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Why should we pursue a “green new deal” for Rhode Island? 
 

● First, Rhode Island is particularly susceptible to the impacts of climate change. The 
effects of greenhouse gas emissions are cumulative. The longer we wait to make 
dramatic reductions, the greater our challenge will be in the future.  

● Second, our Rhode Island economy needs to accomplish a restructuring. The state is 
one of the first to fall into a recession and among the last to climb out. The last forty 
years of neoliberal solutions have bled away economic vitality in our state; the need 
for change and reinvestment is profound. 

● Third, our state has structurally become a place of haves and have nots, the well-off 
and comfortable and the rest. Segregation by race and ethnicity is a fact of life here; 
we cannot achieve sustainability without justice. 

Background 

Like the New Deal of Franklin D. Roosevelt, the Green 
New Deal would constitute structural change. During 
the 1930s, many felt that market-economy, liberal 
democracy could not successfully address the 
economic and political conditions of the Great 
Depression. Fascism and communism threatened the 
world order; fear was rampant. The New Deal, with a 
massive increase in Federal domestic programs, held 
the United States together. Now global warming 
threatens life on Earth as we know it. 
 
While there are many conceptual similarities between the New Deal and the Green New 
Deal, there is one enormous difference, and that is institutional racism— “without the New 
Deal’s intimate partnership with those in the South who preached white supremacy . . .. 
New Deal law-making would have failed without the active consent and legislative 
creativity of these southern members of Congress. Here lay an acute incongruity, the New 
Deal permitted or at least turned a blind eye toward, an organized system of racial cruelty.” 
(Katznelson 2013, p.17). Indeed, a core purpose of the Green New Deal is to overcome this 
old New Deal legacy. 
  
Geologically, climatologically, ecologically, culturally, and economically, there are vast 
differences within the United States. Strategies that in specific application might work well 
in one place, might be a poor fit in another. Thus, like the original New Deal, the Green 
New Deal will necessarily rely on American federalism for implementation. And within 
American federalism, given their authority for autonomous action, it is a tried and true 
commonplace, that states are the laboratories of democracy. 
 

“The longer we wait 

to make dramatic 

reductions, the greater 

our challenge will be 

in the future.” 
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This means that while things remain roiled up and 
gridlocked at the national level, we can act in Rhode 
Island. We can undertake things here that are 
prudent for our future, and in so doing reestablish 
our capacity for dynamism and meaningful 
leadership.  There are substantial fits between the 
Green New Deal with adopted Rhode Island plans. 
It might even be said that we have been thinking 
along Green New Deal lines in our state for years 
without providing a Green New Deal synthesis to 
our efforts. 

Green New Deal Examples Within Rhode Island’s Planning Strategies 

Four recent Rhode Island plans are consistent with Green New Deal principles, although 
they were not written in contemplation of a Green New Deal synthesis.  Since global 
warming is a core Green New Deal concern, the plans will be taken in the order in which 
they give priority to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Here is where our current 
planning environment stands: 
 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions Reduction Plan, Executive Climate Change Coordinating 
Council, December 2016. Significantly, the Plan shows that, using Rhode Island 
consumption-based accounting for the electrical generation sector only, a “business as 
usual” approach, which included existing renewable energy and energy efficiency 
programs, enabled Rhode Island to meet its 2020 target for emissions reductions.  After 
2020, “business as usual” will be entirely inadequate to meet the targets for 2035 and 
2050. The Emissions Reduction Plan provides a narrative description of mitigation options 
that could be implemented to meet emission reduction targets but does not present a nuts-
and-bolts strategy for moving beyond business as usual. The narrative does, however, point 
in the directions that would be consistent with a Green New Deal.  If anything, however, 
the plan is too optimistic; major assessments released in 2018 analyses show that more 
aggressive action is required sooner than the 2016 Plan provides for. The targets set forth 
in the Resilient Rhode Island Act of 2014 are based on the scientific consensus in 2000. 
 
Resilient Rhody Actionable Vision, June 2018, Rhode Island Infrastructure Bank. 
Resilient Rhody looks at the potential impact of climate change on Rhode Island. It is a plan 
for managing the effects of climate change rather than addressing its causes. The science it 
presents is current through early 2018. Resilient Rhody is especially strong in discussing 
infrastructure vulnerability. It identifies five “barriers to paying for climate resilience 
projects”: 

1. Difficulty in Obtaining Grant Funding 
2. Misaligned Incentives 
3. Lack of Sustainable Revenue Streams  
4. Lack of Upfront Capital 
5. Limited Ability to Borrow Funds 

“It might even be said that 

we have been thinking 

along Green New Deal 

lines in our state for years 

without providing a Green 

New Deal synthesis to our 

efforts.” 

http://climatechange.ri.gov/documents/ec4-ghg-emissions-reduction-plan-final-draft-2016-12-29-clean.pdf
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
http://climatechange.ri.gov/resiliency/
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Resilient Rhody does point to a group of “new and emerging financing mechanisms,” which 
might overcome the challenges presented by the above barriers, but these new and 
emerging mechanisms are more conjectural than grounded.   
 
2015 Climate Change and Health Resiliency Report, Rhode Island Department of Health.  
The Health Resiliency Report “synthesizes research on climate change impacts on human 
health, identifies the threats climate change poses to the well-being of Rhode Islanders, and 
describes best practices that can strengthen the capacity and effectiveness of public health 
interventions addressing climate impacts in the state” (p.7). The Report significantly maps 
social vulnerability by census tract across eight dimensions: elderly, children, poverty, 
income, vehicle access, educational attainment, immigrant populations, and linguistic 
isolation (p. 17). The census tracts with the greatest vulnerability have higher black and 
Hispanic/Latino populations. Health topics reviewed in the report include extreme heat 
and rising temperatures, air quality, extreme weather, water quality, vibrio, vector-borne 
disease and mental health. 
 
While not discussed in the Health Resiliency Report, RI Department of Health’s health 
equity zone (HEZ) program provides a focused implementation capacity that can address 
conditions in high vulnerability areas. 
 
Rhode Island Innovates, A Competitive Strategy for the Ocean State (January 2016) 
was prepared by the Battelle Technology Partnership Practice in association with the 
Metropolitan Policy Program at Brookings.  It observes: “The state’s traded sectors—its 
most critical sources of prosperity—have been losing jobs since the 1970s and are only 
now stabilizing, though much reduced. Incomes are stagnating. A significant skills-building 
task has become urgent as a far more diverse younger population clamors for connection 
and relevant training.  And for that matter, poverty and economic disparities have 
increased with median income of black households now standing at less than sixty percent 
and that of Hispanic households at just 50 percent that of white families. Which is to say 
that Rhode Island—a small state in a large nation in a fiercely competitive world—is facing 
an existential choice about its future.” (p.1). 
 
The Rhode Island Innovates analysis identifies seven clusters that appear ripe for increased 
attention and investment:  
 

Five advanced industry growth areas:  
1) Biomedical Innovation;  

2) IT/Software, Cyber-Physical Systems, and Data Analysis; 

3) Defense Shipbuilding and Maritime;  

4) Advanced Business Services;  

5) Design, Food, and Custom Manufacturing. 

 
Two opportunity industry growth areas:  
1) Transportation, Distribution, Logistics;  

2) Arts, Education, Hospitality, and Tourism. 

http://health.ri.gov/publications/reports/ClimateChangeAndHealthResiliency.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/research/rhode-island-innovates-a-competitive-strategy-for-the-ocean-state/
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The three major findings in Rhode Island Innovates are: 
1. Rhode Island’s economy has lost growth capacity and is now a middling performer. 
2. Rhode Island’s advanced industry base shrunk. 
3. Without distinctive new growth drivers, the state’s economy will remain adrift. 

 
No mention is made of global warming and its potential economic impacts in Rhode Island 
Innovates. This is despite the fact that the Resilient Rhode Island Act was passed in 2014 
and authorizes all state agencies to use their existing powers to accomplish the purposes of 
the Act, and the Commerce Corporation is a member of the Executive Climate Change 
Coordinating Council. 
 
On the other hand, the Emissions Reduction Plan pays scant to job creation, giving the 
subject a single paragraph of three sentences (p. 22). In sum, Rhode Island’s planning 
framework is not conceptually integrated and holistic. 
 
The reality of what is happening is much different. In July 2017, Rhode Island total 
workforce was 554,600, with 40,400 jobs in manufacturing. The 2017 Clean Energy 
Industry Report jointly issued by the Office of Energy Resources and the Executive Office 
of Commerce shows that “15,305 jobs strong, Rhode 
Island’s clean energy economy continues to 
demonstrate robust growth. Since 2014, clean 
energy employment in the Ocean State has grown by 
an impressive 66 percent and by 11 percent over 
just this past year.” Energy efficiency provides 59 
percent of clean energy jobs, almost 9,000 workers 
(p.6). In March 2017, Governor Raimondo set the 
goal of having 20,000 clean energy jobs in Rhode 
Island in 2020. It is precisely these kinds of results 
that are the heart of the Green New Deal. 

Immediate Opportunities 

There is a principle of Wayne Gretzky, widely recognized as the greatest professional 
hockey player of all time, that has become a platitude in business planning: “Skate to where 
the puck is going to be, not to where it has been.” The same idea is foundational in 
resilience-based ecosystem stewardship: the referenced state is not historic conditions, as 
it is in traditional environmental management, but the trajectory of change – where the 
puck is going to be. 
 
Two significant planning requirements are immediately before us. The first is a 
requirement in RI General Laws chapter 42-64.17 that a long-range economic development 
plan be prepared commencing this year; it would be a follow-up to Rhode Island Innovates. 
The second is a requirement of RI General Law subsection 42-6.2-2(a)(2)(i)(D) that a five 
year update of the Emissions Reduction Plan be issued. Meeting these two, existing 
planning obligations could be undertaken in concert with each other, so that they are 
consistent, complementary, and reinforcing. 

“Rhode Island’s 

planning framework is 

not conceptually 

integrated and 

holistic.” 

http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/News/RI%202017%20Clean%20Energy%20Industry%20Report.pdf
http://www.energy.ri.gov/documents/News/RI%202017%20Clean%20Energy%20Industry%20Report.pdf
http://www.energy.ri.gov/renewable-energy/governor-clean-energy-goal.php
http://www.energy.ri.gov/renewable-energy/governor-clean-energy-goal.php
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/Statutes/TITLE42/42-64.17/42-64.17-1.HTM
https://law.justia.com/codes/rhode-island/2017/title-42/chapter-42-6.2/section-42-6.2-2/
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Change is more reliably brought about by intentional action than the random play-out of 
events.  Planning is one form of intentional action. There are others. Two intentional 
actions have an existing presence in Rhode Island and therefore have potential utility in 
our state: (1) Design Thinking and (2) Resilience-based Ecosystem Stewardship (Chapin, 
Kofinas, and Folke, 2009). 
 
Meeting greenhouse gas emission targets will necessitate across-the-board increases in 
energy efficiency in daily life. The products we use will need to require less energy used in 
their production, less energy in their use, and less pollution resulting after their use is 
completed. In other words, ordinary things in our life will need to be designed and 
manufactured with different values at the core of the design process.   
 
Rhode Island Innovates points to advanced manufacturing as a sector of opportunity for 
the state and separately points out that Rhode Island has the highest concentration of 
industrial designers per capita of any state. The great Japanese designer Kenya Hara has 
written a book on the topic, Designing Design (Lars Müller Publishers 2007, 4th edition 
2014); it includes an introductory essay by former RI School Design President John Maeda, 
“The Aesthetics of Invisibility.” The establishment of the Rhode Island School of Design was 
intended to address the reality that Rhode Island’s 19th century industrial leadership relied 
on design excellence.   
 
Design excellence remains vital in the 21st century as we contend with the need for 
profound change in order to address conditions of global warming. Here are Dieter Rams’ 
(the vastly influential mid-20th century German industrial designer) ten principles of good 
design, which resonate beautifully with the pursuit of sustainability: 

1. Good design is innovative. 
2. Good design makes a product useful. 
3. Good design is aesthetic. 
4. Good design helps to understand a product. 
5. Good design is unobtrusive. 
6. Good design is honest. 
7. Good design is durable. 
8. Good design is consequent to the last detail. 
9. Good design is concerned with the environment. 
10. Good design is as little design as possible.  

 
2018-2019 is the 100th anniversary of the Bauhaus, which was located briefly in Weimar 
and then moved to Dessau, Germany, before being shuttered by the Nazis in 1932.  
Concentrating on breakthrough thinking, practice and teaching, the Bauhaus had a global 
impact on the development of modernism. Great thinking can take place in small, intimate 
places. The Green New Deal offers 21st Century principles that will need to be put into 
effect, in part, through design solutions. Where will this happen?   
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Getting real with the Green New Deal posits that Rhode Island has a decent shot at 
becoming a place of excellence in design and manufacturing for resilience and 
sustainability. 
 
To be successful in the knowledge economy of the Northeast United States, Rhode Island 
must be a good place to live. A way to wealth in the old economy was through extraction 
and exploitation of resources, including human labor. Addressing the challenges of our time 
curtails the effectiveness of doing this further. Reducing greenhouse gas emissions is 
difficult to do. It involves changing both how we live and what we value. Redeveloping 
capacity for regeneration is a way of being that appears promising. Immediate areas of 
action are near at hand and quite practical.   
 
More than fifty percent of Rhode Island’s land area is wooded, and woods require 
stewardship to thrive over time. Soils can be treated as a living natural system to be 
nourished and made healthy with organic matter.  We can employ green infrastructure 
strategies to manage heavy rainfall, which are occurring more frequently. The Rhode Island 
Nursery and Landscape Association champions green infrastructure development and is 
developing apprenticeship programs for people who want to go into that field of work.    
 
We can rehabilitate and repurpose old buildings, which are part of our historic landscape; 
their embodied energy can have a long useful life. The historic preservation tax credit 
promoted by Grow Smart RI enabled investment that brought vitality back to 
neighborhoods and communities. 
 
The Wood-Pawcatuck Watershed Association has systematically removed old dams in the 
river system of southwestern Rhode Island and secured a federal Wild and Scenic Rivers 
Designation for the system. The Southside Community Land Trust converts abandoned and 
underutilized land to urban gardens that improve neighborhoods. Urban forestry can 
reduce “heat island” effects and improve air quality in cities. Save the Bay’s commitment to 
protecting and improving water quality makes Narragansett Bay a vibrant recreational and 
tourism resource. 
  
In sum, we in Rhode Island are surrounded by 
regenerative activity and engage in it routinely.  A 
Green New Deal would foreground this activity and 
make it an explicit part of who we are. 
 
A Green New Deal would also be an investment in the infrastructure on which we depend.  
Climate change is making our old infrastructure vulnerable.  Rebuilding it will create jobs.  
Infrastructure investments can have a long life. Since their benefits go on for years, it is 
appropriate to have those who benefit in the future pay their fair share of the cost.   
 
We can rehabilitate and replace the housing stock in high vulnerability census tracts within 
health equity zone communities and concurrently pursue measures to improve air quality 
and reduce asthma rates; environmental justice should be on the regular agenda as an 
ongoing issue. 

“Like it or not, the 

future is upon us, and 

we must get real.” 
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Getting Real 

Getting real about a Green New Deal is all about operationalizing the need for change. On 
March 25, 2019, the Executive Climate Change Coordinating Council heard a presentation 
by David Vallee of the National Weather Service, Northeast River Forecast Center, that over 
the last eighty years, Rhode Island’s climate has changed substantially and the prospect is 
that change will continue. Whether we like it or not, the future is upon us, and we must get 
real. An alternative to getting real would be to continue with businesses as usual, collapsing 
either into denial or an ethically-negligent optimism that reason, science, humanism, and 
progress will succeed without planning, and a wealthier future will fix the climate 
challenges we have created.   
 
The Green New Deal is a shot at making fundamental changes in areas that the current US 
economic dynamic has failed to address constructively. It is not turning away from 
classically liberal, rights-based, representative democracy. It is an affirmation of core 
American values, as was FDR’s New Deal in the 1930s. The Green New Deal is progressive 
rather than radical.   
 
For the Green New Deal to be effective, it must work close to home, in places where we 
live.  Abstracted into an ideal, the Green New Deal has been called naïve, whacky, childish, 
jejune. But placed in the context of state and local plans that have been thoughtfully 
developed and generally accepted, it has an integrating purpose that makes the whole 
greater than the simple sum of the parts. There is a powerful logic to its networking 
function. 
 
The Green New Deal can be understood as a broad, adaptable, middle-of-the-road 
approach to the pressing issues of our era. It clearly moves beyond business as usual, but it 
does not veer in the direction of radical change: It makes use of existing institutional 
structures and modes of thought.  It, like FDR’s New Deal, deserves a real shot. To cite 
Wayne Gretzky again, you miss a hundred percent of the shots you don’t take.    
 
In 2018, Rhode Island voters approved a Green Economy bond issue with 78.9 percent 
majority. Only 21 percent voted against it. The Rhode Island Innovates analysis is correct in 
its assessment of the structural problems of Rhode Island’s economy but possibly too 
oriented to the performance of specific sectors during the first fifteen years of this century 
to suggest effectively what should be concentrated on. The speed of change is increasing as 
the implications of global warming are taken with greater seriousness. Ingredients of a 
contextually tailored Green New Deal are present in Rhode Island. The immediate tasks 
now are to bring them into alignment and give them the steady support needed to 
accomplish an economic transformation. Governor Raimondo has issued an executive 
order affirming Rhode Island concurrence in Paris Agreement principles. The bond issue 
approved by a stunning majority shows public substantial support for the conceptual frame 
of a green economy. Now it is up to us here to get real and to get going. This is Rhode 
Island’s shot to score. 
 
By Ken Payne, Civic Alliance for a Cooler RI, submitted to the Green New Deal Research Council, March 31, 2019. 

http://www.governor.ri.gov/documents/orders/ExecOrder_17-06_06112017.pdf
http://www.governor.ri.gov/documents/orders/ExecOrder_17-06_06112017.pdf

