not tokenized, dismissed, or
unfairly scrutinized, limiting the full democratic potential of such policies.

Addressing Common Critiques

Opponents of jury reform argue that individuals with felony convictions may lack judgment or
hold biases that could compromise impartiality. However, existing safeguards such as the voir
dire (jury selection process) in civil and criminal trials exist, giving attorneys an opportunity to
evaluate jurors’ impartiality. Under these practices and other processes in court, those with a
previous felony conviction are held to the same standards and laws as eligible jurors (Kalt 2003).
Research further shows that individuals with felony convictions think and behave similarly to
other eligible jurors. A study compared felons’ views of criminal defendants with law students’
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views of criminal defendants and found they held similar views regarding the guilt of criminal
defendants (Binnall 2014). Ironically, research suggests groups like law enforcement personnel,
who are more likely to harbor pro-prosecution bias, face fewer restrictions on jury service in
most jurisdictions. Despite this bias, law enforcement personnel are restricted from serving on
juries in only 10 jurisdictions (Binnall and Petersen 2019).

National Trends and Public Opinion

There is already broad, national support for the ex-felon jury inclusion: 21 states and
Washington, DC, either never exclude individuals with felony convictions from jury service or
automatically restore eligibility after a set period of time (CSS n.d.). Of those states, Maine and
Colorado allow a person convicted of a felony to serve as a trial juror, but they cannot serve as a
grand juror (Binnall 2018). In 2022, the New York Civil Liberties Union filed a disparate impact
lawsuit challenging the permanent jury exclusion of people with felony convictions (NYCLU
2022). As a response to this lawsuit, the New York State Senate filed a bill in 2023 that has
already passed both the Senate and Assembly (Removes the Lifetime Ban 2023).

Public opinion of ex-felon jury service is also becoming increasingly favorable; in the first-ever
public opinion study on ex-felon jury exclusion, roughly half of respondents support including
convicted felons in the jury process (Binnall 2021). However, there is still a lack of robust data to
track these trends over time, including limited academic research that measures public
perceptions of ex-felon jury exclusion. Instead, existing literature on the civic marginalization
of those with a felony conviction has primarily focused on felony voter disenfranchisement. Yet
despite this gap in understanding, we can use felony voter disenfranchisement as a baseline for
understanding public opinion of ex-felon jury exclusion. Research shows there is a considerable
ideological overlap between those who support ex-felon voting and ex-felon jury service
(Binnall 2021). Supporters of both ex-felon voting rights and ex-felon jury service often share a
common ideological foundation rooted in principles of democracy, rehabilitation, and civic
inclusion (Binnall 2021). They argue that once individuals have served their sentences, they
should be fully reintegrated into society, including having the right to participate in the
democratic process and the justice system. A 2022 survey found that over half of people
supported felony enfranchisement (Porter et al. 2024).

Policy Proposal

Amending Texas Law

With one of the nation’s largest incarcerated populations and a judicial system that
disproportionately impacts communities of color, Texas’s ex-felon jury exclusion laws deepen
racial inequities. Research in Texas’s Harris County reveals that more representative juries
would reduce average sentences for Black defendants by nearly 15 years and halve the
likelihood of life sentences (Anwar, Bayer, and Hjalmarsson 2021). These findings underscore the
urgent need for reform to ensure fair trial outcomes for all populations.

Given this, Texas lawmakers should amend Section 62.102(8) of the Texas Government Code to
restore jury eligibility for individuals with felony convictions. This amendment would
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automatically restore eligibility to serve on juries once an individual has completed their
sentence, including parole or probation. By doing so, the state would not only align itself more
closely with democratic principles but also begin to address the racial disparities that persist in
Texas’s legal system.

Educational and Rehabilitative Programs

To maximize the effectiveness of such an amendment, lawmakers should also implement
supplemental policies, including educational programs aimed at informing formerly
incarcerated individuals about their restored rights and encouraging active participation in jury
service. These programs could host workshops or provide print and online resources, which
would provide critical guidance for individuals with felony convictions to understand how their
participation in the legal system can contribute to more equitable outcomes. Education about
jury service, eligibility restoration, and civic engagement could also be incorporated into
existing rehabilitation programs or reentry support systems. By framing this educational
initiative as a tool for rehabilitation, legislators can appeal to both rehabilitation-focused
policymakers and those concerned with reducing crime and prison overcrowding.

Navigating Texas’s Political, Racial, and Social Landscape

The sociopolitical dynamics in Texas present both challenges and opportunities for reform.
Texas is one of the most politically conservative states in the US, with a Republican-dominated
legislature that is deeply entrenched in “law and order” and “tough on crime” ideologies. These
policies have led to mass incarceration and racial disparities in the criminal justice system,
making the state resistant to reform. As a response, this campaign must emphasize personal
responsibility, public safety, and the rehabilitative aspects of jury eligibility (i.e., restoring
dignity and civic identity for the formerly incarcerated, reintegrating them into their
communities, and shifting public perceptions).

1. Engage Conservative Voices

Advocacy efforts should seek to engage conservative voices—particularly those aligned with
faith-based or libertarian principles. Many conservatives emphasize the value of redemption
and granting second chances, aligning with the idea that once individuals have completed their
sentences, they should be allowed to reintegrate fully into society. Drawing on faith-based
values can help these causes resonate with conservative voters who are skeptical of traditional
“tough-on-crime” rhetoric. For instance, Lakewood Church in Houston, a non-denominational
megachurch led by Joel Osteen, has a weekly attendance of around 43,500 people (Cochran
2024). The Prestonwood Baptist Church in Plano, which is affiliated with the Southern Baptist
Convention, is another prominent faith community with significant influence and reach. These
religious institutions could play a crucial role in reshaping public perceptions about the
formerly incarcerated and supporting efforts to expand civic rights, including jury service.

In addition, working with conservative policy advocates can further bolster these efforts by
providing a political and legislative strategy that aligns with conservative values. For example,
the Texas Public Policy Foundation (TPPF)’'s campaign, Right on Crime, is an American criminal
justice reform initiative with core values based in conservativatism—fiscal discipline, right-size
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government, personal responsibility, and family preservation. But TPPF applies these principles
to advocate for reform on issues such as overcriminalization, civil asset forfeiture laws, and
excessive sentence lengths (Right on Crime n.d.a). They have also supported previous reentry
reforms such as the Clean Slate Act and second-chance hiring (Right on Crime n.d.b).
Therefore, their support for ex-felon jury enfranchisement would resonate with conservative
lawmakers and voters, providing a trusted conservative voice to champion the cause and lend
credibility to reform efforts. Utilizing their core principles, the messaging could frame the issue
not as a partisan debate, but as a matter of personal responsibility and the sanctity of
community. Their support could help bridge ideological divides and persuade skeptical
lawmakers that restoring jury eligibility aligns with the broader goals of a just and limited
government.

2. Push for Incremental Reforms

Another strategic method would be to introduce incremental reforms. For example, allowing
individuals convicted of nonviolent crimes to serve on juries may be a more palatable starting
point for conservative lawmakers. This compromise allows advocates to build momentum
toward broader reform by demonstrating the benefits of inclusive jury service in a less
politically charged context. Over time, such reforms could pave the way for more significant
changes to jury eligibility for all individuals with felony convictions.

3. Run Public Awareness Campaigns

Achieving reform in conservative Texas requires strategic framing. Given Texas’s history of
being “tough on crime,” reforming ex-felon jury exclusion laws will require both a robust public
awareness campaign and a coalition-building strategy. Advocacy groups should launch
campaigns that emphasize themes of redemption, fairness, and democracy, as laid out in the
three strategies below.

Broad Coalition Building

The campaign should prioritize partnerships with faith-based groups, civil rights organizations,
business leaders, and community organizations. By emphasizing shared values like justice,
rehabilitation, and second chances, this broad coalition can frame the issue in a nonpartisan
way that resonates with both liberal and conservative audiences.

Personal Stories and Research Studies

The campaign could highlight personal stories of formerly incarcerated individuals who have
successfully reintegrated into society and who have contributed positively to their
communities. Additionally, this coalition should root their efforts in research and evidence,
citing aforementioned studies to show how racially diverse juries reduce racial disparities and
lead to fairer outcomes.
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Social Media

Social media and community forums would also serve as key platforms for educating the public
about the benefits of inclusive jury service. Using testimonials, infographics, and data-driven
arguments, advocates could help shift public perceptions and build momentum for policy
change.

Conclusion

Each American deserves to exercise their constitutional right to trial by a jury of their peers. By
barring felons from jury service, Texas violates its own constitutional principles, upholds racial
bias, and denies thousands of its citizens the right to participate in democracy. Today, Texas is
at a critical crossroads: It can either uphold outdated, exclusionary laws that perpetuate racial
disparities and wrongful convictions, or it can embrace reform that strengthens democracy and
justice.

Change will not come easily in a state with such deeply entrenched "tough-on-crime" policies.
But justice is not about convenience—it is about doing what is right. Texas must amend its jury
exclusion laws, ensuring that no one is permanently barred from civic participation based on
past mistakes. A fair and democratic legal system requires that all citizens—regardless of their
criminal history—have a seat at the table. Anything less is a betrayal of the very foundation of
justice that Texas claims to uphold.

By amending its exclusionary policies, Texas can take a critical step toward a more just and
equitable judicial system. Ultimately, juries that do not properly represent our communities are
a betrayal of the foundation of democracy upon which America stands.
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Legislate, Lobby, or Organize? How Latinos Can
Build Local-Level Political Power in Majority-Black
Prince George’s County, Maryland

By Carlos Hernandez Tavares

Introduction and Executive Summary

The history of Prince George’s County, Maryland, highlights the progress minority communities
have made across the United States in recent decades. In 1860, 60 percent of Prince George’s
County's residents were Black, and 90 percent of those residents were enslaved people (Fox
1996). But the urbanization of Black Americans in the early 20th century led to the county
becoming rural and majority white (Van Dam 2022). With the passage of the 1968 Fair Housing
Act—perhaps the greatest triumph of the civil rights movement—Prince George’s County
quickly became a destination for affluent Black residents of Washington, DC, searching for a
suburban lifestyle. The long period of Black migration out of the county was soon replaced by a
surge inward. The county became majority Black once again in the early 1990s, and until the
early 2020s was the wealthiest majority-Black county in the country, only recently surpassed by
its much smaller neighbor Charles County (Van Dam 2022). Today, Prince George’s County is
62.9 percent Black, with only 11 percent of its residents identifying as white non-hispanic (US
Census Bureau n.d.a).

In Prince George’s County, Black Americans have built a prosperous, tight-knit, and firmly
Democratic community. The last Republican County Executive, Lawrence Hogan Sr. (father of
future Maryland governor Larry Hogan), served until 1982, and the current county council is
entirely Democratic. Investments into public education, transportation infrastructure, and
housing development have made the county one of the most desirable places to live in the
state. In its latest election, Maryland appointed Prince George’s County Executive Angela
Alsobrooks as the third Black woman to serve in the United States Senate.

Recently, the county has been transforming once again. Given its proximity to Washington, DC,
Prince George’s County has experienced a huge influx of Latino immigrants. The Latino
population grew from 129,805 in 2010 to 198,317 in 2022—an increase of over 50 percent
(USAFacts 2024) and the sole driver of population growth between 2014 and 2019 (AIC 2023).
Today, Latinos comprise just under 23 percent of the county’s population (US Census Bureau
n.d.b), including 40 percent of students in the municipal school system (Prince George’s County
Public Schools n.d.). Immigrant Latinos, typically fleeing violence and political instability in
their nations of origin, come to the United States to build wealth and support their families in
their home country. This is reflected in their demographics: Immigrants in Prince George’s
County were 36.8 percent more likely to be of working age compared to their US-born
counterparts, and in 2019 they contributed $11.9 billion to the county’s economy, representing
24.4 percent of its GDP. This is considerable given not only that they made up 22.9 percent of
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the population during this same period, but that they are predominantly working in essential
blue-collar jobs that concentrate them on the lower end of the economic ladder (AIC 2023). In
many ways, these migrants provide a vibrant working class that allows the wealthy in Prince
George’s County to enjoy the many amenities that make the county what it is.

The county’s prosperity overlooks deep divisions—these migrants frequently find themselves in
positions of political and economic marginalization. Angela Alsobrooks had no Latinos in her
initial 39-person cabinet despite Latinos representing just under 1in 4 people in her
jurisdiction. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the county’s Latinos again found themselves
marginalized as the local government scrambled to fill gaps in the placement of testing sites
and vaccine and food distribution centers (Chason 2022). “I'm sad,” shared former Prince
George’s County Councilmember Deni Taveras, on the topic of Latino representation in the
county. “I feel sad that my community doesn’t have the representation that it deserves”
(Beachum 2022). With this lack of representation comes a lack of economic opportunity and
political power.

This brief aims to explore possible paths the Prince George’s County Latino community may
take in order to increase their representation and political power. The goal is to narrow the
social gap between the county’s Black and Latino populations, aiming to bring Latino
communities closer to their counterparts—or at the very least keep them from drifting further
apart. As the title of this paper suggests, these strategies fall into three broad categories:
legislative solutions at the state level, lobbying at the county level, and organizing the Latino
community at the individual level. Each of these solutions presents its own set of challenges,
and it is likely that a combination of all three approaches is necessary for tangible progress to
be made in Latino representation in the county. These solutions are as follows:

1. State oversight of municipal government (legislate)
2. Empowerment of the county Latino liaison (lobby)
3. Coalition building and labor organizing (organize)

The first proposal is state oversight of municipal governments, requiring equity in
representation and resource distribution in the state charter for all Maryland county
governments. It is worth noting that in the American federal system, municipalities are
creatures of the state—deriving all powers from charters debated, written, and ratified in the
state legislature. If the Maryland legislature deemed it necessary, it could alter these charters
to provide a legal means to challenge political marginalization through lack of representation or
distribution of public resources, allowing the Latino community to take the county to court to
ensure it receives its fair share. Of course, this inherently infringes upon the decisions of
democratically elected bodies, opening them up to court action. This is not the first time courts
and policymakers have debated this tradeoff. Footnote 4 of United States v. Carolene Products
Co. is one of the most famous examples of a framework that allows for nominally undemocratic
court action to “correct” for undesirable democratic outcomes, such as legislation impeding the
fairness of future elections or discriminating against minorities, who by the nature of
majoritarian bodies cannot defend themselves through votes. Scholars such as constitutional
law expert John Ely, Supreme Court Justices Ruth Bader Ginsburg and Earl Warren, and even
Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in his “Letter from Birmingham Jail” all argue that courts must be an
avenue for recourse when democratic processes produce injustice (Ely 1981; Caplan 2013; King
1963).
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The second proposal involves empowering and institutionalizing Prince George’s County’s
Latino liaison, a powerful tool the community has already used to affect change. While the
exact structure of this role has shifted over time, the Latino community under County
Executive Rushern Baker III used the liaison to lobby for their collective interests (Chason
2022), which resulted in the opening of two international schools. The Latino liaison is a tool
with proven results—but one handicapped by a lack of institutional memory, structure, and an
inability to successfully communicate across county lines and with state government.
Institutionalizing the Latino liaison’s position within the Office of Multicultural Affairs through
term limits, statutory defined responsibilities, and integration with other county-level Latino
liaisons across the state, as well as with the governor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs, will increase
the capacity of the office and clarify its mission and the lines of communication from which it
can affect change. In the words of State Delegate Joseline A. Pena-Melnyk, a major political
leader in Prince George’s County’s Latino community, “All we want to do is be in the room. If
you are not in the room, you are an afterthought” (Chason 2022). A robust liaison ensures
Latino voices have a seat at the table.

The third proposal involves broadened coalition building and individual worker organizing to
harness the structural power the immigrant and Latino communities both hold in the county.
As Make the Road New York demonstrated through their political action advocacy for migrant
communities, organized community pressure can force even the most hostile municipal
governments to make changes to accommodate an organized minority (McAlevey 2016).
Electoral organizing by the Latino community focusing on coalition building with other
prominent immigrant groups—including the Nigerian and Jamaican communities, which
comprise roughly 8 and 6 percent of the total immigrant population respectively—can make the
necessary electoral math to win representation more feasible, as well as build coalitions among
Latinos and Black residents of the county (AIC 2023). CASA Maryland, for instance, provides a
powerful model for what unified immigrant advocacy can achieve, bringing driver’s licenses to
immigrants (CASA n.d.) and health insurance to pregnant immigrant mothers (CASA
2023)—achievements similar to what Make the Road New York was able to accomplish. Building
on this coalition through the inclusion of community allies can change the divide from an
ethnic to a class one, creating a majoritarian electoral coalition that can effectuate change.

In addition to creating a more expansive coalition, a focused unionization effort can leverage
the large proportion of essential work the Latino community does in Prince George’s County in
order to deliver substantive political and economic gains for the community. As the Chicago
Teachers Union demonstrated during their struggle for a de-emphasis on standardized testing
and closures they felt unfairly penalized schools and teachers in Black and brown communities
(Blanc 2022), labor action can be an effective tool for addressing ethnic grievances (McAlevey
2016). The Latino community’s disproportionate concentration of essential workers makes this
approach a viable strategy to building structural power and winning the resources the
community deserves.
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Background

Political marginalization in local communities is not new. In 1831, when Alexis de Tocqueville
traveled the United States, he commented that “if ever freedom is lost in America, one will have
to blame the omnipotence of the majority that will have brought minorities to despair.” He
elaborated that local government is where this tyranny is compounded, as “acting in a more
restricted circle, it extends to everything in that circle” Local governments’ tendency to
tyranny, noted by de Tocqueville, is compounded by their design, which encourages deep, but
not broad, participation (Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020). In localities, citizens can much
more easily testify at legislative hearings, arrange meetings with their local legislature, and run
for office than they can in state and federal governments. Yet, paradoxically, local elections
suffer from the lowest levels of electoral participation and news/interest group coverage of any
level of government. Municipal governments are thus frequently dominated by voters who tend
to be whiter, more affluent, more likely to be homeowners, and more likely to be conservative
than the average voter in their jurisdiction (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012). In other words, local
governments are more skewed towards the “insiders” of the American socioeconomic order
than its “outsiders.” While in the typical American county these insiders may be white affluent
homeowners, in Prince George’s County this division exists between the Black, affluent
professional class and the growing Latino immigrant minority. This dynamic results in
underrepresentation not only in the descriptive representation of individuals in a locality (“Do
my elected officials look like me?”), but in representation of their preferences in policy
outcomes (“Do my elected officials vote the way [ would vote?”) (Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja
2020).

It is also important to note the role of local government in distributing “patronage” through the
form of public goods. The Prince George’s County council, in conjunction with the county
executive, provides funding for schools, parks, and other public goods; sets local taxes; and
grants permits to local businesses and establishments. In short: County governments, including
in Maryland, yield great distributive and bureaucratic power over their constituents. Their small
size gives them a particularly strong distributive slant—determining which towns within a
county receive public investment and which businesses are supported in county bureaucracy is
much of what this level of government does (Oliver, Ha, and Callen 2012). This, combined with
natural ethnic and class cleavages between the Black and Latino communities, creates polarized
and fractured politics as different groups compete for a share of the pie (Cingranelli 1981).
Minority groups who cannot effectively compete in the political arena are sidelined and
disinvested from.

It is the unique history of Prince George’s County that makes this dynamic take up a
Black-Latino slant. Prince George’s County has only recently become a majority-Black county, a
fact many residents take pride in given the county’s economic success. Former County
Executive Rusher Baker III describes how, when discussing distributing educational resources,
“People would say, ‘This is a Black county’. . . and I would say, ‘No. This is a diverse county”
(Chason 2022). Immigration status also plays a role—58 percent of the Latino population does
not yet have citizenship (AIC 2023), and those that do have the ability to vote tend to vote at
lower rates than their nonimmigrant counterparts, with a statewide turnout gap of nearly 14
percent between Latino and Black eligible Maryland voters (KEE 2024). Because local
democracy rewards deep engagement, and the Latino population finds itself both numerically
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and organizationally disadvantaged, it is difficult for the community to make its voice heard in
the local democratic arena. Yet its rapidly growing size presents a political threat to the Black
community in the county, creating a situation where without intermediating forces, conflict
Over resources can emerge.

Policy Analysis

The status quo of local government in the United States is one of great deference to the
decisions local policymakers make in their communities. Partially due to the trope that “those
that govern close govern best,” state and federal policymakers rarely have the will—or
bandwidth—to involve themselves in local political disputes. But this does not mean that local
governments are free to operate as they wish: Federal legislation, state charters, and the ability
of communities to organize each contribute to curtailing inequalities in local democracies. Yet
a combination of a strict legal focus on active discrimination, state deference to local
democratic decision-making, and the small and disorganized state of the Latino community
have each in turn made these institutions at best incomplete solutions to the marginalization of
Latinos in Prince George’s County. Furthermore, they fail to look beyond the traditional “Black
and white” framework of American politics, missing potential avenues for cooperation between
two minority groups that face oppression together in the wider political arena.

At the federal level, there are several pieces of legislation, most notably the Voting Rights Act,
which restrain local governments for the purpose of increasing democratic representation. The
Voting Rights Act in Prince George’s County, among other things, discourages the exclusive use
of at-large districts and ensures eligible Latinos have relative ease of access to the ballot box.
Notably, these districts actually resulted in the election of Latina councilmember Taveras in the
jurisdiction where Latinos are most concentrated. Yet having a minority of seats on an elected
body has little effect on policy outcomes if the rest of the seats are controlled by an opposition
group (Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020). While the progress the Voting Rights Act has made
should not be discounted, it does little to ensure equitable distribution of resources to a group
that cannot gain a majority through the democratic process. Its focus on protecting democracy
ensures the Latino community access to the ballot, but cannot guarantee a just voice when it
comes to the distribution of county resources.

It is Maryland itself that charters these counties, and in keeping with the American tradition it
does attempt to ensure these municipalities are democratic in character. By having a large
share of single member districts, elections that coincide with national elections, and relatively
low barriers to voting, Maryland state government does substantial work to ensure that its
municipalities are democratically elected institutions. Yet fundamentally, the issue observed in
Prince George’s County is not necessarily that of an antidemocratic institution, but that of an
institution where a majority wields power without regard for an insular minority. This type of
local democratic failure is not corrected by state charters, and characterizes the vast majority
of municipal governments, with studies finding misrepresentation pervasive regardless of the
government structure of the municipality itself (Schaffner, Rhodes, and La Raja 2020).
Interventions in charter reform that seek to narrow this gap must therefore focus on more far
reaching changes centering principles of equity and justice, not just majoritarianism.
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The Latino community in Prince George’s County has suffered from low voter turnout and an
inability to widen its coalition, with prominent candidates for the county council (Kurtz 2021)
and US House of Representatives (Ballotpedia n.d.) repeatedly losing to non-Latino figures.
While Latinos certainly represent the majority of recent immigrants to the county, Black
anglosphere Nigerian and Jamaican immigrants also compose a substantial block, totaling 15
percent of the total immigrant population (AIC 2023). The focus on Latinidad as an organizing
tool has certainly brought a level of racial consciousness that unites the diverse Latino diaspora
into a potent political force, but at the cost of a natural cap on the influence of their coalition
given their minority status in the community. Thus, the Latino community struggles to achieve
representation both by failing to elect its leaders to higher office and by failing to have its
material interests represented in policy outcomes. Organizations such as CASA Maryland,
which consciously embraces a more universal conception of immigrants, provide a model for
the political power that can be amassed by a wider umbrella, at the cost of alienating Latinos
and other minorities who may no longer identify as immigrants due to their second or third
generation status. The inability to synthesize these two organizing identities—immigrant and
Latino—has hamstrung the Latino community’s influence on the political process. Latino
leadership is also restrained by their focus on the ballot box to gain influence at the detriment
of other, potentially more powerful organizing tools. While Latino leaders have repeatedly used
the media and pressure on elite figures to try to create internal negotiated change, they have
invested little time and energy into grassroots organizing to effect structural change. The use
of strikes, mass protests, and civil disobedience to highlight unequal treatment is necessary to
force greater Latino representation in county politics.

Policy Proposals

State Oversight of Municipal Governments

The first potential policy—state oversight of municipal governments—has no existing
mechanism in Maryland’s state government. While certain state-level executive departments,
such as the Department of Labor and the Department of Legislative Services (DLS), have
built-in mechanisms to ensure state level resources are distributed in a just manner (MDLS
n.d.), these mechanisms rarely oversee municipal policies regarding their own resources.
However, the concept of government oversight of local government is not new. The 1965 Voting
Rights Act required preclearance from the Department of Justice (DOJ) for local jurisdictions
deemed “at risk” to alter their electoral procedures (DOJ 2023), and empirical evidence after
Shelby v. Holder declared the provision unconstitutional demonstrates the effectiveness of
preclearance in giving minority groups greater representation (Singh and Carter 2023). There is
no reason the state, which itself charters municipal governments, could not require these
institutions to conduct their own internal analysis on a regular basis to ensure a basic
compliance with the principles of equity and justice.

This type of legislative reform would be two-fold. The first action would resemble what
state-level legislation mandates the DLS to do: automatically review the impact of significant
proposed legislation on minority communities in Prince George’s County, particularly the
county budget. This would help avoid situations such as what occurred during the COVID-19
pandemic, when resources were distributed in a way that disproportionately put the Latino
community in a disadvantaged position to access them. The second would provide a legal
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avenue for insular minority groups to bring lawsuits to challenge budget legislation that
disproportionately impacts their community. Hawkins v. Town of Shaw (1971) is a major civil
rights case that provides a framework for this approach—Hawkins, a Black citizen of Shaw, a
small Mississippi town, sued the town for unequal provision of municipal resources (Ellington
and Jones 1971). While this particular case was successful, courts typically apply the deferential
“rational basis test” when determining the impacts of economic legislation such as municipal
investment, rarely resulting in rulings favorable to the plaintiff (Maryland Law Review 1972).
Inserting legal protection against unjust economic investment into county charters will remove
the need for more difficult Equal Protection arguments and generate the possibility for court
action. The Latino community in Prince George’s County, working together with a coalition of
underrepresented groups and ideologically friendly organizations across the state, could
introduce such a bill into the Maryland General Assembly.

Empowering Prince George’s County’s Latino Liaison

The second potential policy—empowering the Prince George’s County Latino Liaison—involves
an already existing institution that has a history of delivering tangible gains for the Latino
community. When he created the position in 2013, County Executive Baker included it as part
of his direct governing team, with the official reporting directly to his chief of staff (Chason
2022). Following the election of Angela Alsobrooks, the position was reshuffled into the more
general Office of Multicultural Affairs. The position has already had a number of successes,
including the opening of schools focused on Latino student needs (Chason 2022) and the
organization of a Latino Education Summit with public school leaders and members of the
Latino community.’ By connecting Latino leaders to government officials and acting as an
interval advocate, the country’s current Latino Liaison, Samantha Howard, was able to create
change without wielding coercive structural power to do so. However, the position is still
restricted by a lack of clear jurisdictional lines, institutional memory, and communication with
state level offices to address community concerns. This brief recommends the county council
establish statutory guidance outlining the roles and responsibilities of the Latino liaison,
increase its budget to allow for the hiring of more than a singular staff, and establish term limits
on the position to allow for institutional knowledge to be systematically preserved upon
transition. Additionally, integration with other Latino liaisons in neighboring counties along
with the governor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs will allow the liaison to more effectively learn
from best practices and lobby the state government to address issues outside the jurisdiction of
county government but still affecting residents of the community, such as state road
maintenance. This can easily be accomplished through an organized lobbying effort at the
county council level.

Coalition Building and Whole-Worker Organizing

The third proposal requires two distinct strategies to be undertaken by Latino community
leaders, organizers, and activists. The first, diversified coalition building, has precedent with
Make the Road New York’s work lobbying state officials to reduce New York City’s cooperation
with US Immigration and Customs Enforcement and better support its immigrant and

*Samantha Howard (Latino Liaison), video interview with author, May 7, 2025.
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undocumented communities (McAlevey 2016). CASA Maryland is a local example that has
achieved similar goals, including obtaining driver’s licenses for undocumented immigrants
(CASA n.d.). However, the accomplishments of these organizations have been mostly on
advocacy, mobilizing members to lobby and raise visibility for certain policy goals, but not in
building structural power to “force the hand” of elected officials. For policy goals with low costs
in the current order, such as immigrant licenses, this might be an effective strategy, but it may
not work as well for high-cost goals such as a more equitable distribution of county resources,
increased political representation, and more support for Latino businesses, which innately
come at the cost of resources which could have been distributed to other constituencies. This
approach would require a broader coalition that can succeed in a majoritarian system. This
brief recommends that the Latino community focus on the successful model of building a
shared sense of linked fate between working class Black and Latino residents, and prioritizing
common interests between both communities such as access to public goods and community
development (Telles, Sawyer, and Rivera-Salgado 2011). Turning the focus away from solely
electing Latino officials, Latino leaders should adopt the strategy of Tom Bradley, the first Black
mayor of Los Angeles, and turn to finding shared interests, shared ideology, and shared
leadership in order to truly broaden themselves into a winning coalition, able to deliver results
for their community and the county at large (Sonenshein 1993).

The Chicago Teachers Union’s strike against Rahm Emmanuel provides a model that allows for
the building of structural power through unions that can address racial and economic
grievances. Unions have already been demonstrated to increase racial tolerance among white
workers (Cornell and Barenberg 2022), with this effect likely extending to all workers as well,
creating a broader sense of community and linked fate essential for coalition building. The
concentration of Latino labor in essential blue-collar jobs also gives the community immense
structural power: In Prince George’s County, two-thirds of construction workers, two-fifths of
health-care workers, and one-fifth of education workers are foreign born (AIC 2023).
Organizing these workers will bring economic empowerment through the union wage premium
(Fang and Verma 2002), but, more importantly, can be used to build political power to right
injustices in county government through political pressure and the targeted use of strikes in
cases where these injustices are reflected in working conditions. While striking directly for
legislative change (as opposed to labor conditions and wages) is not protected under the NLRA,
the Memphis sanitation workers that struck with Dr. King (Ben Hooks Institute n.d.) and the
Chicago teachers that struck against Emmanuel (McAlevey 2016) both highlight how economic
and racial grievances are intertwined and solved together. Latino and immigrant leaders in the
county should openly embrace the labor community, seeking to empower unions by
encouraging their communities to join labor, particularly in blue collar essential work in which
Latino and immigrant workers in Prince George’s County already find themselves
disproportionately concentrated. Through this strategy, long-term structural power can be
built to create political changes in county government.
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Conclusion

In many ways, the issues confronting the Latino community in Prince George’s County are
similar to those that have historically faced numerous migrant groups attempting to make a
new home in the United States. Chinese Americans, Irish Americans, and Jewish Americans,
among many others, have each experienced marginalization upon their immigration to the
United States before eventually organizing and increasing their political and economic
representation. Yet what sets the Latino experience apart is their unique pattern of
immigration into majority Black counties, another marginalized population in the United States
(Sandoval-Strausz 2019). This experience opens both the traditional doors of conflict, but also
creates the potential for solidarity in a nation that is still majority white. The most effective
path is context dependent, and this brief recommends pursuing all the recommendations
outlined in the paper concurrently, given that they both complement each other strategically
and that each is improbable to work individually. It is worth noting that the strategies available
to the Latino community of Prince George’s County in this context are widely applicable to a
variety of different majority-minority communities in the United States. In Los Angeles, for
instance, the opposite dynamic is at play—the Latino community outnumbers and marginalizes
the city’s sizable Black minority (Paz 2022). Black Americans can use the same strategies of
legislating, lobbying, and organizing in order to improve their own political and economic
representation in the city.

As the United States continues to diversify as a nation, the traditional “white-Black” conception
of race needs to be discarded for a more accurate paradigm that better reflects the nation's
true diversity. While white Americans have been and continue to be the dominant group at both
the national level and in the vast majority of local governments, the increasing level of
interaction amongst other minority groups highlights the need to study and address
marginalization and solidarity between them. The intention of this brief is that beyond helping
Prince George’s County become a more equitable, just community, the United States as a whole
can move forward as a nation where its many diverse groups live, work, and play together in
harmony—and can effectively fight when that is not the case.
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