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As the nation recovers from recession, the President is putting great emphasis on America breaking its dependence on fossil fuels and becoming a world leader in green technology. At the Department of Labor, Secretary Hilda Solis, who as a California Representative introduced the Green Jobs Act, is focused on working with other agencies to ensure that there is a trained workforce ready to fill the jobs that are and will increasingly be opening in this sector. Jane Oates, Assistant Secretary for Workforce Development at the Department of Labor, offers a national perspective on green jobs.
The Obama Administration has a real focus on green jobs and growing the green economy in the US. Why is this a priority?
First of all, this has been a real priority for [Department of Labor] Secretary Solis since the beginning of her career, and it may be that one of the reasons she was attracted to the Obama Administration was because the Administration has made it a priority. They want to be prepared. Not unlike when we did the Sputnik mission and decided to be the first on the moon. 
The country wants, and this administration wants, to make sure that we're not behind the rest of the world in terms of addressing the need to reduce our carbon footprint, and to make sure that we are less reliant on the kinds of fuels that have been a problem for us in the past, specifically oil. 
Second of all, I think the administration sees it as a wonderful opportunity to really grow jobs. As these businesses are ready - the entrepreneurs and existing businesses that are changing their focus from fossil fuels onto renewables – we need to have the workforce ready for them to do that expansion. I think the Administration has been incredibly forward thinking in this area. 
In his State of the Union address, President Obama spoke about how we are in a “Sputnik moment.” I thought that was a very inspired thing to say. As one who lived through that moment years ago, I remember what a rude awakening it was when we all realized we were falling behind Russia in the race to space.
It’s a great analogy and very important. People who didn't live through that don't remember how courageous it was for President Kennedy to talk about going to the moon when we didn't even have the materials for a spaceship that could be the vessel for such dreams and hopes. 
When it comes to green technology, where are we behind the rest of the world? Can we catch up?
I think we're going to be able to catch up and lead the pack. I think we were slow, clearly slow in alternative vehicles. We Americans have been buying Japanese-made alternative vehicles since early in the 21st century, and we've all gotten behind the Prius. But now we're going to see a fully electric American vehicle for the first time with the Chevy Volt. I think that shows just how well we can catch up and lead the world. 
We were late to the table in the development of lithium batteries, yet there has been a quick response and great ingenuity by American manufacturers in designing composite parts for the batteries and also techniques for assembling batteries. While we've been following Korea, who is the world leader in this, we've made incredible strides in the last 18 months. 
Look at the use and expansion of solar and wind technology. We were definitely behind in these, and now it's so reassuring to see China come here and invest in a wind farm. I am absolutely convinced that we will solve some of the problems of storing energy. We're going to have a smart grid, we're going to figure out better ways to harness and store wind energy for future use. I think we're positioning ourselves to be the world leader in these areas.
And all the jobs that go with it.
Yes, all the jobs that go with it, from engineering down to technicians.
What are the most promising categories that you're looking at in green job growth?
Early on, they were in areas that were greening like the construction sector. None of us ever anticipated the severity of the job loss in construction and the slow regrowth of that sector. We knew that electricians had to learn how to put in solar panels, and we knew that plumbers had to learn how to put in waterless urinals and low-flush toilets and tankless hot water heaters. 
Now we're seeing a tremendous expansion, in partnership with the utility companies, in jobs related to new aspects of heating and cooling our homes, of supplying energy. We’ve seen slow but steady growth in things like the manufacturing and installation of solar panels throughout the country and the maintenance and upkeep of wind turbines. 
Compared to other workforce issues, how much emphasis is being put in the green jobs sector? The Department of Labor is a big operation, and green jobs are still only a tiny fraction of overall workforce.
We're attacking it by defining green very broadly, because we want to make sure that we're giving technical assistance to each of the greening sectors that we see. We mentioned construction. That's clearly one - but there are others as well. We're giving different dose-responses as parts of the country tackle the solar and wind and also recycling and water treatment. 
It has caused us to work in partnership with our sister agencies like [the Department of] Energy and EPA, so that we can build on their expertise to get the technical assistance that we need to the different fields that are in need of a trained workforce. It's a significant part of our workload, particularly because we put out $500 million in green grants with the Recovery Act money. That has accelerated our pace in this space. 
What does that look like when you partner with the other agencies? Can you give me a picture of that interaction?
One big thing is we partnered at a site-based activity funded by Energy, but we were the piece of that puzzle that talked about workforce development and jobs training. More recently, we have $40 million that we're putting out this year in green grants. We didn't put those grants out the door until we had met with Energy and EPA about how to do it, so we could complement and not duplicate what they were doing. 
We also brought in other agencies, like HUD [Department of Housing and Urban Development]. They put some green money out on the street that we were all partners in for weatherization projects, so we all learn from each other. Agriculture was here with us on green aspects of food storage and preparation and how we get the most out of the agribusinesses that are developing in this green space. 
According to the folks around the table, that was the first time there had been that type of convening. And that was all done at Secretary Solis' urging, so that we we’re getting the biggest bang out of our green dollars.
What are the ways that the government can support the growth of the green economy and the green workforce? Are there any specific investments or incentives that are coming out of the Department of Labor?
Clearly, the first big thing for us this year was when our sister agency, the Bureau of Labor Statistics, actually defined green jobs. That was a big help for us and it stopped a lot of the naysayers nationwide. 
Actually, many “green jobs” are regular jobs that are becoming green. An ongoing mission for us is to think more broadly about how we can use green skills across sectors. We need to get the general public more involved with the kinds of things that were done during the recovery act, like the tax incentives for putting in solar panels and for the greening of our industries.
The President's move to put in a provision in the new tax package that allows businesses to write off all their equipment purchases is going to help a lot of industries get more energy-efficient equipment. That was very forward-thinking of the President and the Congress. In a slow recovery, if something's not broken, business is probably not going to replace it. They are not going to look at the long-term environmental and cost savings benefits that buying a more efficient model would bring. The fact that they are able to deduct those costs, I think, will move businesses to replace equipment this year, which is good for the environment and good for business. 
Now that all that recovery act money has been distributed, is there more money coming down the pike from the Department of Labor? 
We put out $500 million in job training grants under the Recovery Act. In green, we'll put out a $40 million solicitation this year. Instead of people being disappointed that the amount is less, it's smart for us to continue our investment but to be cautious. The lessons we learned from that $500 million series of solicitations will instruct us better in 2012 and 2013 about the next steps, and what are the things that we should and shouldn't keep investing in. 
President Obama has proposed an initiative to "win the future" by making America's commercial buildings more energy efficient and resource efficient over the next decade. The White House says that the Better Buildings Initiative “catalyzes private sector investment through a series of incentives to upgrade commercial and municipal buildings.” Is the Department of Labor playing a part in this to make sure that it fulfills its potential for green jobs growth? 
The President, when he puts these initiatives out, first talks about them with his Cabinet. Secretary Solis is not shy. She wants to have a robust role in any of these initiatives that are coming out, particularly those that are around green jobs. We will be aligning our efforts with these ideas so that we have complementary kind of technical assistance, if not additional monies. We want to make sure that the workforce is trained in those areas. Clearly we're not going to be able to do it in every place across the country simultaneously, but as you and your readers know, certain places are primed to do this immediately, and other places across the country are not quite ready yet. 
Our job is to make sure the resources are there, both dollars and technical assistance, in areas as they figure out when they're ready and what they're ready to do. Starting with commercial buildings is terrific. Looking at businesses to get them to realize that having re-certified buildings, putting the effort at the front end into making sure things are cost efficient and energy efficient - I think that's the right way to go. It will make businesses not only build green, but think green. That's good for us, because our workforce planning is all thinking green. 
As business infrastructure greens, we want their workforce to green. We want recycling at every worksite. Here at the Department of Labor, the Secretary instituted recycling. We have recycling bins everywhere, and all the money we get from recycling cans and bottles go to fund the daycare center here. That's good business. It's a terrific way to not only reduce our trash but to help make sure that families who need a reduced rate for the childcare center in our building are able to get scholarships.
January was a huge month for venture capital investment in clean tech around the world, and especially in California. Hopefully that will lead to a lot of green jobs as these entrepreneurs grow their businesses out and their projects become successful. What can the federal government do to support private investment in green companies and the jobs these investments can create?
Everything from giving them a bully pulpit, recognizing individual employers as leaders in this area and giving them space to take a victory lap, all the way over to giving them tax incentives and everything in between. I think there are lots of opportunities to use corporate America as a shining example so that companies can lead their peers to do things that are more aligned. 
How important is green jobs growth in California to our national goals? We are the eighth largest economy in the world. What can we do through our programs and policies and our business culture to help with the national goals?
You have been such leaders in this space. You've been dealing with air pollution out of necessity, but also out of care for the environment in Southern California for decades and made incredible progress. One of the great highlights of a recent trip to Santa Monica was looking at the leadership that California has offered in growing the recycling end of the green industry. Preplate food waste in Santa Monica is going to composting, not to landfills. I think that's amazing. 
Now you're really starting to tackle how to deal with the electric grid and electric car charging stations, things like that. As we move forward and people begin to buy electric cars, how are you going to handle charging them in a building with 150 units? I fully anticipate that California will lead the way on that. 
I believe California is going to help us solve problems related to water. The projects you're doing are just amazing. California has incredible wealth of resources, but because of the diversity of your geography, you have places that flood and places that are deserts. You're figuring out ways to equate that imbalance in water in ways that the rest of the country hasn't even thought of yet. 
I really believe California will continue to lead the nation, and I think the new chapter in the California story is going to be your heavy population of green businesses - those that proudly call themselves green, whether they are solar or wind, clean water, green opportunities at your ports. I think it's going to be really interesting to see what lessons you learn and can share with the rest of the country.
Thank you!
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