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About the Roosevelt Project
The Roosevelt Project takes a multidisciplinary approach to examine the
transitional challenges associated with progress toward a deeply decarbonized
U.S. economy. The project aims to chart a path forward through the transition that
minimizes worker and community dislocations and enables at-risk communities to
sustain employment levels by taking advantage of the economic opportunities
present for regional economic development. The first phase of the project
involves an assessment of crosscutting topics related to the transition, which is
represented in this document. The second phase of the project involves
developing regional action plans for individual Case Studies, working with local
partners on the ground in specific transition contexts. The project was initiated by
former Secretary of Energy, Ernest J. Moniz, and engages a breadth of MIT and
Harvard faculty and researchers across academic domains including Economics,
Engineering, Sociology, Urban Studies and Planning, and Political Science.
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Executive Summary
Advocates for addressing climate change point to the urgency of accelerating
a low-carbon energy transition and the benefits that can accrue to the national
economy and global environment. However, the attendant dislocations for
workers and communities present formidable headwinds and have not been
addressed adequately with clear policy analysis or achievable programmatic
action steps. Without intervention, the economic effects of the transition to
deep decarbonization will be distributed unevenly across economic sectors,
industries and geographies as some business activities and technologies phase
out, and new ones emerge. As a result, the extent of the dislocations resulting
from the transition will depend on how it is managed by local, state, and
federal governments along with their private sector partners. The Roosevelt
Project applies an interdisciplinary framework to this transition with the goal
of developing a set of policy priorities that promote high quality job growth,
minimize worker and community dislocation and harness the benefits of energy
innovation for regional economic development.
The process toward deep decarbonization has already begun in most parts of the
United States, with dislocations already visible in some regions. Momentum will
build as the economics of carbon-free energy-sources improve.
Recognizing that regional benefits and attendant dislocations stemming from the
transition will be geographically concentrated is a fundamental precursor to
effective policy intervention. There are several key drivers to the variance in
projected transition outcomes across regions:
■

■
■
■

Geographical variation across institutional capabilities including economic
capacity, specifically focusing on variance in regional expertise, capabilities,
assets, and government resources;
Variation in natural resource potential across geographies;
Variation in household carbon footprints;
Variation in climate risks.

In addition to these structural realities, the ability of different regions and
communities to manage economic transition is highly variant. An assessment of the
literature surrounding industrial transitions highlights the local social fabric, human
capital, business and policy environments as critical capabilities for engagement in
transition. Through adequate planning, communities can build on these capacities
and enable a successful transition. Moreover, preparation for transition at the
regional level not only increases the possibility of local benefits, but it also broadens
support for increasingly ambitious climate policy at the national level.

Creating an Environment for a Successful Transition
The Roosevelt Project highlights two core findings in consideration of the
transition to deep decarbonization.
1.

The extraordinary diversity in ground conditions across the United States with
respect to natural resources, economic capabilities, demographic diversity, and
climate risks, requires that policy, economic, social, and technical solutions that
drive the transition must be regionally applied and account for local assets and
capabilities. Such a comprehensive approach is required because of
complementarities across those capabilities. Static, uni-levered interventions
often fail to provide the desired outcome.
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2. Policymakers must confront all four critical regional capacities, including the
local social fabric, human capital, business and policy environments,
simultaneously to build a socio-economic system that is resilient to industrial
transformation.
The Roosevelt Project concludes with a set of policy proposals for different levels
of government that, as a whole embody, these two core findings.

Recommendations Related to Regional Policymaking
■

■

■

■

■

Understand local competitive advantage. Knowledge around a community’s
specific skillsets and an understanding of the importance of geography is
paramount to managing a transition (Peluso et al. 2020).
Build ties between core institutions. Nearly every example of postindustrial success we investigated in this report benefited from a robust
structure of communication and trust between local actors (Gallagher and
Glasmeier 2020).
Leverage economic development corporations and public-private partnerships
with caution. Economic development corporations and public-private
partnerships feature heavily in the current study of positive progress during
transitions. However, these institutions must be monitored, as the business tax
incentives they often promote are highly susceptible to policy capture and
misuse (Peluso et al. 2020).
Formulate and implement evaluation procedures that incorporate explicit
assessment of the distributive consequences of changes in economic
conditions. Past large-scale federal programs that aimed to transition regions
and cities from old to new steady states, have had unintended consequences
and have in some cases exacerbated long standing inequities. Future
institutional responses to economic dislocation or disruption must include
specific funding for monitoring and evaluation, with the requirement that
results are disseminated, and programs are adapted accordingly (Gallagher
and Glasmeier 2020).
Encourage citizen participation, including grassroots actors with local
knowledge, in planning and implementation to foster long-term ownership of
change. Evidence shows that putting beneficiaries at the center of
programming improves inter-agency cooperation by fostering a
“problem-centered” approach that breaks from past agency-by-agency
programming priorities (Gallagher and Glasmeier 2020).

Recommendations Related to Federal Policy
■

■
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Public policy should promote programs and incentives to build capabilities
required for transitional opportunities, while minimizing the personal
dislocation of existing and legacy industrial workforces. A few examples of
programs that could support this goal include an Energy Efficiency Retraining
and Deployment program, the creation of an Energy Transition Adjustment
Assistance program modeled after the Trade Adjustment Assistance program,
expanding support for construction unions and their apprenticeship programs,
restoring advanced energy manufacturing tax credits, and expanding the
nation’s innovation infrastructure.
It is clear that the transition to deep decarbonization will require a form of an
economy-wide price on carbon, and that a price on carbon will have
distributive effects across regional economies. Green and Knittel (2020)
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explore those effects in great detail. They find that, under standard
assumptions, the most socially equitable approach to pricing carbon is
through a tax and dividend approach. Green and Knittel (2020) states that,
unlike a sectoral approach that regulates carbon in the automotive,
manufacturing or electricity industries separately, a carbon tax enables
efficient competition among substitute technologies, and provides revenue
that can then be distributed to regions and people most affected by the
transition. Some of those revenues might subsequently be used to build local
institutional competencies, protect energy-intensive-trade-exposed
manufacturing, support local workforce development and training programs,
provide capital to jump-start entrepreneurial activity, and finance new climate
related infrastructure.

Recommendations Related to Infrastructure
■

■

Structure governmental infrastructure support programs specifically to provide
tangible long-term benefits toward decarbonization. Consider other political
needs, such as providing equitable assistance and easily accessible jobs (Hsu
and Ulama 2020).
Utilize energy infrastructure and energy efficiency investments and finance
structures as a key economic development tool for regional transition planning
and the development of domestic supply chains (Foster et al. 2020).

Recommendations Related to Building Innovative Communities
■

■

Interventions must address critical gaps in a transition region, and there are
often multiple gaps. As a result, multi-competency interventions are likely to
be more successful compared to those focused on a single competency.
Single-competency interventions, by contrast, have more limited impact
because unaddressed gaps can eventually prevent success, while leaving the
intervention vulnerable to cancellation (Karplus et al. 2020).
Interventions that foster development of multiple, distributed competencies
simultaneously but in a coordinated manner could lead to more durable and
successful outcomes. Approaches must therefore be highly tailored, based on
a thorough understanding of a region’s pre-existing competencies and gaps
(Karplus et al. 2020).
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