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Introduction
Los Angeles is a leader in the nation in terms of regional
movements for green equity. The region has a history of successful
labor and community partnerships that birthed equity mechanisms such
as community benefits agreements, living wage ordinances and local hire
policies. In the spring of 2009, the city enacted an ordinance to retrofit
municipal buildings, largely because of the efforts of the Los Angeles Apollo
Alliance and its convener Strategic Concepts in Organizing and Policy
Education (SCOPE). This case study is the first of a series of such studies that
accompany the Applied Research Center’s Green Equity Toolkit. The Toolkit
advances successful strategies to create race, gender and economic equity in
the green economy.
Los Angeles, a city where all the tensions brought upon by uneven
development in the global economy came to a head, represents the future of
urban America.1 The L.A. region is transforming how we think about living in
urban areas, as well how we think about demanding equity in our cities and
regions. Once, L.A. was ranked first in the country in terms of manufacturing.
Even Detroit and Chicago were eclipsed by industrial production in Los
Angeles. The region developed polycentric suburbs, which are clusters of
development sprawling outwards from the evacuated city center.2 This was
the L.A. dream: the working class, made middle by union membership, was
drawn by manufacturing jobs and affordable housing in the suburbs.3
Unfortunately, domestic and global economic dynamics that affect many
U.S. cities and regions plagued Los Angeles. Deindustrialization began in the
1970s with factories closing, leaving thousands of people of color jobless and
hopeless. Large corporations left town, leaving behind a fragmented business
class that was unable to reignite the economy. Workers became reliant on
service sector jobs, which paid low wages and offered little to no security. The
city watched as its economy atrophied, segregating pockets of the sprawling
city into zones of poverty, with lack of opportunity and concentrations of
people of color.
The 1992 uprising in Los Angeles—sparked by the acquittal of police
officers charged in the videotaped beating of Rodney King—was pivotal to
the founders of SCOPE. Indeed, it helped to galvanize many community
organizers to rethink how to bridge the disconnect between the anger
visible in the streets and the strategic planning and building of a multiracial
coalition. Community residents gathered in meetings for weeks after the
uprisings, trying to make sense of the days of rebellion and the systemic
inequities that defined daily life in South Central L.A. Some observers claim
that the uprisings were the impetus for the reorganization and reframing of
progressive politics in the region.
Four long-term trends inform the movement for regional equity in L.A.
and beyond:4
•R
 acial wealth divide between Angeleno cities: Los Angeles County
is marked by vast disparities between cities with high concentrations of
people of color and cities with primarily white residents.5 The City of Los
Angeles’s population is majority people of color: 59 percent are Black,
Latino and Asian, whereas 41 percent are white. One in five residents
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“Progressive
organizations realized
that if the population
is pissed off enough
to burn their city
down, but you’re not
harnessing that anger,
then you’re not doing
your job,” said Manuel
Pastor, Professor at the
University of Southern
California.“The
[civil unrest in 1992]
humbled the left and
forced us to think up
new strategies.”

(19.3 percent) of the city live in poverty, a rate well above the national average.
In contrast, rich cities in the county are predominantly white (71 percent of the
population), and their poverty rate is below the national average.
•C
 hanging demographics: White is no longer the majority in many
places in the United States. By 2042, the U.S. will be a majority minority
nation. California has had larger numbers of people of color than whites
for some time. Los Angeles experienced a large influx of immigrants starting
in the 1980s; the population of residents born abroad increased by nearly
a half million from 1990 to 20006. The new face of labor in L.A. was the
immigrant worker, concentrated in low-wage, service jobs. Organized
labor in L.A. was the first to embrace this demographic shift by focusing
campaigns to increase membership of immigrant, service workers.7
•C
 hanging economy: Corporations as well as labor and community
organizers realize that the gray economy is not sustainable for the planet
and its peoples. (A gray economy is the conventional economy that too
often sacrifices the well-being of the environment and workers, in contrast
to the emerging green economy.) The Great Recession that started officially
in late 2007 is evidence that the trend of the last two centuries of squeezing
profit from workers and the earth doesn’t lead to long-term growth. Studies
show that places with high racial and gender disparities also don’t grow.8
This is a wakeup call to cities and employers that investment in human
capital and equity is key to economic prosperity for all.
•C
 hanging environment: There’s a new popular consensus that our
environment can no longer tolerate unlimited extraction of its natural
resources and pollution of its air, water and land. Businesses need to
green their enterprises, or they will be forced to by consumer demand and
political pressure.
These four factors contributed to the landscape in which SCOPE found itself in
2005, on the brink of launching their green jobs campaign.
Quick Facts about Racial Disparities in South Los Angeles
•Population—Latinos compose almost half the
population (48.4 percent) of the City of Los Angeles.9
Blacks are 10.6 percent and Asians 11.3 percent. At 52
percent, whites are losing their foothold as the majority
racial group.
•Poverty—Los Angeles never recovered from the last
economic downturn in the 1980s. Poverty actually
increased in L.A. between 1990 and 2000. Rates of
people living in poverty have always been higher in L.A.
than in the rest of California or the U.S. since 1979.
Most poverty is concentrated in the inner city, especially
in South L.A. (see Figure 1). Poverty in South L.A. was
double the rate in the nation in 2006.
•U
 nemployment—Unemployment for L.A.–Long
Beach–Glendale is 12.7 percent, which is higher than
the national average of 10.2 percent in October 2008.10
• E
 ducation—Half of South L.A. adults age 25 and older
lack a high school diploma.
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•O
 ccupational segregation—Most South L.A.
residents are employed in low-wage, less-skilled
industries. They are most likely to be working as
maids and housekeepers, construction laborers,
gardeners, cooks, childcare workers and
personal/home care aides.11
• Uninsured population—Latinos in L.A. County
were twice as likely as whites to be uninsured for
all or part of 2007, while 17.2 percent of Blacks
and 21.7 percent of Asians in the county were
uninsured for all or part of 2007.12
•U
 nion membership—17.3 percent of those
employed in L.A., Long Beach and Riverside are
union members.13 Most are concentrated in the
public sector (56 percent) as opposed to the private
(10.6 percent). The two green growth sectors,
construction and manufacturing, vary in union
density, at 16.2 percent and 9.3 percent, respectively.

Figure 1: Percentage of Individuals Living in Poverty in 2007
[Courtesy of SCOPE, 2009]
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Greening Los Angeles
Throughout its 10-year history, SCOPE’s work has focused
on regional change and systemic equity. Based on a membership of South
L.A. residents, SCOPE started as a community organization that sought to
fill the gaps left by the typical policy and research work carried out by think
tanks and community-development corporations that have no connection to
local constituencies. SCOPE’s goal has been to study larger economic trends
in order to identify areas of opportunity, sectors with potential for growth, and
jobs to be created.14
To help pass the city’s ordinance to retrofit municipal buildings, SCOPE’s
green jobs campaign has followed three distinct phases:
1. Doing homework
2. Inviting groups to the table
3. Organize, organize, and organize

Doing homework
SCOPE initiated its green jobs campaign in 2005 by spending over a year to
research the potential for a green economy in L.A. and the opportunities to
make green jobs accessible for communities of color living in poverty.15 The
research occured in three phases. SCOPE engaged in a series of research
inquiries to first ascertain what the needs of the community were for employment
and training.16 Secondly, SCOPE investigated the growth possibilities of two
sectors in the Angeleno economy: green building and manufacturing.17 Last and
most important, SCOPE sought to identify methods for connecting communities
of color living in poverty to green jobs and career pathways.18
1. Green Growth in L.A.: Early on, SCOPE identified green building as an
area for future growth for the city. A survey by BW Research, a public opinion
research firm, found that green construction firms plan to employ twice the
number of workers than gray companies in a 12-month period.19 In the city
of Los Angeles alone, labor market research by the Economic Roundtable
identified construction, manufacturing, maintenance and operations as areas
for new job creation or the upgrade of existing employment.20
SCOPE acquired a new language and technical capacity to understand the
green economy, an internal capacity critical for the campaign’s subsequent
success. For example, staff and members spent time learning about
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) standards. This
involved participatory workshops as well as tours of green buildings and solar
panel production plants with SCOPE’s community leaders.
2. Assessing Community Needs: Three community-needs surveys of
constituents were carried out to assess the environment-related impacts on the
health of South L.A. residents, as well as their interest in green jobs. The first
survey was conducted in 2005 by SCOPE of over 1,000 constituents, which
established the guidelines for high-quality jobs, also applicable to the green
economy.21 The participants in the survey were mostly Black and Latino who
were earning annual incomes below $30,000, many living in poverty.22 The
survey identified the following desired characteristics of green jobs:
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“There’s a lot of
greenwashing
surrounding green jobs,
where people talk about
internships or jobs for
high school students as
green jobs,” explained
Elsa Barboza, SCOPE’s
Campaign Director.
“That’s nice and we
support jobs for youth,
but we’re trying to
create career pipelines
for working age adults,
green career ladders to
quality, union jobs.”

• Sufficient wages to support working families of color and households
headed by single mothers
• Benefits offered by the employer
• Healthy and safe work environments that fulfill workers’ needs and rights23
These characteristics are similar to those identified by Applied Research
Center (ARC) in the Green Equity Toolkit, released in November 2009.24
The second was compiled in 2006 by 45 Black and Latino leaders of
SCOPE, who went door-to-door to talk to over 500 of their neighbors in South
and Central L.A. about their health conditions and the environmental and
socioeconomic determinants.25 Their findings were striking: 38 percent of the
households interviewed suffered from asthma, 33 percent had diabetes, and
24 percent had cancer. More than half (51 percent) of those surveyed were
interested in getting involved in efforts to create green jobs.26
The last survey, conducted in 2008, expanded on these findings with
a larger sample of nearly 9,000 residents. An overwhelming majority of
those interviewed (88 percent) believed that investing in clean energy could
improve their community.27 Notably, almost all stakeholders felt that policies
and practices needed to explicitly target low-income communities of color in
order for all to benefit from the opportunities offered by the emerging green
economy. Of those surveyed, 93 percent thought that their community needed
job training with support services to ensure access to good jobs and improve
qualifications held by people of color and those living in poverty.28 In addition,
94 percent of the constituents felt that the city should bring solar panels and
other green technologies into low-income communities of color.29
3. Green Career Ladders: Inspired by these findings, Jennifer Ito and
Joanna Lee of SCOPE prepared a report with Tessa Carmen De Roy of Urban
Resources titled “The Green Career Ladder Initiative.” The report contained
recommendations to the city on how to prepare workers from low-income
communities of color for good jobs created in the green construction,
operations and maintenance sectors—specifically jobs to be created through
a citywide retrofit of municipal buildings.31 The study also identified common
barriers to employment that people of color and those living in poverty face,
and proposed potential solutions (see Table 1).

The Green Ladder
Career Initiative
According to SCOPE’s 2008
report, the Green Career
Ladder Initiative seeks to be a
national workforce partnership
model that aligns public and
private resources to provide
pathways for low-income, lessskilled job seekers to reach the
entry-level rungs of the career
ladder and for incumbent
workers to move up the ladder.
The goals are as follows:
•O
 rganize a regional training
infrastructure that provides
a path to green careers for
inner-city communities and
incumbent workers.
•P
 rovide a model for linking
economic development
programs and policies to
workforce investments by
connecting participants to
quality jobs created by the
City Green Retrofit program.
•M
 eet existing demands
and prepare inner-city and
incumbent workers to be at
the forefront of the new green
economy.30

Table 1: Common Barriers to Employment and Potential Solutions [Courtesy of SCOPE, 2008]
Barrier

Potential Solutions

Lack of legal documentation to work
in the U.S.

Involve immigrant-rights and legal-services organizations that can assist applicants to
obtain appropriate documentation.

Substance abuse and dependency

Maintain case-management relationships as appropriate while individuals receive the
support they need from allied substance abuse recovery programs.

Limited English proficiency, lack of a
high school diploma or equivalent,
and/or lack of academic skills

Incorporate vocational English as a Second Language classes and contextualized
basic-skills courses into a career-ladder training and placement program.

Geographic distance from quality
jobs and/or lack of access to an
insured and reliable vehicle

Offer to prospective green construction workers low-income car ownership programs,
using a combination of financial education, special financing opportunities, matched
savings programs and other approaches to help low-income workers obtain reliable
transportation.
Offer to prospective city worker a subsidized MTA bus pass.

Felony records

Felony records must be disclosed in an employment or apprenticeship program
application, but if the felony is for a non-violent offense and the individual has since
demonstrated a change in their ways, there should be flexibility in accessing some
city jobs and construction jobs.
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SCOPE researchers identified three potential career tracks in green building,
with mechanisms to “screen in” people of color who have multiple barriers
to employment and to advance those already employed up the green career
ladder (see Figure 2). The three tracks are:
•T
 rack A: Prepare low-income, less-skilled people of color and single moms
for apprenticeship programs in the private sector.
•T
 rack B: Target incumbent, underemployed city workers and new entrants
for public-sector jobs and careers involved in the maintenance and
operations of energy-efficient, city-owned buildings, parks and open space.
•T
 rack C: Help those who don’t qualify for the two former pathways to
prepare for reapplication with intensive case management.32

“One of our critiques is that in local government, economic development is often completely
divorced from workforce development,” said Graciela Geyer, lead organizer for SCOPE’s
green jobs campaign. “There’s a real need to have policies that connect the two. Many
communities of color are not guaranteed a job at the end of (workforce) training. And, if they
are placed, a lot of times, these are not career jobs. They’re part-time or low wage jobs. When
we’re really talking about getting people out of poverty, that’s not enough.”
The pathway into public-sector employment is informed by SCOPE’s prior
work in L.A.’s City Jobs program, created in response to the federal welfare
reform policy in 1996 that required public assistance recipients to work but
didn’t provide or guarantee jobs.33 According to a 2008 report by SCOPE,
the City Jobs program created a vocational-worker position for people of
color and single mothers to receive on-the-job and classroom training while
earning a livable wage and benefits.34 After six months of probation, the
workers become full city employees upon passing the civil service exam.

SCOPE staff and members in the mayor’s office. Photo courtesy of SCOPE.
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Figure 2: Career Ladders in Green Building in Private and Public Sectors
[Source: SCOPE, 2008]

GREEN BUILDING TRADES WORKER

GREEN PUBLIC SECTOR WORKER

Green Skills Upgrade Training
Union-based Training Programs: Green
industry-specific skills training

Green Skills Upgrade Training
Union-based Training Programs: Green
industry-specific skills training

JOURNEYMAN

PERMANENT CITY WORKER

Apprenticeship Training
Union-based Training Programs:
Specialty trades training

On-The-Job Training
Joint Labor-Management Program: basic
skills, support services, careet counseling,
prep for civil service exam

APPRENTICE

VOCATIONAL WORKER

Basic Skills/Pre-Apprenticeship Training
Community Colleges: basic math, English,
training readiness, support services, career
counseling, early exposure to job sites, safety
training, benefits specialists to maintain
public benefit income during training

On-The-Job Training
Joint Labor-Management Program:
immediate employment, union membership and benefits, support services,
mentorship, case management, integrated
classroom training for basic skills upgrade

UNEMPLOYED

9 • Applied Research Center | Greening Los Angeles 2009

Inviting groups to the table
Currently, the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance consists of 25 groups. SCOPE
launched the L.A. Apollo chapter in February 2006, after carefully studying
the lessons learned by other Apollo affiliates, and avoided issuing an open
call for members to join. SCOPE saw that this approach led to large and
unwieldy coalitions, which lacked political alignment.35
The New Apollo Program
The Apollo Alliance, founded
in 2004, is a coalition of labor,
business, environmental and
community leaders working to
catalyze a clean energy revolution
that will put millions of Americans to
work in a new generation of highquality, green-collar jobs.36
Apollo published a report in 2004 called “New Energy
for America” that identified our dependence on fossil fuels
as the root cause underlying the current issues that are
plaguing our country—the energy crisis, climate change,
national security threats, and economic crises.37 The New
Apollo Program was established to advance a green
alternative that would help to rebuild the economy and
create green jobs through five initiatives:

1. Rebuild America clean and green.
2. Make it in America.
3. Restore America’s technological leadership.
4. Tap the productivity of the American people.
5. Reinvest in America.
Apollo has 14 affiliates in cities and states across the
country.38 Each chapter is autonomous, but endorsed the
overall mission of the New Apollo Program. The affiliates
work on the ground, at the local level, to bring to fruition
the vision of a clean energy economy providing good,
green jobs.

SCOPE required that prospective members adhere to using an organizing
strategy accountable to community residents. SCOPE recognized that
each member would operate out of self-interest, but members also had
to contribute to the coalition, whether through research, a mobilized
base, resources, or time commitment. All prospective members should
also demonstrate a history of working successfully in coalitions. Invitations
started with a strong core of three sectors: community organizations, labor
and environmental justice groups. Not all were typical SCOPE allies; a few
of the members, such as local unions of the building trades and larger
environmental justice groups, were new collaborators with SCOPE.
The first year of the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance’s existence was spent in
developing affinity and establishing a common language for cross-sectoral
conversations across specialized interests. The environmental justice groups
used technical terms such as kilowatt or desalination, words unfamiliar for
community groups.39 This diversity within the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance
turned into one of its strength: each group brought its expertise and power to
the table. Community groups brought their knowledge of how to build a base
through door-knocking, and techniques to apply pressure on those in power
to concede to demands. Environmental justice organizations added their
technical expertise, as well as their advocacy work on state-level legislative
issues. Dialogue helped the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance to phrase their
demands in one common voice, so when they approached the mayor with a
request, it was with one point of view instead of three divergent perspectives.
The Los Angeles Apollo Alliance developed strong internal relations by
building a decision-making process that operated by consensus most of the
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time.40 The alliance also agreed to have a leadership structure comprised of
a steering committee with each organization represented, and a planning
committee with each sector in attendance. The planning committee did the
bulk of the heavy lifting to craft proposals for discussion. According to Elsa
Barboza, SCOPE’s Campaign Director, each organization reflected on the
impact on their sector and their self-interest. “This was more of an authentic
relationship, instead of one sector trying to jam down something onto other
sectors. We were legitimately trying to figure something out.”41
SCOPE expected that the nascent citywide coalition needed one year to
look at the regional economy together and carry out joint analyses to propose
prescriptives for the green economy. Instead, the mayor asked the Los Angeles
Apollo Alliance to submit a green proposal to the city, soon after the alliance
came into existence. According to Barboza, this was a testament to the time
and effort that SCOPE spent doing homework before going public.42

Organize, organize, and organize
SCOPE never stopped organizing. Mobilizing its base has always been an
integral part of SCOPE’s strategy to spur investment in green building and
manufacturing in order to create good, green jobs for their constituents. At
the outset of the campaign, SCOPE gathered over 5,000 signatures from
residents in 2006, asking city leaders to create green jobs.43 The initial
response from elected officials was favorable, but they dragged their feet
when it came time to put proposals into policy.
SCOPE started at an advantage, having cultivated relationships with
elected officials through their history of increasing civic participation and
voter engagement among their constituents.44 Two city councilpersons,
Herb Wesson (District 10: South L.A.) and Eric Garcetti (District 13:
Silverlake, Hollywood and Echo Park), worked with SCOPE in the past and
were instrumental in pushing the retrofit ordinance through the political
bureaucracy. Wesson helped sponsor a motion that was introduced in August
2006,45 evolved over the three-year campaign to a 35-page ordinance, was
cut down to nine-page version, and was enacted in April 2009 (see Appendix
A for full text of ordinance).46
The 35-page proposal, authored by members of the Los Angeles Apollo
Alliance, had to be condensed and simplified in order to pass political
muster.47 The original proposal detailed equity mechanisms to get people
of color and single mothers into green employment, similar to the policy
recommendations found in SCOPE’s 2008 report on green career ladders.48
Those specifications made consensus by city officials and stakeholders difficult
to obtain.49 The city wanted minimal obligations spelled out in the ordinance,
according to Barboza. “Elected officials wanted to pass an ordinance with
a framework for what could happen, instead of having all of this legal
language that would obligate them to things.”50
But, all was not lost. The enacted ordinance leaves plenty of room for
shaping with equity measures during the implementation phase of the city
retrofits. SCOPE intends to keep the public pressure up to demand fulfillment
of their campaign goals. Green retrofits are not the ultimate aim for SCOPE
and its allies in the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance. The larger goal is to create
thousands of quality jobs and substantially invest in low-income communities
of color in order to authentically lift people of color and single mothers out of
poverty.51
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Conclusion
The experience in Los Angeles is a lesson for all
advocates working in their communities to achieve race, gender and
economic equity in the green economy. Although some dimensions of the
green campaign led by SCOPE and the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance are
particular to Los Angeles, certain things are translatable to other regions.
According to Barboza, she learned three lessons that she would counsel other
community and labor groups to heed:
1. Develop a comprehensive analysis of your community needs and the
solutions the green economy can provide. This research should include
economic and market analyses of the region and larger industry trends, as
well as a clear understanding of the level of education and basic skills that
low-income people of color bring to the table.
2. Forge relationships with allies and atypical partners in your quest for green
equity. Do your homework to learn what interests and capacities different
groups can bring to the table. Identify who would help to build a strong
alliance for equity in the green economy.
3. Never stop organizing. Plan an inside-outside strategy so your base
is always mobilized to apply pressure when it’s needed to push your
demands through.
For SCOPE and the Los Angeles Apollo Alliance, the future is clear: to
continue to organize for regional green job creation and investment.
The Alliance is considering setting their sights next on the private sector,
demanding that all existing residential and commercial buildings be brought
to code. With the passage of the retrofit ordinance for municipal buildings,
there’s now a model for the private sector. Also under consideration is the
expansion of the model to other municipalities and cities in the region near
Los Angeles.52
For Barboza, her eyes have always been on the prize of revitalizing the City
of Angels, making it an innovative hub for green industries and sustainable
jobs. The city that was once aflame is now positioned to be a leader in the
region and nationally in the green economy, setting the standard for how
equity and green growth can go hand in hand.
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appendix A:

Green Retrofit and Workforce
Program, Ordinance 180633, amending the Los Angeles
Administrative Code
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