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Where Are All The Green Jobs?
by Brandon Robinson, Columbia University

(continued on page 2)

There was a lot of momentum 
gaining in the early 2000s 
around the idea of a green 

economy, and green jobs. Of course, 
many will remember the sad state 
that the economy was in around 
that time, and ideas that sounded 
like they would put people back to 
work were generally lauded.
 The Bureau of Labor Statistics 
was charged with coming up with 
a definition for green jobs, and esti-
mating their presence in the econ-
omy. Although the program was 
cut shortly after it was started, the 
BLS completed the definition, and 
a solid set of initial (and revised) 
estimates. Their definition follows: 

“Jobs in businesses that produce 
goods or provide services that 
benefit the environment or conserve 
natural resources.”1

 I used their definition and data, 
as well as the Standard Occupa-
tional Classification (SOC) sys-
tem, to try to get an idea of which 
occupations were being affected by 
greener industry practices. I looked 
only at occupations which typically 
required an associate’s degree or 
less, as that seemed to align with 
the education level of those most 
impacted by the last economic 
regime, and therefore, those that 
would be candidates for positions in 
green-collar work.2

The Green Economy 
 The BLS determined through a 
survey that it conducted an estimate 
of “how green” industries could be 
claimed to be. Table 1-1 shows the 
15 greenest industry groups, the ma-
jority of which can be grouped into 
one of three larger sectors: Adminis-
tration Support and Waste Manage-
ment and Remediation (NAICS 56-); 
Transportation and Warehousing 
(NAICS 48-); and Primary Metal 
Manufacturing (NAICS 33-).
 It was within these industry 
groups that I looked to see which 
entry-level occupations3 were being 
affected by these greener industry 
practices.

Join us in New York 
for the Division’s 
Annual Reception!
When: Monday, May 8
Where: Lucky Strike Manhattan
Why: Networking, free bowling 
and refreshments, and awards!

See more information about ALL 
the Economic Development-related 
workshops and events at the 
National Planning Conference 
beginning on page 4.
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Worker at a waster water treatment facility.

http://bit.ly/2p40MOB
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Green Jobs 
 To assess a broad-based economic transformation, 
I had to adopt an understanding of green jobs that 
allowed me to imagine that all the jobs that occurred 
within these industry groups would be some proportion 
green, as some of their labor would be directed toward 

greener ends by way of the firms that employed them. 
I summarized the data by grouping these occupations 
by their major categories to get an idea of the occupa-
tional tilt of the green economy. Table 1-2 shows that 
the majority of entry-level green occupations (61%) fall 
into one of five major groups.

(continued on page 3)
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 One can imagine Table 1-3 as a kind of “other side of the coin” of the previous table. Where the previous table 
(1-2) allowed us a view into how many of the major groups, or occupational types, were present in the data, this 
table helps us ascertain how many times an occupation in each one of those major groups appears in the data.

 Many of the frequently appearing entry-level occu-
pations in the green economy are in those groupings 
that are typically written about: those being in Con-
struction and Extraction; Installation, Maintenance and 
Repair; and Production. However, Office and Adminis-
trative occupations appear frequently as well (227 times 
within the fifteen greenest industry groups). Although 
this may seem obvious once stated, I found that many 
scholars studying the green economy looked to energy 
(a relatively small direct employer, and estimated to be 
only 12.6% green) or building and construction occupa-
tions, and seem to have forgotten about the potential for 
office work to be an entry point into the green economy 
for many who would not seek employment in the afore-
mentioned sectors.
 As one can see in comparing the two, production 
occupations are the most diverse type, as well as the 
most frequently apparent in the data. Office and ad-
ministrative work is similar. In contrast, construction 
occupations were the third most diverse type of work; 
they were less frequent across the green economy than 
those in transportation and material moving. Similar-
ly, installation, maintenance, and repair occupations 
appeared more times, and in more industry groups, than 
did construction jobs.

So What… 
 While this research gives us an idea about where 
many green jobs can be found, it also gives us an idea 
about where we can incentivize greener firm-level 
practices for greater impacts. Economic development 
entitites can choose a particular sector, Primary Metal 

Manufacturing (NAICS 33) for example, and determine 
which practices (updates to supply chains, carbon cap-
ture, etc.) will likely promote more green jobs in those 
firms, and incentivize those practices.
 This short article is based off of a much larger re-
search project of mine looking into green jobs and green 
skills. Through my research I’ve found one thing to be 
certain: truly green jobs may not yet exist — but greener 
firms make for greener jobs.

Caveats 
 As with any large research project there exists some 
fine print. My project took place in New York (where I 
am based), and my data, as it related to the use of the 
SOC system, was provided by the New York State De-
partment of Labor. While variation occurs in how states 
use the SOC schema, one must accept that these results, 
while not absolutely true for all areas of the country, 
will hopefully reflect employment patterns more broad-
ly as they relate to the scope of industries in my work.

Brandon Robinson is a graduate student at the Graduate 
School of Architecture, Planning, and Preservation (GSAPP), 
King’s College, Columbia University in the City of  
New York.

Endnotes:
1 www.bls.gov/green/home.htm. 
2 I am borrowing — and slightly expanding upon — the notion of a 
green-collar worker as envisioned by Van Jones, in his book The Green 
Collar Economy. 
3 I use this term only as shorthand for those occupations that typically 
require an associate’s degree or less.



4

May 2017 www.planning.org/divisions/economic

#9107314

CM | 1.25
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NPC17 Program: 2017 National Planning
Conference
|  Economic Development Division

Monday, May 8

Monday, May 8 | 7:30 a.m.

Monday, May 8 | 7:30 a.m. - 8:45 a.m.  Room: Hall 1A12 (JCC)

Mystery, Intrigue and Proformas
Activity Type:  Sessions & Discussions

Division:  Economic Development Division

Topic:  Economic Development

Track:  Disruptive Economic Development

The proforma is the major decision making tool for developers. It tells whether their project will make money or needs to be
reimagined. Planners should be familiar with proformas because they can help describe a project to prospective investors.

Rebecca Leonard, FAICP | Anthony Allender, AICP

Monday, May 8 | 4:15 p.m.

Monday, May 8 | 4:15 p.m. - 5:30 p.m.  Room: Hall 1E10 (JCC)

Nurturing your Entrepreneurial Ecosystem
Activity Type:  Sessions & Discussions

Division:  Economic Development Division

Topic:  Economic Development

Entrepreneurial ecosystems are comprised of organizations, capital, and people that foster thriving start-ups. Today, regions
are strengthening their ecosystems through mapping, measuring and connecting resources. This session hosts a discussion
on feasible ways to foster ecosystem resources and track progress.

John Provo | Sarah Lyon-Hill | Margaret Cowell

APA NPC17 Program Page 1

https://www.dropbox.com/s/h7x5fffbfi51c94/NPC17-programs_all_ED.pdf?dl=1
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Day, Date Session/Mobile Workshop Time Location
Saturday, May 6 The Reality of Planning for Retail 10:45 a.m. - noon Hall 1A06  

Remaking Economic Development: Weathering Political Transitions 4 p.m. - 5:15 p.m. FD Hall 1E12  
Sunday, May 7 New Models for Regional Economic Resilience 9:30 a.m. - 10:45 a.m. FD Hall 1E12  

Re-Purposing Suburban Office Parks: New Jersey, Ground Zero 9:30 a.m. - 10:45 a.m. Hall 1E13  
The Resiliency of NYC Supply Chains 9:30 a.m. - 10:45 a.m. Hall 1E11  
Best Practices for Using Tax Incentives 1 p.m. - 2:15 p.m. Hall E116  
Accommodating Growth While Protecting Industry 2:30 p.m. - 3:45 p.m Hall 1E13  

Monday, May 8 Innovation Districts for the Rest of Us 7:30 a.m. - 8:45 a.m. Hall 1E09  
Mystery, Intrigue and Proformas 7:30 a.m. - 8:45 a.m. Hall 1A12  
Evaluating Incentives Using an ROI Approach 9 a.m. - 10:15 a.m. Hall 1E11  
Resiliency and Economic Revitalization on Coney Island 9 a.m. - 2 p.m. Mobile Workshop
Reflections on NYCEDC at 50 Years 10:30 a.m. - 11:45 a.m. Hall 1E11  
Nurturing your Entrepreneurial Ecosystem 4:15 p.m. - 5:30 p.m. Hall 1E10  

Tuesday, May 8 Sustainable Economic Development in the Mid-Hudson Region 8 a.m. - 9:15 a.m. Hall 1E13  
South Brooklyn Waterfront Walking Tour 8:30 a.m. - 1 p.m. Mobile Workshop
Building on Strength Through Collaborative Economic Development 9:30 a.m. - 10:45 a.m. Hall 1E11  

See the matrix below and download a guide to ALL the Economic Development-related 
workshops and events scheduled for the conference.

#9121844

Tuesday, May 9

Tuesday, May 9 | 7 a.m.

Tuesday, May 9 | 7 a.m. - 7:45 a.m.  Room: Hall 1E06 (JCC)

Economic Development Division Business Meeting
Activity Type:  Meetings

Division:  Economic Development Division

Economic Development Division Business Meeting at Javits Convention Center

APA NPC17 Program Page 2

Join us in New York for the Economic Development 
Division’s Annual Business Reception!

Monday, May 8
Lucky Strike Manhattan
624-660 W. 42nd St., NYC
6:00 p.m.-8:00 p.m.

This event will include free bowling, food, and beverages. We’ll also hand 
out our annual awards and recognize those who have gone “above and 
beyond” for our Division.

Join your peers for fun, refreshments, and networking. See old friends and 
make new ones!

Quash Your FOMO!

Within walking 
distance of the Javits 
Convention Center!

https://www.dropbox.com/s/h7x5fffbfi51c94/NPC17-programs_all_ED.pdf?dl=1
http://www.bowlluckystrike.com/locations/new-york/
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http://www.nyplanning.org
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CHAIR:
Lance Harris, AICP
Pro Forma Advisors
lance.harris@proformaadvisors.com

For information about advertising in News & Views, contact Jeffrey Mills at 
jmcommunications@comcast.net or call (860) 454-8922.

TREASURER:
Adriana Trujillo-Villa
Sarasota County
atrujill@scgov.net

CHAIR-ELECT:
Rebecca Leonard, FAICP
Lionheart Places LLC 
rebecca@lionheartplaces.com

bae urban economics
san francisco  |  sacramento  |  los angeles  |  new york  |  washington dc

bae1.com

http://chesapeakegroup.com
http://www.development-strategies.com
http://www.pumaworldhq.com
http://www.tischlerbise.com
http://www.bae1.com
http://www.bae1.com
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