
Stu Fram’s Notes from the Climate and Energy Funders Group, January 7, 2014 – New York City 
 
A Vision of the Northeast: What do we Want and How do we get There? (Dan Sosland, Environment 
Northeast; Richard Sedano, RAP) 
 
Dan talked about ENE's Energy Vision, but first outlined the following: 
 

 Emissions reduction benchmarks: The northeast met its regional emissions reduction target of 
matching 1990 emissions by 2010; it’s not on track to meet longer term targets, though. 

 The allocation of the US's energy portfolio and how it's changing: There have been significant 
reductions in the use of coal and oil in the past 10 years (oil accounted for 11% in 2001 and only 1% 
in 2012), which have been largely supplanted by natural gas. 

 
He then detailed the following related to the Vision itself: 
 

 Electrify transportation and buildings: Air-to-air heat pumps, electric vehicles, etc. 

 Modernization of the power grid: Implementing a more decentralized smart grid that isn't uni-
directional like the present system. 

 Clean energy supply: Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) have made renewables more 
implementable, plus costs are coming down. 

 Capturing energy efficiency and maximizing energy productivity: If we don't lighten the load, the 
vision will be unattainable. 

 
Rich Sedano talked more about the utility of a roadmap in a more general sense. More specifically, he 
discussed: 
 

 The importance of getting a critical, diverse mass of important people to show public interest in such 
a roadmap. These can include: people in the power sector (utilities, RTOs), the private sector, the 
nonprofit sector, and academia. 

 The European roadmap, funded through the European Climate Foundation with 3.4 million euros, 
and how it is an example worth replicating. The European version emphasizes being "practical, 
independent, and objective" to encourage maximum buy-in by the general public and makes use of 
the word "must" in order to instill the notion that the recommended changes aren't negotiable. 

 How important, and difficult, it can be to seduce governors into taking meaningful steps. 
 
Protecting EPA, Northeast Style (Marcus Schneider, Energy Foundation; Kathleen Welch, Corridor 
Partners; and Vicki Arroyo, Georgetown Climate Center) 
 
This was a very wonky, policy-focused session.  Marcus introduced the issue by outlining the EPA's 111(d) 
rule having to do with reducing CO2 in existing power plants. He described it as the biggest near-term 
opportunity we have to reduce carbon emissions in the US.  
 
Kathleen discussed how, despite its opportunities, this rule's impact will depend on winning some crucial 
battles and meeting some difficult timeline benchmarks. For example: 
 

 By June 2014, the POTUS will need to release his climate plan, which he announced his intention to 
complete this past summer (2013).  

 By June 2015, the EPA needs to issue its final existing plant standards.  

 By June 2016, states need to submit their implementation plans to the US. 
 
Not only do each of these benchmarks depend on the timely completion of the preceding ones, but there are 
also the midterm elections to deal with at the end of 2014. Her recommended steps included: 
 



 Defending the EPA. 

 Engaging key states and governors and senators.  

 Ensuring bold leadership from the White House on climate issues. 

 Demonstrating to Congress strong public support for climate action. 

 Creating a positive political environment for state support. 

 Attacking the opposition, instead of just playing defense. 
 
Vicki gave the following recommendations for successful progress: 
 

 Show ambitious reductions are indeed possible: She referenced how RGGI states and others have 
shown that significant, cost-effective reductions are achievable through a system-wide approach. 

 Demonstrate successful models: she again referred to RGGI. 

 Develop effective plans: having states engage in implementation planning likely to reduce opposition. 
Further, the ambitious timeline requires states and region to engage now to develop plans that have 
stakeholder support. 

 
During the question/answer part of the conversation, the group discussed the following: 
 

 What can the EPA do to help states develop plans? It's important to encourage communication 
between EPA and states so states don't develop policies EPA won't approve. The EPA doesn't have 
time or resources to do everything; important to involve other stakeholders  

 Role of state-groups? What more can/should they be doing? The Energy Foundation is coordinating 
efforts, so those interested should plug into them. 

 
City Voices: Stories of Impact and Innovation (Alison Corwin, Surdna Foundation; Sergej Mahnovski, 
NYC Mayor's Office of Long-Term Planning and Sustainability; Katherine Gajewski, Director of 
Sustainability, City of Philadelphia; Darlene Lombos, Community Labor United) 
 
This was the type of urban-focused conversation that you told me to expect, Gaye. Alison moderated the 
three panelists, who were from NYC, Philadelphia, and Boston, respectively, so there was diverse 
representation among large metropolitan areas in the northeast. 
 
Sergej went into depth about PlaNYC, the City's comprehensive strategy for long-term growth and 
sustainability. It includes action on energy, climate change, air quality, solid waste, waterways, water supply, 
transportation, brownfields, housing and neighborhoods, parks and public space. So it pretty much runs the 
gamut. A few noteworthy take-aways: 
 

 There is tremendous EE potential in NYC. Most energy intensive buildings use 3-5 times more than 
the least intensive, so improving only a portion of the housing stock could have drastic, positive 
consequences. 

 NYC's infrastructure is incredibly vulnerable given its location on the coastline. Hurricane Sandy 
alone caused $19 billion in damage, and with recently adjusted 100- and 500-year floodplain mapping, 
there is more area at risk of stormwater. He touched on the notion of resilience, and to his credit 
stressed the importance of adaptation and mitigation. 

 
Katherine, from Philadelphia, described sustainability as a "connector" within government, or a means of 
getting different offices to communicate with one another. She discussed how urban sustainability is 
something that's really caught on in the past 5-6 years, which has forced sustainability directors across the 
country to learn on the fly. The result had been convenings, coordination, and collaboration, all of which are 
obviously positive. Something that was interesting, and potentially problematic, though, was the fact the 
election of a new mayor can cause shifts in a city's sustainability department, or its elimination altogether. 



Apparently many of the mayors who initiated sustainability plans are now out of office. In order to "sustain" 
sustainability, Katherine said the best bet is to continue promoting synergy between cities; that way, climate 
plans won't look as extreme, especially with mayoral transitions.  
 
Darlene, the woman from Boston, represented a more grassroots, advocate perspective. She talked about 
how important it is for those being most affected by issues to be the ones taking the lead on them. She also 
discussed the importance of engaging with people on the ground, particularly the low-income communities. 
Although her environmental justice approach was a little out of key with the rest of the conversations 
throughout the day (which were, expectedly, more environmental than social), I thought it was an important 
perspective to voice.  
 
Operation Koch Out (Ruth Hennig, John Merck Fund) 
 

This was a pretty cursory overview based on JMF’s funding of research by M+R into initiatives funded by the 
Koch brothers. Ruth explained how the Kochs have developed a vast, interconnected infrastructure of 
funding in multiple sectors. She went into a bit of detail about how MA and ME are the states where the 
Kochs have the strongest presence, particularly through the Beacon Hill Institute, which the Guardian 
apparently ran an article on recently. Something I didn't realize about David Koch was that he sits on the 
board of a few healthcare organizations. Presumably he knows their mission is to help people? Everyone 
shared an ironic chuckle after Ruth pointed out the hypocrisy of all of the carcinogens that could likely be 
linked to Koch Industries.  
 
Preparing for the Next Utility Delivery System (Janet Gail Besser) 
 

This was a small breakout session that focused on the future of utilities. I found it especially interesting 
because central to this topic is distributed generation and, inevitably, net metering. Janet described distributed 
generation, as it's manifested itself thus far in states around the country, as being a victim of its own success. 
In other words, the profitability of utilities is predicated on their ability to sell energy, but with policies like 
net metering, they're essentially being forced to go out and help customers use less of their product. 
 
The conversation essentially boiled down to a debate about whether we should be working to help utilities 
become profitable while preserving the current model, or whether we should be reimagining the business 
model of utilities altogether. There wasn't a clear consensus either way, I think mostly because there was a 
general understanding that the future will realistically require a little bit of each. Some key questions were: 
 

 What would it take to get utilities to invest in modernizing the grid? 

 What would allow customers to capture benefits of distributed energy but doesn't cripple utilities and 
lose their sources of revenue? 

 Of the things we ask utilities to do today, are there things where for which we could encourage 
competition, which would allow for those things to be taken off of utilities' plates? 

 
I'm personally of the opinion that utilities need to become more agile in their business practices. Not that 
they're necessarily guilty of being lazy monopolists, but I think such a rapidly changing world as the one we 
live in demands utilities to be innovative and dynamic in the face of ever-increasing affordability of renewable 
energy systems. I’m sure I’m preaching to the choir. 
 
The people at the table didn't seem confident that the utilities would be the ones to actively come up with 
solutions. So, it was concluded, must regulators and policy makers be the ones to push the needle. According 
to them, the game is at the state level, both with public education and policy education.  
 
Getting Rid of Coal and Limiting the Role of Natural Gas in our Energy Future (Jonathan Peress) 
 



This was one of the most interesting parts of the day for me. My interest in sitting in on this conversation had 
to do with the recent endorsement of the Vermont Gas pipeline and my curiosity about what others think in 
regards to the postulation regarding natural gas' status as a bridge fuel. 
 
First, I learned that coal and oil are going to be all but retired in the next ~10 years. Given the major 
reductions in the cost of natural gas, and its ostensibly prolific availability, the country's energy portfolio is 
expected to look much different in the near future. (In fact, based on data I referenced above from Dan 
Sosland, we're already seeing that.) (Note from Gaye: But is that true for the rural northeast – if so, how?) 
 
Jonathan explained, however, that the benefits of natural gas are dependent on pipeline infrastructure. 
Governors have been approving the construction of projects like the Vermont Gas pipeline, which will likely 
be around for 50 to 100 years. The economic benefits of gas, however, aren't projected to be nearly as long-
term, and based on some preliminary studies, the environmental benefits seem to fall far short as well. 
 
By way of example, Jonathan used the 80% by 2050 vision. In order to meet that target, the northeast will 
need to reduce the rate at which CO2 is released into the atmosphere from the present rate of ~1,000 
lbs/MWh to 100-200 lbs/MWh. A study recently released (or maybe not yet released) just found, though, that 
the best natural gas technology can, at best, reduce that rate to 825 lbs/MWh, or, nowhere close to the 
requisite rate. Even if you only think of natural gas as a bridge, it's a bridge that doesn't get you very far. 
 
To go on a quick bridge tangent, Jonathan helped elucidate the popular perspectives by making distinction 
between the “Sierra Club camp” and the “EDF camp.” Essentially, those in the Sierra Club camp are against 
natural gas altogether. They believe we can jump straight from fossil fuels - so coal, oil - to renewables. The 
EDF camp, on the other hand, believes natural gas will be a necessary bridge for achieving a clean energy 
future.  Unsurprisingly, neither camp is 100% correct. On the one hand, natural gas is already being employed 
to replace traditional fossil fuels, but based on its expense, and its less-than-anticipated environmental returns, 
we're going to have to do something to facilitate the transition to renewables.  
 
Jonathan’s proposed solution contains a couple parts: 
 

 First, we need to manage the capacity of natural gas (i.e., limit overbuilding)  

 Second, we need to leverage a small portion of the economic benefit (say, 3%) and use part of it to 
develop and deploy things like offshore wind. The other part of it should be put away, kind of like 
how we put away money for retirement, but for the purpose of investing in the visioning process (the 
types of things Dan Sosland discussed, excerpted above) 

 
I'll admit much of what Jonathan said didn't stick or didn't compute, mostly because natural gas is something 
I'm so unfamiliar with. But there was a certain degree of convincing urgency - for example, "The decisions 
made in the next 10 years around natural gas will make or break our ability to hit the 80% by 2050 target". 
That struck a chord with me though I may have been swayed by Jonathan's charisma and enthusiasm.  

 


