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Progressives are calling for a Green New Deal.  The details are still very fuzzy, despite the
House resolution introduced by Markey and Ocasio-Cortez. That proposal as a ten-year
timetable to eliminate carbon, which is highly unrealistic. Nevertheless, it’s worth thinking
about what an all-out effort to decarbonizing the economy would look like.  The Green New
Deal is also about creating good jobs across the economy, and we should take the factor into
account as well.

In order to start scoping out what this kind of effort might entail, it makes sense to start
with the states most in need of another New Deal.  With that in mind, I thought it would be
useful to start with the three poorest states in the Union.  This is actually a pre-scoping
exercise: we can get a sense of what questions need to be asked, but we don’t know the
answers yet.  Here are the situations of the three poorest states based on median household
income, followed by a list of questions that would need to be addressed. The same three
states have the lowest percentages of college-educated adults.

The Three Poorest States

West Virginia.

West Virginia has the lowest median household income in the country and among the
highest unemployment and poverty rates.  It also has the lowest life expectancy in the
Union. It has under 2 million people.

According to the 2017 Outside the Beltway report, West Virginia’s electricity generation is
94% coal, 2% each of wind and hydro, and 1% natural gas. Electricity generation is down
somewhat since the turn of the century. The Republicans have commanding majorities in
both houses of the legislature, along with a Republican governor.  Only 0.1% of the state’s
energy comes from solar, while 2.2% comes from wind. In policy terms, the state is moving
backward: it has repealed its renewable portfolio standard and restricted use of net
metering for residential solar.

Mississippi.

With around 3 million people, Mississippi has the second-lowest household income, and like
West Virginia has among the highest unemployment and poverty rates. It’s got the third-
lowest life expectancy.

Coal is 10% of the energy mix in Mississippi, with natural gas at 70%. Recent trends also
vary widely. Nuclear and biomass supply almost all of the rest. Only 0.5% of the state’s
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energy comes from solar, and none – that’s zero percent – of its energy generation comes
from wind. About 3% comes from hydro.

Arkansas.

Arkansas has the third-lowest median household income, with a high poverty rate, but is
middle-of-the-pack in terms of unemployment. It ranks 44th in terms of life expectancy. The
population is about 3 million, like Mississippi.

Coal is 40% of the power mix in Arkansas. Natural gas is 27% percent, about the same as
nuclear.  Most of the remaining power share comes from hydro. In terms of renewables,
0.3% of the state’s energy generation comes from solar, none from wind.

Scoping Questions

It’s obvious that all of these states would benefit hugely if a Green New Deal created new
jobs with good pay and benefits. It’s also clear that all of them have headroom in terms
renewables. In that respect, they are typical of the Southeast states, where renewables have
taken hold in only a few places.  But in trying to scope out a path to a low-carbon future for
these states, there are a bunch of questions that will need to be answered:

How much could the state’s energy demand be reduced by energy efficiency
programs? How much of that will ultimately be offset by electric vehicles?
How much of the remaining demand can be feasibly supplied by wind and solar? How
much would have to be installed?
If there’s a deficit, how should that be met? Biomass, hydro, nuclear? Or electricity
imports from elsewhere?
What kinds of grid upgrades would be required for all this?
How much will all of this cost and how rapidly can it be feasibly deployed?

As far as I can tell, we don’t really know the answers to these questions, though maybe
they’re tucked away somewhere on websites I couldn’t find.  But several things are clear.
First, even with maximum effort getting these states to low carbon will require major
investments and will take years.  Second, because these states are starting from such low
baselines, there should be plenty of low-hanging fruit.  Third, the prime mover will have to
be the federal government rather than the states. And finally, all of these states would
benefit greatly from the creation of jobs with good pay and benefits.

It remains to be seen whether the Green New Deal is either politically or economically
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feasible. Even if it isn’t, we’ll need to map out pathways to decarbonization for these states
if the U.S. is going to make the carbon reductions we need by 2050.

 

 


