
GREEN JOBS ACCELERATORGREEN JOBS ACCELERATOR
Employ more people of color in family-supporting green jobs.

 △Photo by Steve White Films. 
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT? 
The City of Milwaukee Common Council 
established the City County Task Force on Climate 
and Equity in 2019 (CCFN 190445) to make 
recommendations on how to address the ongoing 
climate crisis and mitigate racial and economic 
inequity through “green” jobs. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, green jobs are defined 
as jobs that produce goods or provide services 
that benefit the environment or conserve natural 
resources. Some of the most likely growth 
categories for green jobs include electricians, 
HVAC technicians, weatherization workers, and 
arborists.  Electricians and associated positions 
are particularly important to support solar energy 
projects, electric vehicle charging infrastructure, 
energy efficient lighting replacements, and other 
beneficial electrification work. Positions of 
opportunity are not limited to traditional trades. A 
whole generation of engineers, developers, sales 
teams, and other related support positions will be 
necessary to realize the clean energy transition.

Now is the time to invest in building a diverse 
clean energy jobs workforce. Energy efficiency, 
renewable energy, clean transportation, and 
resilient buildings supports the Milwaukee 
economy and the environment. Milwaukee sees 
a growing opportunity for workers that enable 
energy efficiency to reduce energy bills, protect 
natural resources, and create better buildings. 

This opportunity for green jobs must be coupled 
with a clear-eyed assessment of Milwaukee’s 
history of unacceptable racial disparities in 
employment.  Racial and economic disparities in 
the Milwaukee metro area are massive and have 
generally not improved over four decades.  The 
Preliminary Report issued in March 2020 by the 
City-County Task Force on Climate and Economic 
Equity, cites a number of policy reports that 
highlight the persistent disparities in jobs and 
household incomes that fall along racial lines, 
particularly for black families.  As one example, 
the University of Wisconsin-Madison’s Wisconsin 
Poverty Report issued a supplement in 2018 
entitled “Poverty, Incomes, Race and Ethnicity in 

Wisconsin and Milwaukee”.  Among many troubling 
statistics, the report finds that 79% of African 
American households in Milwaukee County have 
incomes beneath the minimum family survival 
budget. Additionally the African American poverty 
rate is 300% higher, and the Latino poverty rate is 
85% higher, than the white poverty rate, even after 
social safety net programs are accounted for. 
These and other reports from the UW-Milwaukee 
Center on Economic Development underscore 
the need for intentional economic policy and 
practice to develop an economic strategy that 
creates more job and paid training opportunities 
for people of color.  

The US Department of Energy reports that cost-
effective energy efficiency upgrades in U.S. 
buildings could save $100 billion each year in 
energy bills and 30% of electricity use. This 
translates to an estimated annual savings of 
$400 for each household with energy-saving 
upgrades. These savings are only possible when 
knowledgeable workers design the equipment and 
buildings, provide quality installation of equipment, 
communicate energy efficiency benefits to buyers, 
and themselves possess a family-supporting 
job. Over two million Americans already work in 
the building energy efficiency sector, but many 
receive little training on these technologies before 
entering the workforce. New federal investments 
in clean energy infrastructure will also require 
a ready and trained workforce. Failure to grow 
the clean energy and infrastructure workforce at 
scale commensurate with new federal funding 
will drive price increases.  It’s imperative that 
Milwaukee grow the number of skilled workers in 
relevant trades to both boost household income 
and reduce inflationary pressure from the new 
investments. 

https://www.irp.wisc.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Supplement-WIPovRept-September2018.pdf
https://www.irp.wisc.edu/wp/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Supplement-WIPovRept-September2018.pdf
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Overview of Green Jobs in Milwaukee 
County

The following table titled “Green Jobs Statistics 
for Milwaukee County” specifically shows two 
things. Several categories of skilled trades 
such as electricians and plumbers offer family 
supporting wages and career ladders through 
apprenticeships. However, these growing fields 
are over 84% white. Growing the total number of 
these jobs presents the opportunity to diversify the 
workforce.  These trades can pay a higher wage 
precisely because they are higher skill, require 
more years of training and on-the-job experience, 
and are often physically demanding.  Diversifying 
the workforce can happen when employers make 
intentional efforts to hire people of color and 
create a welcoming and fair work environment.  
Conversely, workers have more opportunities 
to advance by demonstrating persistence and 
consistency in meeting the job demands in these 
fields. 

Other green jobs, like insulation workers have 
higher levels of diversity but lower pay and higher 
turnover rates.  This can be overcome by employers 
offering higher family supporting wages for this 
difficult and dirty work, in exchange for a higher 
level of training and skill.  By raising wages in this 
industry while upskilling workers, consumers can 
expect more consistent and higher quality work. 

A variety of existing workforce challenges must 
be overcome to reach the full potential of the 
green jobs sector. For example, there is a low/

negative perception of certain energy efficiency 
professions. This represents a significant lack of 
interest and awareness of career opportunities 
and benefits among young people. In addition, the 
U.S. Energy and Employment Report (2020) found 
that women and Black Americans are significantly 
underrepresented in the workforce. 

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, 
women make up 47% of the U.S. workforce, but 
they only make up 25% of the energy efficiency 
workforce according to a 2021 report prepared for 
the National Association of State Energy Officials 
titled Diversity in the U.S. Energy Work Force. 
Furthermore, this report shows that although 
Black Americans make up 12% of the nation’s 
workforce, they only constitute 8% of the efficiency 
workforce. Additional challenges include 
fragmented and nontransparent credentials 
for jobs, insufficient teaching materials, limited 
adoption of digital tools, and more extreme hiring 
difficulties among employers. According to the 
U.S. Energy and Employment Report (2020), 
80-90% of efficiency employers reported hiring 
difficulty for construction-related efficiency jobs, 
higher than hiring difficulties among non-efficiency 
employers.

“Addressing climate change gives us an opportunity to fortify community especially 
in our most vulnerable neighborhoods. Whether its planting trees to lower the heat 
index and capture water, rebuilding our drinking water and sewage infrastructure, 
improving roads to capture water where it falls, building and improving parks and 
their amenities-all of these things can make us more prepared for climate change, 
provide family sustaining jobs, and improve the quality of life for each and every 
member.”

““““ COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES

https://www.usenergyjobs.org/
https://www.naseo.org/data/sites/1/documents/publications/Workforce%20Diversity%20Data%20Findings%20MASTER%20Final42.pdf
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GREEN JOBS STATISTICS  FOR MILWAUKEE COUNTY

DESCRIPTION ELECTRICIANS

PLUMBERS, PIPE 
FITTERS, AND 
STEAMFITTERS

HEATING, AIR 
CONDITIONING, 
AND 
REFRIGERATION 
MECHANICS AND 
INSTALLERS

LANDSCAPE 
ARCHITECTS

INSULATION 
WORKERS, 
FLOOR, CEILING, 
AND WALL

Median Annual 
Earnings

$70,625.75 $72,155.02 $62,768.35 $50,533.85 $35,592.44 

2020 Turnover 
Rate

65% 50% 42% 34% 74%

Typical Entry Level 
Education

High school 
diploma or 
equivalent

High school 
diploma or 
equivalent

Postsecondary 
non-degree award

Bachelor’s degree
No formal 
educational 
credential

Typical On-The-
Job Training

Apprenticeship Apprenticeship
Long-term on-the-
job training

Internship/
residency

Short-term on-the-
job training

Males % of 
Occupation

97% 99% 99% 70% 92%

Total Diversity % 
of Occupation

16% 15% 13% 11% N/A

White % of 
Occupation

84% 85% 87% 89% 73%

Median Hourly 
Earnings

$33.95 $34.69 $30.18 $24.30 $17.11 

 △Source: Economic Modeling Systems International (EMSI), Milwaukee County
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Equity

Milwaukee has significant racial disparities 
among employment. According to the City of 
Milwaukee’s Office of Equity and Inclusion, the 
unemployment rate for black residents is over 
twice the unemployment rate of white residents. 
Black males have experienced high levels of 
persistent high unemployment. Furthermore, 
the chart below highlights that the median white 
family in Milwaukee earns almost double the 
median black family. 

Black residents in Milwaukee also live in poverty at 
much higher rates than white residents, as can be 
seen from the graph below. The significant disparity 
in income, coupled with high unemployment and 
poverty rates, contribute to low home ownership 
rates among black residents (25.2% compared 
to 55.8% for white residents) and housing cost 
burden (59.8% for black residents compared 
to only 39.8% for white residents). Today, four 

out of five green trade jobs are occupied by an 
aging, white, male workforce. People of color are 
dramatically underrepresented in these fields. 
However, green jobs provide good wages among 
many other benefits and represent significant 
opportunity for people of color in Milwaukee:

• Substantial quantity of total jobs with positive 
10-year growth rates

• Wages are mostly family-supporting and, 
generally, have favorable advancement 
opportunities

• The industry is experiencing a mis-match 
between job openings and finding skilled 
workers to fill vacancies
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Median household income in past 12 months

 $41,838

 $57,308

 $48,418

 $38,335

 $30,169

2010-2014 2015-2019 Change

Black* $28,178 $30,169 $1,991 

Hispanic or Latino $34,494 $38,335 $3,841 

Asian $42,795 $48,418 $5,623 

White* $51,858 $57,308 $5,490 

All $38,362 $41,838 $3,476 

 △*Not Hispanic or Latino. Source: US Census Bureau, 2010-2014 and 2019 American Community Survey 5-Year 
Estimates in 2019 dollars . Graph courtesy of Milwaukee’s Office of Equity & Inclusion. 



Resiliency

Increasing the median income for people of color, 
especially Black families,  is an essential condition 
for strengthening the region’s economic resiliency. 
When all residents, regardless of background, are 
offered stable, positive economic opportunities, 
incomes are more equitably distributed and fewer 
fall below the poverty line. The region as a whole 
thrives with more frequent, long-lasting periods 
of prosperity and suffers more infrequent, shorter 
periods of economic stagnation. In addition, 
enabling all people to fully participate in the 
economy has ripple effects at the household and 
neighborhood level by enabling people with the 
resources to respond to the rising costs of energy 
and food instead of falling deeper into poverty. 
Residents are also better equipped to respond 
against extreme weather events or natural 
disasters, enabling the regional economy to more 
quickly regain economic stability. 
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CITY STRATEGY CITY STRATEGY 
To address persistent levels of black male 
unemployment and disparities in household 
income for families of color, Milwaukee’s Green 
Jobs Accelerator will work with existing workforce 
institutions and employers to recruit, train, and 
employ Milwaukee workers with family supporting 
wages in growing green jobs sectors. 

Milwaukee’s existing workforce training  needs to 
be scaled up to meet the current workforce gaps 
and be made more accessible to low-income 
workers and underserved communities. This plan 
establishes a goal of creating green jobs that 
pay at least $40,000 per year at the entry level. In 
addition, 40% of green jobs will be held by people 
of color, parallel to the White House’s Justice40 
standard. When projects are directly subsidized 
by government funds, the City should codify public 
benefits agreements to ensure that contractors 
meet these standards.

The Green Jobs Accelerator will support green 
jobs opportunities and engage employers in their 
willingness to hire those who complete trainings 
that are vetted and certified/accredited. The Green 
Jobs Accelerator(s) will use and support coaches 
who will help market these jobs at the community 
level, assist individuals who want to get into 
trainings, help them stay in and successfully 
complete the training, and be available to help 

people address retention issues once hired. 
Below is the desired pathway for the Green Jobs 
Accelerator:

• Build excitement for green jobs

• Clarify pathways

• Build skills

• Identify transitional jobs with career ladders

• Identify community benefits agreements for 
public projects

• Promote Black and Latino business 
development

Accelerating the growth of the green job workforce 
and family-supporting jobs requires a multi-prong 
strategy. Large-scale subsidized employment 
models that employ workers as they train for 
their future careers and intentionally place them 
in sustainable work and offer additional training 
as needed to advance in career ladders can 
meaningfully improve economic equity and reduce 
racial disparities. Higher paying green jobs are 
correlated with workers who have higher levels of 
training and experience. It requires having:

1. Prospective workers that are aware of green job 
opportunities and who want to make a career in 
those industries

2. Workers who know where to get the necessary 
training and who have the financial and 
transportation supports to enroll and persist 
through training programs

3. Employers who are willing to hire Milwaukee 
residents and workers of color and who are 
willing to pay family-supporting wages and 
benefits

4. Sustained market demand for green good 
services that will induce employers to hire and 
retain workers 

THIS PLAN ESTABLISHES A 
GOAL OF CREATING GREEN 
JOBS THAT PAY AT LEAST 
$40,000 PER YEAR AT THE 
ENTRY LEVEL. IN ADDITION, 
40% OF GREEN JOBS WILL 
BE HELD BY PEOPLE OF 
COLOR, PARALLEL TO THE 
WHITE HOUSE’S JUSTICE40 
STANDARD.
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To work on all these issues, the City of Milwaukee, 
Employee Milwaukee, or associated workforce 
agencies, should develop a Green Jobs Accelerator 
Program that: 

• Builds a modern website and resources that 
takes national green job maps and connects 
them to local training providers

• Operates at physical locations to showcase 
green jobs careers

• Hires local workers of color and provide entry-
level transitional jobs for approximately 2 days 
per week while exposing workers to the broader 
array of career opportunities and subsidized 
training.

• Provides direct commercial drivers license 
training, which is a prerequisite for many green 
jobs

• Signs agreements with employers of good will 
to hire workers graduating from the program 

• Implements community benefits agreements 
on related government work and utility-scale 
projects to employ workers in the private sector

• Develops an outreach plan to:

 º High school students

 º Underemployed people of color

 º Short-term unemployed

 º Incumbent workers

The Green Jobs Accelerator should utilize 
a tracking system to provide regular public 
information on the percentage of green jobs which 
are held by people of color. The following metrics 
of community-wide measures of race-based 
economic inequality should be tracked regularly 
(see Implementation chapter for more details):

• Employment Rate by Race and Gender (Census); 

• Median Household Income by Race (Census); 

• Median Hourly Wage Rate by Race and Gender 
(BLS data).

 ▽Screenshot of website from the Interstate Renewable Energy Council. 
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Existing Resources - Getting a Green Job 
Right Now!

The Environmental Collaboration Office website 
has listed existing resources related to green jobs 
including electricians supporting energy efficiency 
and renewable energy, HVAC technicians, 
weatherization workers, housing constructors, 
manufacturers of sustainable technologies, and 
other professional jobs such as consultants, 
engineers, and building operators. With additional 
funding, Milwaukee can greatly expand its green 
job web resources and recruitment resources.

The Interstate Renewable Energy Council and its 
partners have developed interactive clean energy 
career maps (https://irecusa.org/career-maps) , 
that highlight the range of green jobs, from entry 
level positions to more advanced:

More can be done to help prospective workers 
understand the career opportunities at a high 
level, understand which local training providers 
provide relevant training, and then connect trained 
workers with employers who are willing to hire 
them.

Green Jobs: Local Training Providers

Milwaukee already has a number of training 
programs for green jobs including:

• Trade unions like IBEW provide training and 
family-supporting wages and benefits

• MATC is a pathway to many trades and green 
jobs, particularly building automation and 
controls

• The Wisconsin University system has expanded 
offerings in water and energy technology

• The Midwest Renewable Energy Association 
provides training in solar energy 

• Weatherization workers could be trained and 
paid more to reduce turnover (recommend $20/
hour+) through national certification programs 
such as the Building Performance Institute, Inc 
(BPI.org)

 △Photo by Steve White Films. 

https://city.milwaukee.gov/homegrownmilwaukee/HOME-GROWN-new/Green-Jobs-and-Community-Collaboration
https://irecusa.org/career-maps/
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Working with Milwaukee Public Schools

Milwaukee’s most important workforce preparation 
opportunity is our schools, including high school.  
Grade school and high school provide critical 
formation in helping kids to not only learn basic 
skills like reading and math. Primary and secondary 
education is also a  critical opportunity for young 
people to explore their interests, and develop the 
good work habits of setting goals, completing 
work on time, and meeting standards. Milwaukee’s 
workforce environment and opportunities will be 
improved by creating clear and more consistent 
transitions from high school to post-secondary 
educational opportunities with technical colleges 
and other reputable training providers, such as 
through the M3 initiative.   Efforts to expose young 
people to promising green careers through the 
Green Schools Consortium of Milwaukee, and 
other intentional efforts with trade unions and 
other trade associations should be expanded.  
Additionally, MPS and other area high schools 
should continue to recognize that the skilled 
trades, when coupled with adequate preparation, 
presents attractive career alternatives to college 
for many young people. Our school system should 
expand hands-on classroom opportunities to 
begin to the prerequisites for careers in the skilled 
trades.


