Building a Shared Prosperity
By Patricia M. DeMarco

“We have created a vision for a shared prosperity. Now we must speak it into existence!”
Sterling A. Stone, Director of Youth Services, Rankin Christian Center

For most of human history, people struggled to survive and thrive against the forces
of nature, as is the case with most other species on the planet. Discovering and
harnessing fossil resources to use as fuel released human civilization from the
constraints of nature. The Industrial Revolution rested on coal, then petroleum to
allow people to conquer seasonal weather challenges, nighttime darkness, travel and
industrial operations beyond the scope of human or animal power and bio-based
fuels such as wood and whale oil. But burning fossil fuels to support almost all
human enterprises has now breached the limits of the natural ecosystems in which
we live and upon which we depend for survival [1]. Much of the coal that powered
the Industrial Revolution in America was extracted from the heart of the Appalachian
Mountains, at the hands of people who came here to improve their lives and build
their fortunes.

Relmagine Appalachia rekindles the dreams and hopes of people now passed by
as the extractive industries wane in the face of economic and environmental realities.
The social and cultural fabric of communities was strained under the economic
hardship of disinvestment and abandonment. The struggle to build a new vision for
a better future seems thwarted at every turn by events beyond our control.

Even as the calls of alarm for the rapid pace of global warming become more
urgent, the Russian invasion of Ukraine has become the latest excuse to defer the
energy system transformation to a renewable base. As noted by the Council on
Foreign Relations:

The United States’ dependence on oil has long influenced its foreign policy. U.S. oil devel-
opment spans three major periods: the rise of oil as a commodity, beginning in 1850; the
post—World War II age of geopolitical competition; and the post—Cold War era of deregula-
tion and diversification. Most recently, Russia’s war with Ukraine has aggravated geopolitical
tensions and revived the debate about U.S. energy independence [2].
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Calls for relaxing restrictions on drilling and increasing production for export
set back policy momentum for reaching the necessary reductions in greenhouse gas
emissions. The increases in gasoline prices illustrate how interdependent the U.S.
is on the global market which sets the price of petroleum. U.S. energy policy has
long been driven by the concept of cheap gas at the pump. People have become
accustomed to using the gas price as a barometer of our energy security. In fact, this
is just another signal of our vulnerability.

Energy independence is a term of political manipulation with several definitions,
all contested by economists and energy analysts. Those who define energy inde-
pendence as exporting more than we import fail to acknowledge that even when
exporting oil, the U.S. still imports oil [3]. In 2021, the United States exported about
8.63 million barrels per day (b/d) and imported about 8.47 million b/d of petroleum,
making the United States an annual total petroleum net exporter for the second year
in a row since at least 1949 [4].

As long as the U.S. participates in an international marketplace where the price
of the commodity is determined by global geo-political forces, the concept of energy
independence has no real meaning. Even renewable energy systems are interdepen-
dent in the global marketplace, as is evident in the arguments over tariffs on imports
of solar panels from China [5] and the sourcing and trade of rare earth materials such
as lithium [6].

Rather than seek an unachievable goal of “energy independence,” we can seek to
reduce our vulnerability. It is critical to recognize that failing to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions from burning fossil fuels to zero, at least by 2050, will be catastrophic
for our economy and for the viability of the planet [7]. The laws of Nature are NOT
negotiable—the laws that support continued use of fossil fuels must change imme-
diately. Technology is not a barrier to achieving 100% renewable energy system in
the U.S. by 2050 [8]. A 2015 analysis conducted by researchers at Stanford Univer-
sity and the University of California at Berkeley found that 100% wind and solar
power—in conjunction with energy efficiency, energy storage and other advances
to complement renewables—could provide electricity to the continental U.S. more
reliably than the current system by 2050, and at lower projected costs [9].

The political will to move the legal and regulatory infrastructure to support this
goal has not been mobilized, even though most Americans see climate change as an
important issue. Three-quarters of Americans say that human activity, such as the
burning of fossil fuels, contributes to climate change at least some, with 46% saying it
contributes a great deal [10]. However, opinions are sharply divided on partisan lines.
Democrats say human activity contributes a great deal to climate change (71%), while
just 17% of Republicans say the same [11]. Major policy changes will be needed to
achieve the necessary transformation of. Our energy system, but as the last session
of Congress has illustrated, political conditions are unlikely to achieve the necessary
level of action.

The complexity of climate change issues and the diversity of impact even within
the U.S. complicates mobilization around climate action. A recent study by the
Allegheny Conference Energy Task Force in Pittsburgh has chosen a middle of the
road path, even though it recognizes that this approach will not meet the climate
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goal of limiting global warming to 1.5 °C by 2050 [12]. The principal focus area for
funding identified in this report relies on continued production of natural gas from
hydraulic fracturing to produce “blue hydrogen” as an industrial fuel source, and
applying carbon capture and sequestration technologies to control emissions [13].
This approach locks in dependence on fossil fuels for another two or three decades.
It stands as a sharp counterpoint to the Relmagine Appalachia Blueprint emphasis
on sustainable energy systems and more efficient domestic manufacturing based on
local supply chains and local labor.

People fear the loss of jobs in the energy sector, without recognizing that the skills
and capabilities of workers in this sector are readily transferable to the clean energy
economy. A federal investment package with annual average allocations of $11.3
billion to Pennsylvania, from 2021 to 2030, along with an additional $19.7 billion in
private investments would generate approximately 243,000 jobs in Pennsylvania—
enough to bring Pennsylvania’s high unemployment rate back down towards four
percent [14].

The burden of immediate action has fallen to local governments to act. At the local
level, people see the immediate effects of climate change vulnerability. In coastal
areas, local governments need to address higher tides and more severe storm surges
which have been highly dramatized in the media coverage of hurricane damage.
Usually there is little or no discussion of the connection of larger, more severe and
longer lasting storm systems to global warming and its effects on storm formation.
Inland areas see drought and flood damage as well as landslides and stormwater
damage.

For the Appalachian region, vulnerabilities are more pernicious and harder to
define: the surges of stormwater in aged sewer systems; the collapse of mined lands
and landslides from ground supersaturated with storm water; periods of drought
following severe storms that stress mature canopies in forests and parks and stress
food production. Federal assistance only comes when disastrous levels of infrastruc-
ture damage occur from a defined incident, such as in Hurricane Katrina or Hurri-
cane Sandy. For the chronic and cumulative effects of climate change, communities
struggle alone. The Relmagine Appalachia Blueprint campaign has shown what can
happen when communities stand together and demand to be heard.

For the gradual increase of climate effects, local governments have been adopting
climate action plans individually [15] and as regions [16]. In all cases, local climate
action plans will require federal and state policy support by at least 2030 to implement
the goals established. The Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill and the Inflation Reduction
Act begin to bring tools and resources to local communities to begin addressing
climate action at scale.

The assumption that reducing energy consumption cuts economic productivity
was reinforced by the COVID-19 pandemic. Energy consumption did fall as
pandemic restrictions limited travel and other activities [17]. However, decoupling
energy use from the economic productivity has occurred in many countries already. It
is certainly plausible to decouple primary energy consumption growth from meeting
the planet’s energy needs. For example, Denmark has 30 years of proven history in
reducing the energy intensity of its economy [17].
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It is important to recognize that we need to make a transformation of the energy
system, not simply substitute renewable fuels for fossil fuels. The entire approach
changes when we focus on supplying the work necessary to meet the needs for people,
agriculture, and industry in a different way. There are at least three points here:

* Primary energy consumption automatically goes down when switching from fossil
fuels to wind, solar and hydroelectricity, because they have no conversion losses
according to the usual definition of primary energy;

* Living standards can be maintained while increasing energy efficiency;

* Renewables-based systems avoid the significant energy usage of mining, trans-
porting and refining fossil fuels and uranium [18].

Ultimately, reducing our vulnerability to energy disruptions comes down to
building energy systems that are in harmony with the laws of nature. We must change
the dynamic of the conversation about climate change. It is critical for the survival
of our planet and for the immediate well-being of every person to move rapidly to a
sustainable energy system. It is time to recognize the reality of our interdependence
as human species to preserve the biodiversity of the planet and to restore the health
of the ecosystems we depend on for our survival. Fresh water, clean air, and fertile
ground support life on Earth as we know it. If we continue on this path, driven by
greed and adherence to a fossil fueled economy, we will destroy ourselves, and all of
the living Earth. The Relmagine Appalachia process has given people hope through
empowering their success. As projects rise from former strip-mined areas, and aban-
doned or closed coal power plants see new life as eco-industrial parks, the prospect
of transforming our civilization to a more sustainable model becomes more tangible.
Armed with grants for infrastructure modernization and community benefit plans,
dreams and wishful aspirations become reality.

I close with this reflection from Rachel Carson:

Mankind has gone very far into an artificial world of his own creation. He has
sought to insulate himself, with steel and concrete, from the realities of earth and
water. Perhaps he is intoxicated with his own power, as he goes farther and farther
into experiments for the destruction of himself and his world. For this unhappy trend
there is no single remedy—no panacea. But I believe that the more clearly we can
focus our attention on the wonders and realities of the universe about us, the less
taste we shall have for destruction [19].

The Relmagine Appalachia Blueprint has set forth a vision for a better future,
one based on a shared prosperity and an environment where people can thrive, not
merely struggle to survive. With a vision for a better future before us, we see the
beginnings of the transformation to a sustainable, resilient, equitable society for our
children and for their grandchildren.
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