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On April 26, 2017, New Jersey Gov. Phil Murphy (D)—then in the midst of his run for 
office—issued an unprecedented campaign promise: As part of a strategy for the state to 
achieve 100 percent clean energy by 2050, he would target construction of 3500 mega-
watts of offshore wind power capacity by 2030—enough to power as much as 1.5 million 
New Jersey homes.1 Soon after his inauguration, on January 31, 2018, Gov. Murphy signed 
an executive order directing the state’s relevant agencies to begin formulating the finance, 
planning, and regulatory processes required to realize his expansive vision.2 On February 
28, the state’s Board of Public Utilities took a first step toward implementation of this 
directive, forming an interagency offshore wind task force and initiating development of a 
solicitation for the first 1.1 gigawatts, or 1100 megawatts, of offshore wind capacity.3 

As of 2017, 29 states, three U.S. territories, and the District of Columbia have formally 
adopted laws and regulations establishing minimum clean energy supply standards for 
their electric power sectors.4 Their reasons include fostering in-state generation, reduc-
ing pollution, and contributing to collective action on climate change. These renew-
able portfolio standards also help diversify states’ energy supplies, reducing ratepayer 
exposure to the price volatility exhibited by fossil fuels such as natural gas and coal.5 For 
many coastal and Great Lakes states, offshore wind can and will play a significant role in 
achieving these targets, and their state economies and workers stand to benefit. 

The rise of American offshore wind power

Past analyses have shown that offshore wind could provide more than 100 percent of 
the electricity that’s currently generated by fossil fuel burning in 11 of 14 East Coast 
states.6 Because of this abundance, and the proximity of the resource to major urban 
demand centers, the legislatures and governors of several coastal states are amending 
their renewable portfolio standards to require utilities to procure electricity generated 
from offshore wind.7

Gov. Murphy’s commitment adds New Jersey to a growing Atlantic Coast bloc, within 
which state lawmakers are codifying rising ambitions on clean energy and job creation 
through the aggressive pursuit of offshore wind development. Under Gov. Andrew Cuomo 
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(D-NY), New York state promulgated regulations requiring 2.4 gigawatts of offshore wind 
energy supply by 2030.8 The Massachusetts legislature and Gov. Charlie Baker (R-MA) 
established a state law requiring 1.6 gigawatts of offshore wind energy supply for the state 
by 2027.9 In 2017, Maryland utilities regulators approved renewable energy subsidies 
sufficient to greenlight a cumulative 368 megawatts of offshore wind generation capacity 
by two different developers.10 And in Rhode Island, home to America’s first offshore wind 
farm11, lawmakers mandated that state utilities procure 160 megawatts of offshore wind 
energy capacity through long-term power purchase agreements.12 

What’s in it for workers? 

While the environmental and energy security benefits of these policies tend to garner 
significant attention, America’s first steps in offshore wind development reveal that work-
ers in a broad range of often unionized trades—as well as the families and communities 
they support—also stand to be major beneficiaries of this new industry. Today’s offshore 
wind turbines feature steel towers that are hundreds of feet tall and blades that individually 
exceed the wing span of 747 airliners, and require extremely high-precision fabrication and 
assembly. Constructing an ocean wind farm is therefore labor-intensive and requires highly 
skilled workers across logistics, construction, and maritime industry trades.

But how truly significant is the opportunity for these blue-collar workers? Is offshore 
wind more of an eco-whimsy than an economic windfall? Two major factors support 
the energy source as the real deal: First, the burgeoning demand for offshore wind in the 
United States is backed by state laws; and second, Europe’s offshore wind boom pro-
vides hard numbers on the resulting economic impacts.

The state-level offshore wind requirements in place along the eastern seaboard totaled 
4.5 gigawatts before Gov. Murphy’s 3.5-gigawatt commitment nearly doubled the sum 
in late January. While New Jersey’s state agencies have heavy lifting ahead to devise the 
necessary financing and permitting systems, the Murphy administration has strong tail-
winds from a friendly legislature; an existing state law that authorizes special renewable 
energy credits for offshore wind; broad public support for action on climate change;13 
and an urgent need to diversify the state’s energy supply.14 

In other words, New Jersey’s electoral shift adds significant momentum to a burgeoning 
U.S. offshore wind industry that will have major implications for the coastal state labor 
force. The 8 gigawatts of capacity mandated or committed to by the offshore wind bloc 
is equivalent to that of eight average U.S. nuclear power plants.15 As the offshore projects 
slated to fulfill these mandates begin development, they can be expected to generate tens 
of thousands of jobs. In 2014, European Union countries achieved the installation of 7.5 
gigawatts of total generation capacity.16 The manufacture, installation, and maintenance 
of offshore wind facilities supported approximately 75,000 full-time-equivalent workers 
across the continent that year.17 
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Additional concrete evidence of offshore wind’s benefits for coastal-state workers comes 
from pioneering development in Rhode Island, where it’s already creating diverse and 
high-paying jobs. 

Block Island Wind Farm: A case study in high-quality job creation

America’s first commercial offshore wind project, the 30-megawatt Block Island Wind 
Farm, commenced regular operations in Rhode Island state waters on December 12, 
2016.18 In addition to the pioneering efforts of the developer, Deepwater Wind, the 
wind farm’s success emerged from forward-leaning state legislation19; active leadership 
by two successive Rhode Island governors; and a nation-leading ocean planning process 
to minimize conflict with other ocean stakeholders.20 The power plant produces enough 
zero-carbon power for 17,000 homes—far more than is used by the Block Island com-
munity—and the surplus is transmitted to shore and into the mainland grid.21 

The new energy source has allowed Block Island Power Company to decommission 
the fleet of diesel-powered generators island residents relied on for decades, yielding a 
significant reduction22—and stabilization—of consumers’ electricity rates. The switch 
also eliminated significant noise and pollution from diesel burning and even improved 
the quality and consistency23 of the electric power supply.

Completing the Block Island Wind Farm and delivering these benefits required a surge 
of employment across a broad range of professional sectors. According to a study by the 
New York-based Workforce Development Institute, offshore wind development requires 
74 distinct occupation types, from white-collar designers, lawyers, and engineers, to 
myriad professions in the construction and transportation trades.24

The state and Deepwater Wind took additional steps at the project’s outset to maximize 
the benefits to Rhode Island trades workers. The 2009 contract between the two parties 
included a provision requiring Deepwater to establish a project labor agreement for the 
firms it hired for the construction and operation of the Block Island Wind Farm, which 
directly benefited local workers.25 Deepwater also took proactive steps to ensure that its 
local contractors were unionized firms, which it perceived as being an investment in build-
ing a well-trained workforce that would reduce development costs over the long term.26

The results for Rhode Island workers validated the upfront effort by state policymak-
ers and the developer. According to Scott Duhamel of the Rhode Island Building and 
Construction Trades Council, more than 300 local, unionized workers were employed 
in the assembly and installation of the facility.27 This included more than 200 skilled 
construction and trades workers from across nine distinct labor unions, including 
carpenters, electrical workers, ironworkers, plumbers, pipefitters, and stevedores.28 
Assembly and installation of the project also required more than 100 logistics workers 
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for the transport of turbine components and crews—including truck drivers, captains, 
and crew for tugs, barges, crew boats, and project-monitoring vessels. The developer 
relied on four different Rhode Island ports for construction activities and hired broadly 
among Rhode Island unions, contractors, and businesses.29 The wages of the union 
workers that assembled and installed the wind farm ranged from $28-to-$40 per hour 
plus benefits, union representatives told the Cape Cod Times.30

Relative to Rhode Island’s statewide needs, the electric power output figures for Block 
Island Wind Farm are modest, meeting around 1 percent of the state’s overall electric-
ity consumption.31 However, the facility represents the launch of an industry that could 
have profound significance for skilled workers across myriad construction trades. As 
the nation’s first operational offshore wind farm, the Block Island facility has proven 
that the technology is viable as a commercial enterprise in the United States and that its 
economics can align with regional needs. Meanwhile, a multitude of developers have 
proposed 17 more projects in the Atlantic Ocean and in Lake Erie worth a cumulative 
9.1 gigawatts of capacity, or 300 times the capacity of the Block Island Wind Farm.32 

Industrial learning and economies of scale will likely reduce the ratio of workers 
needed per unit of capacity relative to what was recorded at the Block Island project. 
Nonetheless, the current offshore wind project pipeline—most of which is guaranteed 
by state government policy or executive order—foretells a looming eruption of demand 
for tens of thousands of workers like those who built America’s first offshore wind farm. 

Maximizing U.S. offshore wind jobs by building a domestic supply chain

Even as the assembly and installation of new offshore wind farms will likely cause a 
surge in demand for construction and logistics workers, the United States may miss out 
on additional job creation in the manufacture of the wind turbines without additional 
action from policymakers and civic leaders. The five GE-brand wind turbines33 pur-
chased by the Block Island Wind Farm’s developer were built in three separate factories 
in Europe: The steel towers were fabricated in Spain34; the 73.5-meter-long composite 
blades were manufactured in Denmark35; and the house-sized generators at the heart of 
the turbines, known as nacelles, were built in Saint-Nazaire on the coast of France.36 

Thanks to aggressive climate policy and generous subsidies, Europe is the world leader 
in offshore wind development, with 15.8 gigawatts of capacity installed as of December 
201737 and an additional 9.2 gigawatts of projects in the pipeline for completion by 
2020.38 As a subset of the more than 75,000 jobs that the offshore wind industry has 
supported in Europe, this scale of demand has fostered major private-sector investments 
in wind turbine manufacturing to build a complex supply chain across the continent. 
Factories similar to those that built Block Island’s turbines support thousands of jobs 
across Germany, Denmark, the United Kingdom, and France, among other countries. 
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The history of America’s onshore wind industry provides a template for fostering a 
domestic offshore wind manufacturing base. Due in significant part to the dozens of 
state-level renewable energy mandates mentioned previously, the onshore industry has 
mobilized $143 billion in investment over the past 10 years,39 making the United States 
a global leader in onshore wind energy and home to the world’s second-largest installed 
wind generation capacity.40 In addition to driving down costs through competition, 
innovation, and economies of scale, this paradigm has made the United States a heavy-
weight in onshore wind turbine manufacturing, sustaining more than 500 wind-related 
factories across 43 states.41 This manufacturing base has created more than 25,000 
jobs—about one-quarter of the approximately 100,000 American workers currently 
employed in wind-related fields.42 

By implementing forward-leaning policy that guarantees long-term demand for offshore 
wind development, state policymakers can replicate the success of the onshore wind 
industry—generating thousands of new jobs in offshore wind turbine manufacturing 
in addition to those in installation. New Jersey lawmakers, for example, can prioritize 
the codification of Gov. Murphy’s 3.5-gigawatt commitment in order to reinforce the 
signal that sufficient demand exists to reward private investment in a domestic supply 
chain. Other coastal and Great Lakes states with significant offshore wind resources can 
pass the offshore wind requirements and energy sector reforms needed to mobilize and 
sustain steady private investment in a succession of large projects and to foster competi-
tion among developers. 

State governments and offshore wind stakeholders—including labor advocates—can also 
support and actively participate in the implementation of the state and regional marine 
spatial planning processes that are essential for identifying low-conflict ocean areas for 
wind farm development. The Rhode Island Ocean Special Area Management Plan,43 for 
example, was instrumental in the timely development of the Block Island Wind Farm. By 
systematically incorporating stakeholder uses and input in advance, both the state and the 
developer ensured that the wind farm’s siting did not harm other ocean stakeholders, such 
as commercial fishermen, or provoke costly and time-consuming litigation.44 

Examples in the United States and Europe show that with the right policy in place, 
offshore wind development can translate into expansive job creation and demand for 
skilled workers—on the docks, at sea, and on the factory floor building new turbines 
from scratch.
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Conclusion: Turning offshore winds into economic wins

Imagine a harbor town, once replete with fishing and manufacturing jobs, faded from 
former glory due to dwindling fish stocks and factories relocated overseas to lower-wage 
countries. Then imagine, with the introduction of a new clean energy technology, a 
dramatic reversal of fortune that mobilizes an idled workforce and powers significant, 
urgently needed investment in infrastructure, manufacturing, and public services.

Offshore wind power helped deliver just such renewal to the cities of Hull and Grimsby, 
England, where unemployment was halved over the past five years.45 The United 
Kingdom’s aggressive pursuit of offshore wind energy development has changed the 
fortunes of the cities’ workers and residents—and for workers across the country.

As the Boston Globe reported in 2017: 

The U.K. is already on track to double its offshore power by 2020 and double it 
again by 2030. That means jobs. Nationally, a University of Hull study recently 
predicts that direct and indirect jobs should grow from today’s 17,500 to nearly 
40,000 by 2032. Hull and Grimsby will likely go from its (sic) current 1,500 full-
time offshore workers to more than 6,000 and probably add thousands more indirect 
workers in local businesses.46

Workers in America’s struggling industrial port cities stand to reap similar rewards. With 
more than 100 gigawatts of offshore wind resources available in federal and Great Lakes 
waters,47 and a clear case48 for the net positive fiscal and public benefits of large-scale 
offshore wind development, civic leaders in coastal and Great Lakes states have before 
them an opportunity to turn offshore winds into economic wins for their working ports 
and harbors, communities, and workers.

Labor leaders and policymakers can accelerate these opportunities for the workers they 
represent through pursuit of the following policy options:
•	 Labor leaders and champions can actively participate in the permitting process for 

specific offshore wind projects—such as those underway in Massachusetts, New York, 
and Maryland—to demonstrate their interest and stake in clean energy policy and 
permitting outcomes.

•	 Labor leaders can support comprehensive ocean planning frameworks—such as the 
ocean planning bodies for the Northeast49 and Mid-Atlantic50 regions—which provide 
unique fora for dialogue and problem solving with other ocean stakeholders, including 
state and federal agencies, the commercial and recreational fishing industries, wild-
life advocates, shippers, and Native American tribes. State- and regional-level ocean 
planning processes have proven that when properly and inclusively managed, they can 
facilitate project design and siting that minimizes conflict among marine activities and 
values. A strong emphasis on state and regional ocean planning will ensure that the 
rise of the offshore wind industry will both create new jobs for workers and protect 
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the jobs and livelihoods of commercial fishermen, hospitality workers, and others that 
depend on marine resources.

•	 Coastal states that have yet to act on offshore wind policy can create jobs and sup-
port the creation of a domestic offshore wind supply chain by passing offshore wind 
procurement requirements like those in New York and Massachusetts. 

•	 Policymakers and labor leaders in states where offshore wind power is in develop-
ment can take additional steps to ensure that local workers benefit. These efforts could 
include developing and funding training programs to prepare skilled tradesmen and 
women for the particularities of maritime work environments, such as vessel safety 
and firefighting at sea, which the state of Rhode Island provided for ironworkers, elec-
tricians, and others working on the Block Island project.51

•	 State appropriators can also invest in the development of necessary port or transmis-
sion infrastructure—as Massachusetts did with the Marine Commerce Terminal in 
New Bedford52—to lay the groundwork for both construction and operations and 
maintenance activities in the years to come.

•	 State leaders should pursue regional coordination on offshore wind policy to ensure 
that their incentive systems to attract offshore wind development and maximize labor 
benefits do not result in either a race to the bottom in competitive tax policy or dupli-
cative supply chain requirements that slow overall industry growth.

Policy innovations and lessons learned in Europe, Rhode Island, and a growing bloc of 
Atlantic Coast states now provide a playbook to foster private investment in offshore 
wind energy and the development of a domestic supply chain. Through active engage-
ment in ocean planning, permitting, clean energy policy, and regional coordination, 
labor leaders and state policymakers can claim their stake in the future of this rising 
coastal energy industry. 

At the same time, these leaders have numerous policy opportunities at hand to ensure 
that the rise of offshore wind occurs harmoniously with the other sustainable, ocean-
dependent industries that enliven America’s coastal communities, such as fishing, rec-
reation and tourism, and ecosystem restoration. Seizing those opportunities will ensure 
that all American workers prosper equitably in the transition to a clean energy economy. 

Shiva Polefka is the associate director for Ocean Policy at the Center for American Progress. 
Kyle Cornish is a former intern for Energy and Environment at the Center.
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Langlais, business manager/FST for Rhode Island Ironworkers Local 37 in East Providence, 
Rhode Island. Colleagues at the Center for American Progress, including Alison Cassady, 
managing director for Energy and Environment Policy; Luke Basset, associate director for 
Domestic Energy Policy; Michael Conathan, director of Ocean Policy; and Meghan Miller, 
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