


new firm will focus on the solar genera-

tion of electric power through the use of 

photovoltaic (PV) technology. 

“We see a very bright future for our 

new solar power subsidiary,” Chen says. 

“This ‘green’ technology is still in the 

early stages of market development. 

However, by investing resources now 

into a new enterprise, we assure our-

selves growth and success.”

Initially, Helios will provide design, 

sales, and installation services to home 

and building owners, as well as act as a 

wholesale distributor of solar PV power 

systems. In the future, the firm plans to 

become a manufacturer of solar panel 

modules as well.

“There are many challenges to en-

tering this field,” Chen says. “[But] the 

potential gains from this new market 

are enormous and, by getting in early, we 

hopefully assure ourselves a maximum 

return.”

Chen is rare. Not many minority- 

and woman-owned firms are working 

in the green energy sector—at least not 

yet. But with corporations and govern-

ments around the world now embracing 

alternative energy, that could change 

very, very soon.

“I am very optimistic about the op-

portunities for M/WBEs as the industry 

expands via alternative energy sources,” 

says Emmett Vaughn, supplier diversity 

director at the nation’s largest electric 

utility, Exelon Corporation. Vaughn 

says the growth potential in the energy 

sector could 

rival the posi-

tive economic 

i m p a c t  t h e 

auto industry 

had on suppli-

er diversity 20 

years ago. He 

would know; 

his corpora-

tion is already 

leading  the 

way in alterna-

tive energy. 

One of Exelon’s companies, PECO, 

became Pennsylvania’s first utility to 

voluntarily offer a wind energy prod-

uct, and Exelon’s renewable generation 

portfolio continues to grow. Through its 

power purchase agreements from four 

wind farms in Pennsylvania and West 

Virginia, Exelon has become the largest 

marketer of wind-generated energy east 

of the Mississippi River. Complement-

ing its wind agreements, Exelon owns 

and operates one of the largest landfill 

gas facilities in the country. It is an envi-

ronmentally friendly facility that utilizes 

landfill gas to generate electricity.

Additionally, Exelon owns and 

operates one run-of-the-river and one 

pumped storage hydroelectric station. 

Though two separate types of facilities, 

the two hydroelectric stations provide 

much needed load leveling and base load 

power to the region. The hydroelectric 

stations, Conowingo Hydroelectric 

Generating Station and Muddy Run 

Pumped Storage Facility, consist of 

19 units that provide 1,619 megawatts 

of reliable, environmentally friendly 

power generation that complements 

the company’s fossil, renewable, and 

nuclear portfolios. As a member of the 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s 

Climate Leaders Partnership, Exelon is 

also developing a corporate-wide inven-

tory of the six major greenhouse gases. 

As a participant in the U.S. Department 

of Energy’s 1605b Program, Exelon 

Corporation reported 33 greenhouse 

gas reduction initiatives in 2002, total-

ing an avoidance of 7.1 million tons of 

CO2-equivalent emissions. 

Projects like these are good news for 

M/WBEs, as suppliers are needed to 

support industry expansion. 

“We want to do business with sup-

pliers who are like-minded and share 

our vision regarding the environment,” 

says Sandra Hirsch, Exelon’s manager 

of strategic initiatives for supply. “Exelon 

values suppliers who understand the 

increasing importance of environmental 

performance as part of an overall busi-

ness strategy and in their own operations 

as a means to reduce costs.”

According to Vaughn, “There is an 

abundance of well-scaled minority busi-

nesses in similar industries that should 

seek opportunities where they can make 

a shift, as our industry redefines itself.” 

For example, Exelon is currently us-

ing a minority-owned environmental 

consultant, G&C Environmental of 

Philadelphia, to audit 15 energy plants 

for opportunities to reduce the fossil 

fuel impact on the environment. Vaughn 

continues, “Other examples might be 

information technology firms research-

ing and understanding the platforms in 

which alternative energy sources will 

move from generation to grid access 

to distribution. Human capital firms, 

whether they are in staff augmentation 

areas or simple recruitment, should 

formulate strategies for amassing a tal-

ent pool that is pedigreed or qualified 

to staff companies in this burgeoning 

industry. Developing strategic alliances 

with large fuel, manufacturing, and sup-

port service providers to the nuclear/ 

alternative energy industry would also be 

an advisable direction for minority busi-

nesses, as this is likely to be an emerging 

market for second-tier relationships.”

There are some not so obvious op-

portunities as well. For example, the 

investment opportunity is huge.

“I am particularly hopeful that the 

minority investment community gets 

enthused about acquisitions and equity 

investments in this industry,” Vaughn 

says. “Minority businesses should seek 

to enter this growth frontier at owner-

ship levels. There are also [minority 

and women] executives in the industry 

primed to leave corporations and lead 

these potential new energy companies. 

These opportunities absolutely should 

be on their radar.”

A New Commitment
Alternative energy is now squarely 

on the nation’s radar. In his inaugural 

address, President Barack Obama de-

clared that as a nation the United States 

“will harness the sun and the winds and 

the soil to fuel our cars and run our fac-

tories.” Just weeks later, he put billions 

of dollars of “green spending” into his 

stimulus plan.

“To finally spark the creation of a 

clean energy economy, we will double 

the production of alternative energy in 

the next three years,” President Obama 

said about his plan. “We will modernize 

more than 75 percent of federal build-
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neutral, as the carbon dioxide released 

from burning the fuel was originally 

captured from the atmosphere during 

the life cycle of the plant or animal. 

In December 2008, the DoE issued 

a Funding Opportunity Announce-

ment (FOA) for up to $200 million 

over six years (FY 2009—FY 2014), 

to support the development of pilot 

and demonstration-scale bio-refineries 

using feedstock such as algae, and the 

production of advanced and innovative 

biofuels such as bio-butanol and “green” 

gasoline.

Forward-thinking policymakers and 

business leaders who are working to help 

the renewable energy markets flourish 

recognize that clean energy means eco-

nomic development, jobs, stable electric 

prices, and a cleaner environment. To 

create viable opportunities for renew-

able energy, the policy and business 

framework must keep pace with the 

dynamic changes underway within the 

overall energy sector, and must reflect 

America’s new social, economic, and 

environmental priorities.

President Obama’s plan to jump-

start the economy and create new jobs 

includes funding for a smart electricity 

grid, renewable energy tax cuts, a tax 

credit for research on energy efficiency 

and clean energy, a multiyear extension 

of the green-energy production tax 

credit, and funding to help weatherize 

modest-income homes. Opportuni-

ties to promote energy independence 

and provide global warming solutions 

abound, as more and more Americans 

adopt renewable generation, such as 

roof-top solar, bio-fuels, and wind, while 

making investments in energy-efficiency 

technologies, such as in-ground geo-

thermal heating and cooling systems 

for homes and offices. Though relatively 

small at present, the scale and growing 

pace of the new “energy economy” cre-

ates new opportunities for businesses 

to grow revenues and enhance their 

brand. Minority- and woman-owned 

business enterprises interested in work-

ing with the energy sector should 

consider jumping aboard this trend as 

it transforms how the world does busi-

ness.                       ◆
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