
1

Energy Efficiency
with Justice

How State Energy Efficiency Policy Can 
Mitigate Climate Change, Create Jobs, and 

Address Racial and Economic Inequality

Authors:
Basav Sen, Griffin Bird, Celia Bottger 



51

A noteworthy example of state legislation expanding energy efficiency with an emphasis on 
equality is Illinois’ Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) of 2016. FEJA addresses expanded access to 
both renewable energy and energy efficiency, but in this section we focus more on the ways in 
which FEJA increases access to energy efficiency, while also addressing some of its renewable 
energy provisions.

E.1 Key provisions of FEJA

•  By 2030, Illinois’ largest utility, ComEd, must expand and enhance customer efficiency 
    programs to cut electricity usage by 21.5 percent, and Illinois’ second largest utility, Ameren, 
    must cut usage by 16 percent.127

•  The law mandates that utilities serving more than 3 million customers in Illinois spend $25 
    million per year on programs to help low-income homes become more energy efficient, and 
    utilities serving between 500,000 and 3 million customers spend $8.35 million per year.128

•  It defines low-income households as households with income below 80% of area median 
    income,129 expanding it beyond the prior definition of households who qualify for state 
    assistance.130

•  It states that energy efficiency measures targeting low-income households should, where 
    practicable, be contracted to third parties, preferably non-profits or government entities, 
    which have “demonstrated capabilities to serve such households.”131

•  It requires utilities to convene advisory committees to assist in the design and evaluation 
    of low-income energy efficiency programs. The advisory committees must include 
    representatives of community-based organizations.132

•  It addresses energy insecurity by requiring each utility to contribute $10 million a year for 
    five years to a fund that assists low-income customers including senior citizens who are 
    facing imminent disconnection or have been disconnected from utility service because of 
    inability to pay.133

•  It extends Illinois’ on-bill financing program (see Section D) to multifamily buildings with 
    more than 50 residential units and to condominium associations, and makes products 
    or services needed to safely install energy efficiency measures eligible for on-bill financing, 
    helping more people pay for energy efficiency upgrades through their utility bills.134 
•  It requires utilities serving more than 3 million customers to allocate a total of $30 million 
    each to develop and implement energy job training programs, which will include programs 
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127 Citizens Utility Board, “What Is the Future Energy Jobs Act?”, available at:  https://citizensutilityboard.org/
future-energy-jobs-act/ 
128 Illinois Compiled Statutes, 220 ILCS 5 Sec. 8-103B(c), created by Illinois SB2814, Sec. 15, 2016.
129 Ibid.
130 Citizens Utility Board, “What Is the Future Energy Jobs Act?”, available at:  https://citizensutilityboard.org/
future-energy-jobs-act/ 
131 Illinois Compiled Statutes, 220 ILCS 5 Sec. 8-103B(c), created by Illinois SB2814, Sec. 15, 2016.
132 Ibid.
133 Ibid, Sec. 16-108.10.
134 Ibid., Sec. 16-111.7(b) and Sec. 16-111.7(c), as modified by Illinois SB2814, Sec. 15, 2016.
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    that focus on individuals from economically disadvantaged and environmental justice 
    communities, youth of color, formerly incarcerated persons, individuals who had been in the 
    foster care system as children, and other traditionally excluded populations.135

•  It establishes the Illinois Solar for All Program, which provides incentives for distributed 
    solar generation, including community solar projects, that benefit low-income 
    communities.136

E.2 How FEJA was won

The Future Energy Jobs Act passed the Illinois House of Representatives with a bipartisan 63-
38 vote, passed the Senate with a 32-18 vote, and was signed into law by Governor Rauner 
on December 7th, 2016.137 There are important lessons to be learned from the sustained 
organizing and coalition-building that went into the passage of this legislation, and that has 
continued subsequent to the bill’s passage to monitor the implementation of the bill and 
ensure that it lives up to its promise.

Support for the bill was widespread, diverse, and multisectoral. The passage of the bill was 
driven in large part by the Illinois Clean Jobs Coalition,138 which is a made up of environmental, 
labor, economic justice, and faith organizations and businesses. Some coalition members 
include:

•  Little Village Environmental Justice Organization (LVEJO), an environmental justice 
    organization based in low-income communities of color in Chicago.139

•  Preservation of Affordable Housing, a non-profit developer, owner, and operator of 
    affordable housing in greater Chicago.140

•  Voces Verdes, a network of Latino business, public health, academic, and community 
    leaders and organizational partners who advocate for sound environmental policy.141

•  Faith in Place, an interfaith environmental network.142

•  International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers (IBEW) Local 134.143

•  North Lawndale Employment Network, a community organization in a high-unemployment 
    Chicago neighborhood working to secure jobs with family-supporting wages for people 
    facing barriers to employment, especially formerly incarcerated individuals and low-income 
    job seekers.144

•  Illinois People’s Action (IPA), a statewide institutional and grassroots member organization 
    working on social, economic, and environmental justice issues, with most of its membership 
    in the downstate area.145

135 Ibid., Sec. 16-108.12, created by Illinois SB2814, Sec. 15, 2016.
136 20 ILCS 3855 Sec. 1-56, as modified by Illinois SB2814, Sec. 5, 2016.
137 Collingsworth, Jessica, “A Huge Success in Illinois: Future Energy Jobs Bill Signed Into Law.” Union of 
Concerned Scientists, Dec. 8 2016, https://blog.ucsusa.org/jessica-collingsworth/big-win-illinois-energy 
138 https://ilcleanjobs.org/ 
139 http://lvejo.org/our-mission/mission-vision-statement/ 
140 http://www.poahchicago.org/ 
141 http://www.vocesverdes.org/ 
142 https://www.faithinplace.org/who-we-are 
143 National Electrical Contractors Association and National Brotherhood of Electrical Workers, Local 134, “The 
Future Energy Jobs Act (FEJA) — What it Means to Our Industry,” available at: http://www.necaibewchicago.
com/news_events/summer2017/feja.html 
144 http://www.nlen.org/who-we-serve/ 
145 http://www.illinoispeoplesaction.org/ 
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Illinois-based chapters of national organizations such as the Sierra Club, Physicians for 
Social Responsibility, and Unitarian Universalist Advocacy Network were also involved in the 
coalition.

The passage of the Future Energy Jobs Act was a laborious effort of over two years. To gain 
a deeper understanding of the campaign to pass the bill and the lessons that can be learned 
from the campaign, we have spoken with Rev. Tony Pierce, Board Chair of Illinois People’s 
Action and Co-Senior Pastor of Heaven’s View Christian Fellowship in Peoria, IL, and Dawn 
Dannenbring, Lead Organizer of IPA. We share some of their key insights below.

Dannenbring says that IPA’s decision to participate in the Illinois Clean Jobs Coalition was 
driven by its membership, who wanted access to jobs for communities of color and low-
income communities, and who wanted to ensure that any energy bill for Illinois did not further 
burden environmental justice communities with false solutions such as fracked natural gas. 
Rev. Pierce adds that communities wanted energy sovereignty (more control over production 
and distribution of energy), which includes not just jobs, but wealth-building in the form of 
community-owned distributed energy generation such as community solar projects.

A major strength of the coalition was that it brought together traditional environmental 
groups and worker and low-income organizing groups. Pre-existing relationships were key to 
bringing such a diverse set of organizations to the table. In addition to diversity of issues and 
sectors, regional diversity mattered in the coalition. Dannenbring notes that IPA’s participation 
in the coalition was key to ensuring that it was a truly statewide coalition as against a coalition 
of Chicago-based groups. She points out that Southern Illinois is coal country and there are 
environmental justice communities there, both in coal mining areas and in the vicinity of coal-
fired power plants.

According to Rev. Pierce, the coalition’s focus on ensuring that environmental justice 
communities, communities of color, and low-income communities benefit from solar energy 
and energy efficiency helped to broaden and energize the coalition’s base and contributed to 
winning a strong bill. However, he says that these communities had to fight hard to ensure 
that their issues and concerns were addressed in the final outcome. He gives the example of 
how communities successfully struggled to broaden the definition of traditionally excluded 
populations to include the formerly incarcerated, because not doing so would mean that large 
numbers of people in Black and Brown communities would not be able to benefit from the bill.

The emphasis that the legislation places on jobs and benefits for communities of color and 
low-income communities “could have been divisive between community organizers, labor, 
and environmentalists if not handled properly,” says Pierce. Dannenbring describes some of 
the early conversations with organized labor as “contentious,” but adds that it was worth it, 
because “it’s better to have everyone at the table, to build a better long-term outcome.”

Dannenbring observes that the coalition was able to navigate sometimes divergent positions 
of member organizations effectively because it decided at an early stage to recognize the 
importance of environmental justice, to set up an environmental justice committee, and 
to adopt the Jemez Principles146 of environmental justice (which give primacy to frontline 
community leadership). 

146 https://www.ejnet.org/ej/jemez.pdf 
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Another way in which the coalition was able to resolve internal differences was to provide 
space to member organizations to advocate on their own for stronger positions than the 
coalition as a whole was willing to take. 

As an example of an issue on which some coalition members took a position that the coalition 
as a whole didn’t adopt, Rev. Pierce cites the debate around demand charges,147 which are 
utility charges for peak electricity usage by a customer (as against their total usage). For an 
electric utility, the total generation, transmission, and distribution infrastructure requirement 
is determined by the expected maximum load the system will carry at any moment of time, as 
against the cumulative energy it will deliver over a period of time.148 Similarly, for a gas utility, 
the required compressor station and pipeline infrastructure is a function of maximum load. 
Utilities justify demand charges on the basis that they charge customers for the infrastructure 
construction and maintenance cost attributable to them. Typically, they are applied to heavy 
users, such as industrial and commercial customers. 

Utilities in Illinois wanted to extend demand charges to residential customers. Rev. Pierce 
points out that, in our present-day social and economic structure, residential demand charges 
are inherently inequitable. Higher-income ratepayers usually have “9 to 5” jobs, and could do 
tasks that require higher energy usage, such as laundry, at times when their overall electricity 
demand is low. They also have the disposable income to purchase and install “smart” devices 
that can be set to turn appliances on and off remotely. Thus, they have more flexibility to 
adjust their energy usage so they’re not using a lot of energy at any given moment. Lower 
income ratepayers often work unpredictable, long hours, and usually can’t afford such “smart” 
devices, so they must perform high energy-usage tasks such as laundry and cooking when 
they happen to be home, potentially incurring high demand charges.

Consequently, some environmental justice and low-income organizing groups in the coalition 
opposed residential demand charges, a position that the coalition as a whole avoided taking 
for fear that it might kill the entire bill. These groups had what Rev. Pierce describes as a 
“showdown” with the utilities, but they won in the end.

The coalition recognized that it could not win everything it wanted, and had to concede some 
issues to the utilities in exchange for winning major gains for distributed renewables, energy 
efficiency, jobs, and economic benefits for low-income people. Dannenbring mentions the 
bailout of nuclear power as something that almost everyone in the coalition was opposed to, 
but the coalition compromised on it. They did, however, successfully draw what she describes 
as a “hard line” on a similar proposed bailout of coal.

A unique strength of the Illinois Clean Jobs Coalition is that it did not disband after passage of 
the Future Energy Jobs Act, but stayed together to monitor its implementation and to ensure 
that, in Dannenbring’s words, “the promised benefits of the legislation are actually being 
realized.” 

147 For an introductory explanation of demand charges, see Mosaic Energy, https://www.mosaicenergy.com/
understanding-utility-demand-charges/ 
148 An easy-to-understand analogy is that a major road is typically designed to be wide enough to handle the 
peak traffic it is expected to carry, usually during rush hour. At times other than rush hour, we can sometimes 
have a wide road with very little traffic. The capital expenditure to build the road increases with the width, and is 
therefore determined by the peak traffic at any given moment, as against the total traffic over, say, a month.
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Rev. Pierce explains that community activists stayed involved in the networks for training 
people from marginalized communities (many of whom are formerly incarcerated) in solar 
jobs, and in working with solar installation companies to ensure that the people trained 
through these programs actually get hired. They have had significant success in both the 
training and the hiring phases. The recidivism rate for graduates of the training program run 
for ex-offenders by the Community Development Corporation (CDC) associated with Rev. 
Pierce’s church is only 13%, compared to 43% for Illinois as a whole. The CDC also got solar 
installers to agree to hire 50% of their employees from the local community when building 
solar projects in environmental justice communities.


