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Introduction
The global COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the systemic and historic inequities 
New Yorkers have faced for years, resulting in a crisis that sits at the intersections of 
economic, health, climate, and racial injustice. Communities of color are bearing the 
brunt of the COVID-19 pandemic. Not only are Black and Latinx New Yorkers twice 
as likely to die from the novel coronavirus,1 2 3 communities of color are also more 
likely to lose their jobs as compared to white New Yorkers.4 Highly-polluting infra-
structure such as power plants, landfills, and highways  are often located in or near 
Black and brown communities, resulting in increased rates of asthma and increased 
chances of mortality from COVID-19.5 Economic injustice, environmental racism, 
and public health disparities will continue to worsen as the climate crisis progresses 
in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic. 

New York City can learn from the COVID-19 crisis and take aggressive, bold action 
to not only tackle these issues, but also address the root causes that allowed them 
to take hold. Retrofitting public schools, installing solar on public schools, 
expanding municipal composting and implementing commercial waste zones, 
and electrifying school buses, will catalyze the City’s economic recovery by 
creating thousands of local jobs and saving millions in future operational ex-
penses.  We recommend that the city invest $200 million in these projects this year 
through the city budget. The $200 million should be invested as follows:

• $80 million to retrofit public schools
• $100 million to install solar on public schools
• $17 million to expand municipal composting and implement 

commercial waste ones
• $3 million to electrify school buses 

$200 million invested this year in those areas of climate infrastructure projects not-
ed above will help create thousands of climate jobs in the near term, while putting 
New York City on a path to becoming a leader in climate policy in the post-pandemic 
world. The recommended $200 million would be a significant down payment toward 
building the green infrastructure of the future. 

This analysis will identify the financial and emissions savings for the Climate Works 
for All coalition’s Spring 2021 budget priorities – informed by the coalition’s Equitable 
Recovery for NYC platform – and their feasibility under pandemic-related restric-
tions. $200 million invested this year will help create thousands of climate jobs in 
the near term, while putting New York City on a path to becoming a leader in climate 
policy in the post-pandemic world. 

https://alignny.org/resource/an-equitable-recovery-creating-100000-climate-jobs-for-frontline-communities-of-color/
https://alignny.org/resource/an-equitable-recovery-creating-100000-climate-jobs-for-frontline-communities-of-color/
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Spring 2021 Budget Proposals
The Climate Works for All coalition’s An Equitable Recovery for NYC report outlines 
needed green infrastructure investments that reduce city carbon emissions and cre-
ate 100,000 stable, good-paying jobs. The Equitable Recovery platform is endorsed 
by over fifty faith, labor, and community based organizations and builds off the mo-
mentum of the Climate Mobilization Act and the 2019 Climate Leadership and Com-
munity Protection Act. The following priorities were informed by the platform, and will 
help move New York City towards an equitable recovery. 

Retrofitting Public Schools

In April 2019, New York City passed Local Law 97 (LL 97), a law that puts a cap on 
greenhouse gas emissions for buildings larger than 25,000 square feet. To ensure 
the spirit of the law is upheld by the private sector and to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by 40 percent by 2030, New York City government must lead by example 
and retrofit public buildings with the urgency the issue deserves. While in 2019, the 
Department of Citywide Administrative Services (DCAS) received $3 billion for ener-
gy efficiency and renewable energy measures,6 it will take a larger budget to meet LL 
97 goals and it is unclear which public buildings are being prioritized. The Coalitions’ 
budget request will specifically focus on K-12 schools, which make up a large portion 
of public buildings that are currently emitting at rates above LL 97 emission caps. 

Based on public data from 2019 on energy and water usage for large buildings7 and 
the Coalition’s analysis, over 2,400 city-owned buildings are currently emitting at 
levels higher than the emissions cap for the 2030 - 2034 LL 97 compliance period. 
The buildings are dispersed throughout the city and comprise various building types 
including K-12 schools, government offices, maintenance and repair for government 
equipment, police stations, and fire stations, among other uses. However, in cen-
tering the social and equity concerns outlined earlier in this report, the City should 
immediately invest $80 million to retrofit K-12 schools, and prioritize schools 
located in frontline communities of color. 

As of 2019, 1,132 K-12 schools, which add up to a total of 143,869,137 square feet, 
are emitting at levels beyond LL 97’s 2030 - 2034 period of compliance.8  At an aver-
age cost of $7.559 per square foot to retrofit buildings, the city would need over $1.08 
billion throughout the next 13 years to meet LL97 emission targets. That is, the City 
needs about $80 million every year to retrofit schools. Given the known associations 
between atmospheric pollution and climate change, and the correlation between air 
pollution and mortality rates for respiratory diseases like COVID-19, retrofitting build-
ings, particularly Heating, Ventilation, and Air Conditioning (HVAC) systems, serves 
as a common solution to two of the most urgent problems New Yorkers have faced in 
the last few decades—a pandemic and climate change. In addition, research shows 
that  investing $80 million this year into building retrofits would create 482 
direct and indirect jobs during a time of economic crisis.10 Protecting children, 
teachers, public servants, and the public at large who utilize these buildings, while 
stimulating jobs for New Yorkers, should be of utmost importance in 2021.  

https://alignny.org/resource/an-equitable-recovery-creating-100000-climate-jobs-for-frontline-communities-of-color/
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Moreover, a more concerted effort to reduce emission at a neighborhood scale and 
prioritize retrofits in low-income and environmental justice communities is need-
ed. Currently, the City seems to be conducting retrofits at a suboptimal pace and 
through a portfolio of construction projects that diffuse emission reduction benefits 
throughout the city, leaving the public wondering if climate goals will actually be 
achieved. Multiple and speedy localized efforts in frontline communities to reduce 
public building emissions at the neighborhood level could send a strong signal to 
the private sector and public at large that the City is serious about reducing building 
emissions and protecting vulnerable populations. Reducing the City’s contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions, while improving indoor and outdoor air quality for front-
line communities can have consequential positive health outcomes and save lives. 
Further focusing on schools and public offices could improve current community 
health outcomes, reduce asthma rates, and prevent future health disparities.    

Solar on Public Schools
In 2014, New York City committed to installing 100 megawatts of solar energy on 
public buildings by 2025. In order to achieve this goal, solar panels would need to 
be installed on over 300 public buildings over the following decade, a move that 
could be replicated on the other 4,000 city-owned and leased properties throughout 
New York City. It is integral that the Department of Citywide Administrative Services 
(DCAS), the agency charged with the city’s solar implementation, prioritize its solar 
program. At an average cost range of $3.30 - $5 per watt installed,11 the city would 
need over $460 million over the next four years to reach 100 megawatts of solar en-
ergy on public buildings. An immediate investment of $100 million toward DCAS’ 
solar program will provide the capacity and resources the agency needs to get 
the City closer to its 2025 solar goals. 

The New York City Department of Education’s (DOE) building stock presents an op-
portunity for the City to make significant progress toward its solar goals. Not only do 
K-12 schools hold a large share of New York City’s new solar energy capacity, they 
also account for one-quarter of all City-owned buildings. In fact, the DOE hosts more 
than half of the City’s completed installations.12 Following the passage of the Climate 
Mobilization Act, DCAS and the New York Power Authority (NYPA) announced their 
plans to install up to 16 additional megawatts of solar energy at 46 New York City 
public schools.13 While this announcement is a good step, DCAS must prioritize an 
expeditious implementation of its solar program in environmental justice communi-
ties to ensure the city meets its 2025 solar goals. 

DCAS has installed solar panels on 37 school buildings across the city – 22 of which 
are in environmental justice communities – amounting to only 7 megawatts of solar 
energy.14 There are still 189 other school sites waiting to be completed that have 
the potential to reduce the City’s emissions by another 10,439 metric tons of CO2. 
At completion, the savings from these sites will be equivalent to taking 2,255 
cars off the streets for one year.15 As DCAS continues to implement its solar pro-
gram, it is critical that the agency utilizes social equity criteria to determine the order 
in which solar panels should be installed. Though DCAS’ collaboration with NYPA 

https://be-exchange.org/insight/the-climate-mobilization-act-int-1253/
https://be-exchange.org/insight/the-climate-mobilization-act-int-1253/
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is a good step forward, the  As the largest school district in the country, there is an 
immense opportunity for New York City to create an implementation standard that 
can be replicated in other municipalities. Only taking technical considerations into 
account, such as solar-ready roofs, fails to recognize systemic inequalities in New 
York City. By prioritizing K-12 schools in environmental justice communities, the City 
will be building more resilient neighborhoods and ensure the benefits of renewable 
energy reach its most impacted New Yorkers. 

Investments in solar will allow New York City to mitigate deep socio-economic and 
environmental inequalities in our city. New Yorkers had first-hand experiences of 
the catastrophic impacts of climate change through Hurricane Sandy. Now, these 
cumulative environmental risks have further intensified under the COVID-19 pan-
demic. Building energy generation technology in environmental justice communities 
is essential, especially as New York looks towards a Just Recovery from the current 
public health and economic crises. 

Investments in green infrastructure will also bring good, well-paying jobs back into 
communities that need it most. Research shows economic activity on green infra-
structure generates both direct and indirect jobs. Research shows an investment 
of $100 million into installing solar on schools will create 508 direct and indi-
rect jobs.16 DCAS should use this opportunity to reevaluate its Power Purchasing 
Agreements (PPAs) and consider alternative financing models that will offer commu-
nities a larger share of the economic benefits tied to solar. The City must also en-
sure all solar projects are implemented with rigorous labor standards and offer pre-
vailing wages that lead to the creation of good quality, career union jobs. It is crucial 
that all contractors prioritize leading community hiring practices; specifically employ-
ing local low-income residents, residents of NYCHA, women, and long-term unem-
ployed New Yorkers in new hiring opportunities. The siting of solar on K-12 schools 
coupled with building retrofits, a local hiring program, and strong project labor agree-
ments, can expand access to career-track jobs and create an avenue for addressing 
environmental injustice. 

Municipal Waste Management
Investing in high-performing recycling, composting, and waste reduction programs in 
both the commercial and residential waste systems can create up to four times more 
jobs per ton of waste as compared to disposal.17 We estimate a total of 3,000 high 
quality jobs for New Yorkers and sharply reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
from landfilling, incinerating, and transporting solid waste.18

On the municipal side, New York City must recommit to its zero waste goals and re-
start its stalled organic waste recycling program, which was subject to a 90 percent 
budget reduction in FY 2021. A fledgling community food scrap drop-off program has 
proven to be popular among New Yorkers, but is now threatened by a lack of local 
compost processing capacity as the Parks Department has refused to renew licens-
es for community-based composters on public land.
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The City can begin to lay the groundwork for a cost-effective, citywide mandato-
ry organic waste recycling system by doubling the capacity of the community food 
scrap drop-off program19 while piloting new technology, building and street designs, 
and community education to begin efficiently collecting food scraps for recycling 
from large multifamily buildings and public agencies. DSNY will need $10.5 million 
to double the capacity of the current community food scrap drop-off program, 
which is now collecting and processing more than 180,000 pounds per month 
after being completely suspended in May, 2020.

To prepare to implement citywide organics recycling, DSNY will need at least $4 
million to pilot and study new technologies and public education strategies to 
successfully collect food scraps from large residential and government build-
ings, including NYCHA buildings.

On the commercial waste side, the City must fully implement the Commercial Waste 
Zones program (Local Law 199 of 2019),  which will require commercial haulers to 
apply and operate within waste zones within New York City. The New York City De-
partment of Sanitation is overseeing the implementation of the program.  To begin to 
implement the Commercial Waste Zones program, DSNY will need $4 million dol-
lars in the 2022 Fiscal Budget to cover the cost of new hires, consulting con-
tracts, and building a data management platform, resulting in 26 direct jobs. 

Eventually as carters pay (yet to be established) fees to the city as a part of the op-
erations process, the program will pay for itself, and DSNY will be able to hire more 
staff to further implement the program. 

Once Commercial waste zones are fully implemented, research shows that carters 
could save more than $14 million dollars through reduced tolls and operation 
costs through a more efficient zone structure.20 

Implementation of the Commercial Waste Program is underway as DSNY has begun 
to issue  RFPs soliciting proposals from interested carters. However, the success of 
the program relies on the city fully funding DSNY staffing needs. Hiring and training 
can be done remotely and can be done safely during the COVID-19 crisis. Further-
more, implementing CWZ will increase safety conditions for workers and pedestri-
ans across NYC.

Clean Transportation Expansions 
The public transportation sector is an opportunity to promote equity, resilience, and 
accessibility in New York City, while creating thousands of well-paid jobs. Low-in-
come and communities of color have always struggled with the lack of affordable 
and reliable public transportation, while hosting the most polluting transit infrastruc-
ture such as highways and bus depots- perpetuating historic health disparities. 
Comprehensive transportation planning requires co-governance and collaborative 
models to engage other jurisdictions and stakeholders. New York City must invest in 
mode-shifting strategies, and bolster its pedestrian and street safety to ensure the 
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City’s most transportation-dependent communities are prioritized.

To date, the largest driver of transportation-related climate pollution in the City 
has been and remains passenger vehicles, which produce four-fifths of the 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with the transportation sector.21 A 2019 
Synapse analysis of transportation emissions in New York State found that a com-
bination of electric vehicle incentives and mode-shifting (from personal vehicles, to 
bicycles or mass transit) is needed for the state to meet its emissions targets.22 21 
percent of emissions reductions must come from shifting away from personal vehi-
cles.23 Electric school buses are a critical piece of this puzzle. This year, Climate 
Works for All is asking for an investment of $3 million to expand the City’s 
electric school bus pilot program. 

Air pollution from New York City’s aging fleet of 10,000 diesel and gas school bus-
es creates an unequal burden - especially for students with disabilities, students 
with respiratory illnesses (who are more likely to ride the bus for long periods), and 
environmental justice communities where hundreds of diesel buses are housed 
each day. Electric school buses create zero emissions, can be charged using local 
renewable energy sources, and can create high-quality manufacturing jobs. These 
vehicles can be economically charged during hours of off-peak energy demand, 
especially if supported by variable time-of-use electricity pricing by utilities. Electric 
school buses can also help feed stored electricity back to the grid at times of peak 
demand, typically on the hottest summer days when fewer school buses are need-
ed.  

In Spring of 2021, New York City’s Department of Education will begin to operate 
its own school bus fleet - a welcome opportunity to bring a new level of service and 
transparency to a dysfunctional private-contractor bus system. Investing $3 million 
into NYCSBUS, the DOE’s electric bus program, would allow the agency to expand 
the current two vehicle pilot to approximately sixteen electric school buses next year, 
and would support improvements to necessary charging stations and bus depot 
infrastructure.

As the City looks towards an equitable recovery for all, it must continue the practice 
of community-led transportation planning to identify local transit issues and priori-
ties such as expanded and dedicated bus lanes, increased bus service, multi-modal 
transportation infrastructure, and pedestrian safety to provide clean, improved and 
accessible service for the most mobility-burdened New Yorkers. The Climate Works 
for All coalition applauds Vision Zero which advances street and pedestrian safety 
and design, including community planning, climate resilient infrastructure, acces-
sible public transport and community resources, and electrifying school bus fleets. 
Though the coalition believes the City should remove the New York Police Depart-
ment from traffic enforcement, the community-led strategies highlighted in Vision 
Zero initiates the necessary investments in accessible clean transportation that will 
help set New York City as a national leader in climate policy implementation cen-
tered in equity and frontline leadership.  
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 crisis is New York City’s wake-up call to invest in healthier infrastruc-
ture that centers low-income frontline communities of color. As the City prepares for 
its recovery efforts, it must do so cognizant of its unemployment and climate crises. 

New York City can take immediate steps to both aggressively meet its climate goals 
and to create good jobs in Black and brown communities, even in the midst of the 
pandemic. A new IBO analysis indicates that the city will have a surplus of $3.6 bil-
lion,24 this is in addition to the $20 billion expected in Federal aid for the state25 and 
another $6 billion for the City.26 The four short-term initiatives outlined in this analy-
sis: retrofitting public schools, installing solar on public schools, expanding munici-
pal composting and implementing commercial waste zones, and electrifying school 
buses, will catalyze the City’s economic recovery by creating thousands of local jobs 
and saving millions in future operational expenses. 

Our country is looking for a way out of this crisis and by prioritizing racial, economic, 
and environmental justice in it’s recovery efforts, New York has the opportunity to 
lead the way. The City budget must prioritize investments and job creation strategies 
for the communities that have been hit the hardest by both climate change and the 
COVID-19 crisis.  We will not return to a healthy economy unless we are investing 
in frontline communities, addressing racial inequities, creating good union jobs, and 
fighting climate change in this year’s budget. The Climate Workers for All coalition’s 
2021 budget priorities will enable New York City to invest in its historically under-
funded communities of color and will set the City on track to reach its ambitious 
climate goals. 
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