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Reflections & Takeaways



At Third Way’s 5th annual convening, we gathered a small, curated group of voices 
from government, industry, philanthropy and partner NGOs with perspectives across 
the political spectrum to ask hard questions about what it takes to build energy 
infrastructure in an era of disruption. The context for this year’s convening was stark: 
a war in Iran rattling energy markets, an administration actively reshaping federal 
agencies, and electricity bills rising faster than inflation. What emerged was less a 
consensus and more a sharper set of questions to drive the future of clean energy policy. 

Disruption As An Opportunity
The disruption happening inside federal agencies is real and unlikely to stop over the 
next two years. But this turmoil does not have to be a threat–it can be an opportunity. 
If the Administration is already reshaping the Department of Energy, Interior, and other 
agencies, then the urgent question is not how to halt the process, but rather, how to 
shape it to be more effective. Defending every single legacy institution and prior norm 
is a losing strategy. The better question is whether federal systems, like our innovation 
ecosystem, can emerge stronger if rebuilt around the demands of this moment, like 
faster deployment, smarter financing, and a commitment to clean-firm technologies like 
nuclear, geothermal, and energy storage. 

The other opportunity from this disruption is seeing how the government can actually 
move fast, coordinate across different agencies, and act quickly before answering dozens 
of procedural questions. The reflexive instinct to unwind any useful tools and financing 
instruments that emerge from this moment would be self-defeating. Policy durability 
requires the courage to keep what works, regardless of who built it. 

We must apply the same reframing to the ongoing surge in electricity demand from data 
centers and AI.  In many public forums, participants are instinctively treating this growth 
as a threat. However, proactive planning and cost allocation methods can help fairly 
spread fixed grid costs, potentially stabilizing or even lowering rates relative to what 
they would otherwise be for the average customer. Data centers also offer the potential 
for private capital, large-scale procurement, and new forms of flexibility that could help 
support infrastructure development. The disruption is real, but so is the opportunity. The 
question is whether we are oriented toward shaping it or stopping it. 



Effective Industrial Strategy Means Choosing
As global competition in clean energy intensifies, the key question is not whether 
the US can match China’s scale in manufacturing–we can’t, and trying to do so 
would be a losing strategy. The real challenge is identifying where the US can build 
and hold a durable advantage in technologies such as nuclear, geothermal, batteries, 
and the electro-industrial stack that underlies EVs, drones, robotics, and advanced 
manufacturing alike. Because these technologies share common components–batteries, 
sensors, software, grid hardware, etc. building a strong industrial base in one sector 
creates compounding advantages across many others. That’s a bet worth making. 

But industrial policy has to be honest about its limits. America’s track record with 
industrial policy is mixed. Broad efforts to build domestic manufacturing capacity have 
produced uneven results, in part because corporate decision-making is focused on the 
short-term and is risk-averse. Advanced manufacturing also employs fewer workers than 
more traditional factories, thanks to automation. Pursuing too many goals at once–job 
creation, domestic production, decarbonization–without clearly prioritizing any of them 
has produced policy that underdelivers on all of them. 

Affordability As A Question of Fairness
With prices rising faster than inflation and utilities 
requesting larger rate hikes than in prior years, 
electricity affordability is now a mainstream political 
crisis. Affordability, however, as Americans actually 
experience it, is not necessarily about the absolute 
level of rates. The deeper issue is fairness–who pays, 
what they’re paying for, and whether those costs are 
transparent and justified. People want to know what 
they’re paying for, what it goes toward, and how 
it benefits them. When voters ask elected officials 
to address affordability, they want literal relief and 
evidence that someone understands the burden they 
are carrying and is doing something about it. 

State-level leaders are showing what this looks like in practice. Governor Healey in 
Massachusetts is combining near-term bill relief–reviewing charges on utility bills, 
reforming energy burden policies, returning over-collected funds to ratepayers–with 
longer-term reforms to siting, permitting, and utility incentives. Governor Shapiro in 
Pennsylvania is stepping directly into PJM’s market failures, arguing that rate increases 
are acceptable only if consumers receive a clear benefit in return. Market-based systems 
only work when the assumptions beneath them reflect reality. 

Rather than tweaking cost allocation rules at the margins, policymakers must ask 
foundational questions: Should the federal government directly build and own large-
scale generation, such as advanced nuclear? Should that power be available to utilities 
at wholesale cost? Many Democrats and policy experts are still operating within narrow 
institutional boundaries while voters face very real pressure. That gap is not sustainable. 
Furthermore, without major permitting reform at the federal and state levels, none of the 
larger affordability and clean energy agenda is feasible. 

Josh Freed, Third Way’s SVP of Climate and 
Energy, and Congressman Greg Stanton 
discuss Arizona’s energy challenges.



What’s Next? 
The work ahead is not about finding the perfect policy; it’s about making tough choices, 
building durable coalitions that can survive political turnover, and having the courage to 
use power effectively when we have it. That means continuing to ask: What is the right 
balance between rebuilding institutions and simply executing on what we already know 
how to do? How do we govern well in an era where the old rules no longer apply?

We also asked Americans how they experience energy costs, what they expect from 
government, and whether the debates happening in policy circles reflect what real people 
are feeling. We took the opportunity to run a few quick polls, based on the questions 
participants raised on our final day together, and the results were clarifying. Americans 
are focused on costs. They want near-term relief, and they want government to work 
for them in ways they can see and feel. Centering affordability, reliability, and tangible 
community benefit is foundational to building durable support for the clean energy 
transition. The attached document provides additional detail on the polls we conducted 
and the key takeaways.

We left Scottsdale with sharper questions and a stronger sense of what must come next. 
We are excited to work with you to find the answers. Let’s keep these conversations 
going. We will be in touch.

For more information, please reach out to:
Josh Freed, Senior Vice President, Climate & Energy • jfreed@thirdway.org

Francesca Hsie, Deputy Director for Electricity, moderates a discussion 
on electricity affordability as a fairness issue.


