
HEALTHY HOME ENERGY HEALTHY HOME ENERGY 
UPGRADESUPGRADES
Improve existing Milwaukeean homes to be energy efficient, lead-safe and 
healthy.
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WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?WHY IS THIS IMPORTANT?
Improving the energy efficiency of homes is 
critical to dramatically reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, reducing the burden of high energy 
bills, and improving the health and quality of life 
for residents. According to the City of Milwaukee 
2018 Inventory of Community Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions (GHGs), 31% of GHGs were produced 
by residential buildings. GHGs are produced from 
the residential housing sector by the energy used 
to heat, cool, and power homes and appliances. 
This includes electricity generated through burning 
coal and natural gas in power plants, as well as 
natural gas used to heat household spaces and 
water, and to power gas stoves and dryers. Energy 
inefficient homes with poor insulation, outdated 
appliances, and old heating systems are not only 
less comfortable to live in, but they also create 
higher utility bills and more GHG emissions due to 
energy being wasted. 

Energy efficiency focuses on using less energy to 
perform the same task. For example, installing an 
energy efficient air conditioner can use less energy 
than an old, failing air conditioner but performs the 
same job. Residential energy efficiency can take 
many forms but is commonly associated with (1) 
reducing energy use, by installing more efficient 

heating and cooling systems, appliances and 
lighting, and (2) improving the building envelope 
(exterior walls and roof) to reduce waste energy, by 
adding insulation and air sealing. Programmable 
thermostats to reduce energy use while residents 
are away are another way to conserve energy 
without sacrificing comfort. 

Overall, reducing energy use through energy 
efficiency upgrades reduces the amount of energy 
that must be paid for in monthly utility bills. 
According to a September 2020 report by the 
American Council for an Energy Efficient Economy 
(ACEEE) titled “How High Are Household Energy 
Burdens?”, affordable household energy costs 
should be no more than 6% of total household 
income. Unfortunately, many residents in 
Milwaukee are paying more than 10% of their 
income, and as much as 15-19% of their income 
on energy bills due to a combination of low-
incomes and old, energy inefficient housing. The 
map titled ”Energy Burden, City of Milwaukee 
by Census Tract” shows the areas in Milwaukee 
where residents are experiencing these energy 
burdens.

COMMUNITY VOICESCOMMUNITY VOICES

If we can implement a program that provides at a discount, energy efficient appliances 
like heat pumps, stoves, electric water heaters, let’s distribute those to the people who 
are in most need.”

We need to ensure that whatever solutions we adopt to combat climate change also 
impact racial justice. Examples include green jobs training programs, increased and 
improved public transit, energy efficiency upgrades in rental homes in predominantly 
Black and Latino neighborhoods, lead abatement in those homes, increases in green 
spaces and tree cover in neighborhoods that lack access to parks and playgrounds, 
and measures to mitigate extreme heat events and their impact on communities of 
color.

I think that there just needs to be a concentrated effort to improve the quality of the 
housing stock in the most needy neighborhoods. And these are things that could have 
a huge effect on carbon emissions, too.

““““

https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/ACEEE-01%20Energy%20Burden%20-%20National.pdf
https://www.aceee.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/ACEEE-01%20Energy%20Burden%20-%20National.pdf
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Childhood Lead Poisoning

Childhood lead poisoning is a health crisis that is 
also tied to Milwaukee’s old, deteriorated housing 
stock and disproportionately impacts children of 
color in underserved neighborhoods.  Although it 
is not related to climate change, it is an important 
issue for Milwaukee residents that intersects with 
the need for climate action. It’s unsurprising that 
the Milwaukee census tracts with high energy 
burdens often overlap with the census tracts with 
the highest levels of childhood lead poisoning. The 
state of Wisconsin, and Milwaukee in particular, 
have a very high burden of lead poisoning in 
comparison to other U.S. cities and states. Prior 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, approximately 7% of 
children in Wisconsin had blood lead levels above 
the CDC’s prior Blood Lead Reference Value of 5 
micrograms/deciliter (μg/ dL), which is higher 
than the national average of approximately 4%. In 
Milwaukee, the percentage of children with blood 
lead levels of 5 μg/ dL and above is consistently 
9-10%. However, in the most burdened census 
tracts, that percentage can be 20-30% of children 
lead-poisoned. City leaders have prioritized 
addressing this critical near- term crisis. Improving 
homes with an eye toward removing lead hazards 
and addressing energy efficiency at the same time 
presents new opportunities for collaboration.
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Other Housing Issues

Milwaukee’s housing stock in disinvested 
neighborhoods of color faces a range of other 
structural and health challenges, including leaking 
roofs, outdated electrical wiring, and a host of 
other issues.  Over time government agencies 
and non-profit organizations have attempted to 
address this with a patchwork of housing repair 
programs that have an often confusing and hard 
to navigate eligibility requirements that vary 
by program. Creating better coordination and 
navigation tools among various housing programs 
presents an opportunity to create efficiencies and 
improve customer service.  Improving the existing 
housing stock with more energy-efficient homes 
will save households money on both operations 
and maintenance costs, freeing up funds to be 
used for other necessities like rent, food, and 
medical care. 

 △Graphic by GRAEF.
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The City of Milwaukee has been a leading city in 
Wisconsin in working to increase access to solar 
energy. Adding solar energy systems to existing 
homes can strengthen energy independence and 
home value while reducing the costs paid to an 
electric utility for energy in the long-term. 

The Milwaukee Shines Solar Program has 
reduced permitting and other soft costs for 
solar, provided affordable financing to qualified 
homeowners, and supports “group-buys” to 
bring down the cost of solar. The City has also 
supported solar projects in communities of color 
including Alice’s Garden, Walnut Way’s Wellness 
Commons, and the Fondy Farmer’s Market. In 
addition, the City of Milwaukee also advocates 
for new options to help all customers, regardless 
of income, access solar. Expanding the benefits 
of solar further to underserved communities 
requires continued advocacy for statewide policy 
changes that support lease financing of solar 
and new community solar options for customers 
that do not have a suitable site for solar.

SOLAR ENERGYSOLAR ENERGY

Equity

The focus of this idea is increasing equity in 
Milwaukee’s housing sector by creating healthy 
home environments for all Milwaukeeans. 
Milwaukee children are a top priority, because the 
impacts of lead poisoning can have devastating, 
life-long impacts on their cognitive development, 
and lead poisoning disproportionately impacts 
Black and Latino children in Milwaukee. Moreover, 
while improvements have occurred over the past 
two decades, the highest energy burdens continue 
to be faced by Black and Latino households. 

Energy-efficient homes also include many more 
benefits such as staying warmer in the winter and 
cooler during summer months. This ensures more 
comfortable, healthy home environments for 
households during frigid winter and summer heat 
waves, which will be increasingly important with 
more extreme and frequent impacts of climate 
change in Milwaukee. Energy efficiency can also 
increase home value, an opportunity to build 
wealth for low-income residents.

Resiliency

Existing homes must also be improved to be more 
resilient to the more extreme and frequent weather 
events caused by climate change. MMSD’s Pipe 
Check Program provides practical tips to help 
homeowners reduce the risk of flooding and 
basement backups in their home. 

Electric air-source heat pumps, geothermal ground 
loop systems, and rooftop solar all provide home 
heating and cooling with lower GHG emissions. 
Building insulation is one of the simpler but 
effective housing retrofit tools that should be 
broadly implemented. Improving a home’s thermal 
envelope—any structure that helps control interior 
temperatures—with better insulation is one of the 
lowest cost but most beneficial improvements one 
can make while preventing heat and conditioned 
air from escaping.  As prices come down, solar 
energy coupled with battery storage offers the 
opportunity to help homeowners keep the lights 
on during grid outages.  

https://www.mmsd.com/what-you-can-do/managing-water-on-your-property/pipe-check
https://www.mmsd.com/what-you-can-do/managing-water-on-your-property/pipe-check
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CITY STRATEGYCITY STRATEGY

1 Weatherization programs typically refer to programs for low-income households who can qualify for free energy 
efficiency upgrades to their homes - like insulation, air sealing, replacement of furnaces and water heaters with more 
efficient versions, etc. - though these programs do not cover window replacement. 

Continue and Expand Current 
Weatherization and Energy Efficiency 
Programs

Milwaukee currently has a range of weatherization 
1and energy efficiency programs and solar 
programs including the low-income Weatherization 
Assistance Program (WAP), the Milwaukee Energy 
Efficiency (Me2) loan program, the statewide 
Focus on Energy program which provides rebates 
for investing in energy efficiency, as well as  the 
Milwaukee Shines solar program. The Me2 loan 
program for energy efficiency complements 
other rebate programs from Focus on Energy and 
federal incentives by supporting homeowners 
citywide who cannot afford the upfront costs to 
improve their home. The City will continue and 
expand these existing programs.  

Align Energy Efficiency and Lead Paint 
Abatement

Milwaukee leaders have dramatically increased 
funding for residential lead abatement and other 
home repair programs through the City’s funding 
allocation of the American Rescue Plan Act 
(ARPA). These funding resources are primarily 
targeted to neighborhoods with a high percentage 
of historic disinvestment and communities of 
color. With this historic influx of federal funds to 
support housing repairs from ARPA, coupled with 
new financial incentives through the 2022 Inflation 
Reduction Act, the City of Milwaukee has an 
unprecedented opportunity to financially support 
energy efficient and healthy home  upgrades. 
To meet the moment and bring these efforts 
to scale, the City of Milwaukee, following the 
recommendations of the City-County Task Force 
on Climate and Economic Equity, is developing a 
unified Healthy Home Energy Upgrades Strategy. 
In 2022, the City of Milwaukee contracted with the 
Green and Healthy Homes Initiative (GHHI), the 
nation’s foremost experts on integrating energy 
efficiency retrofits with lead paint abatement work. 

The City’s Environmental Collaboration Office, 
Milwaukee Health Department, Weatherization 
Assistance Program providers including the 
Social Development Commission, and other 
housing repair programs will work together to 
coordinate a more holistic approach to home 
repair. Through better coordination, the City aims 
to more efficiently and effectively deliver housing 
improvements to households of color most at risk 
for lead poisoning and high energy bills. 

Implementation of this energy efficient and 
healthy homes strategy is already underway.  In 
October 2021, the City of Milwaukee Common 
Council allocated approximately $26.3 million of 
its American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) funding to 
reduce lead poisoning, including funding to abate 
lead paint hazards in 850 of the highest priority 
housing units, provide necessary medical and 
case management services to lead-poisoned 
children, increase blood lead level testing, and 
provide resources to parents, among other efforts.

The Council further approved $2 million to audit 
and complete energy efficiency upgrades in those 
units being abated of lead hazards. Moreover, the 
Council approved an additional $3 million to help 
develop the workforce needed to complete this 
larger scale of home improvements. The City of 
Milwaukee Common  Council  also allocated  $15  
million  in ARPA funds to renovate 150 homes 
currently owned by the City of Milwaukee, making 
them lead-safe and highly energy efficient, to 
prepare them for resale.  Additional planning 
work in 2023 and beyond will be necessary to 
incorporate the new opportunities from the 
Inflation Reduction Act.

Develop a Long-Term, Flexible Funding 
Strategy for Healthy Home Upgrades

While the funding resources provided by ARPA, 
the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act, 
and the Inflation Reduction Act are significant, 
the scale of healthy home renovations needed 
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in Milwaukee will require more than can be 
supported through government funding alone.  
Moreover, existing home weatherization and 
lead paint abatement programs are unable to 
cover needed “pre-weatherization” work in a large 
number of Milwaukee homes each year. This “pre-
weatherization” work most often includes roof 
repairs, and when these issues are uncovered, 
it stops the weatherization or lead abatement 
work from being done.  Statistics from one local 
weatherization agency indicate that, for example, 
in 2019, 46% of households that applied for 
weatherization of their homes could not have it 
completed due mostly to these “pre-weatherization” 
issues.  Such home repairs impeded a number of 
homes from being abated for lead paint hazards 
every year, as well.  This is another reason the 
City of Milwaukee has contracted with GHHI, 
because they have experience assisting other 
cities and states to develop flexible healthy home 
repair funds that combine government funds with 
contributions from philanthropic sources, health 
care providers, contractors and trades, Federally 
Qualified Health Centers, and other relevant 
sources. Due to greater flexibility, the fund could 
also provide support for necessary improvements 
to homes discussed above, that currently impede 
both weatherization and lead paint abatement 
work from being completed.

Coordinate Housing Repair Programs and 
Simplify Application Processes

In addition to improving the coordination of 
programs, Milwaukee will make better use of 
technology to help residents understand the 
existing housing repair programs, the various 
eligibility requirements, and how to access these 
programs. All City and housing repair programs 
should work on a unified, online navigation tool 
that will make it easier to connect residents 
to the programs for which they are eligible, as 
well as coordinate outreach with the Resilience 
Ambassadors described later in this Plan. 
Where practical, the City should explore better 

coordinator or consolidation among its various 
home repair programs while respecting the 
different customers they serve.

Electrify Homes

Finally, the City and its partners will lay the 
groundwork for “beneficial electrification” of 
homes. Achieving net-zero GHG emissions by 
2050 requires replacing the burning of natural 
gas in homes for heating, cooking and clothes-
drying with affordable electric options powered by 
carbon-free electricity sources. Recent advances 
in cold-climate air source heat pumps, heat-pump 
hot water heaters, and induction stoves make this 
feasible. Moreover, the federal Inflation Reduction 
Act provides significant funding assistance 
for households to electrify, with more support 
for lower-income households.  The City, along 
with its partners, will promote the availability of 
these federal incentives for electrification and 
continue to integrate support for electrification 
into existing programs, such as the Me2 program, 
which now provides low interest loans for various 
electrification improvements to homes. Many 
policy, technological, and financing strategies 
will need to effectively come together over time 
to make this strategy truly beneficial for both the 
environment and residents’ pocket books, but the 
City will be working proactively on these efforts 
with our partners in the City and statewide. Net-
zero homes are discussed further in the following 
chapter.

Advocating for State, Federal, and Utility 
Energy Efficiency Funding and Programing

The City of Milwaukee ECO will continue to 
intervene in relevant dockets and cases at the 
Wisconsin Public Service Commission through the 
Wisconsin Local Governments Climate Coalition 
(WLGCC.org) to encourage improved energy 
efficiency, weatherization, and pre-weatherization 
programs and policies. This includes supporting 
the Focus on Energy program and coordinating 
with it for local programs.  The City of Milwaukee 
may also advocate with We Energies for creation 
of an on-bill financing option for customers.  Such 
on-bill tariff options remove financial barriers to 
households adding energy efficiency upgrades 
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to their homes, by allowing utility customers to 
pay off energy efficiency and other upgrades to 
their homes overtime on their utility bills, rather 
than needing to pay upfront for energy efficiency 
upgrades that will lower their utility bills over 
time.  Federal and State investments are critical to 
upgrading our housing stock for health and energy 
efficiency.

Cross-Cutting Recommendation: Supporting 
the Green Jobs Accelerator

Upgrading buildings will require more green 
contractors and workers than are currently 
available. Accordingly, this represents an 
opportunity to focus on recruitment, training and 
employee retention, and presents great career 
opportunities for workers of color. While HVAC 
technicians and electricians will certainly be 
needed, the importance of building envelope 
improvements, such as insulation and air sealing, 
will require laborers and carpenters. This is 
even more true when incorporating lead paint 
abatement work, which mainly includes window 
replacement, paint removal and hazardous waste 
cleanup. 

Energy contractors, such as Green Homeowners 
United, have been working with labor unions to 
explore workforce training opportunities in energy 
efficiency and lead paint abatement. Maintaining 
a high-quality workforce of insulation workers, 
HVAC technicians, and other energy efficiency 
workers will require fair wages of $20+/hour. The 
intersection of workforce development and home 
remediation is addressed further in the Green 
Jobs Accelerator chapter.
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