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Organized by policy objectives:

Common policy objectives

Core design choices

Special policy objectives 

This report is a meta-analysis of fifteen proposals for a new US public 
investment institution. By comparing the strategic and financial 
elements in these proposals, the report aims to advance the discourse 
on public investment and a new institution to guide it.  
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Fifteen distinct proposals for a public investment institution:

Over ten pieces of legislation

Fifteen research or position papers

Overview

4



A Public Investment Institution • Introduction • futurenex.us

The seeds are sown for a revolution in the American economic regime, and it's hardly a partisan 
exercise. COVID-19 and its many forms of loss demanded an earnest effort at renewal. But the first 
seeds were scattered before the pandemic. A broad stasis in wages and opportunity, a malaise of 
inequality and social injustice, vulnerabilities created by globalization, neglected public 
infrastructure, and a lagging low-carbon transition are all decades in the making. 
 
Some sections of private enterprise and investment have picked up the cause with the tools they 
have: corporate responsibility, stakeholder engagement, investment strategies to avoid or mitigate 
sustainability risks, or to improve social and environmental conditions, as well as new financial 
instruments, data, methods, commitments, and more. Increasingly attuned to systems epistemology 
and systems feedback, some companies and investors are taking a bigger perspective.
 
But today, in a momentous change, new elements of public policy have joined them. Voters across 
the political spectrum are ready for something different. Politicians have new ideas and reasons to try 
them out. A wide range of political movements for the first time find themselves on the same side of 
the bargaining table, creating new momentum. An imbalanced economy, a stressed social fabric, 
ongoing environmental catastrophe—and yes, geopolitics—asked us to take a hard look in the 
mirror...and COVID-19 made us get out of our seat to do it. 
 
A new policy paradigm has several dimensions: tax, regulation, monetary policy, and more. But one 
key action takes centerstage: investment. That is, government investment in the productivity, wealth, 
and wellbeing of its citizens and communities. Investments across physical infrastructure, scientific 
and industrial capacity, low-no-carbon technology, and social infrastructure like housing, health, and 
education are taking form as core tactics for putting American society on its feet. 
 
Care infrastructure, knowledge infrastructure, and public financial infrastructure are also part of the 
conversation. The analogy of infrastructure is powerful not only because the economics is 
comparable, as discussed on pp. 12-16, but because it also indicates the ambition. Infra means what 
is below: these policy ideas take aim at the United States' very foundations.
 
In this emerging consensus, the government will need to lead. Disrepair and dysfunction are seen by 
many as an indictment against the government’s backseat role in national development—and 
investment—in recent decades. Because governments (especially state and local governments) have 
been dependent on capital markets to finance ambitious projects, they’ve allowed these markets to 
decide scale and strategy, de facto. Government is being called on to use more of its powers, 
including tools to leverage private capital, to substantially increase investment, and to turn strategy 
to the public interest.

Introduction
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Yet these investment ambitions create challenges of their own: What is the strategy? How can you 
coordinate, finance, and operationalize that strategy, especially in the translation to regional, state, 
and local projects? What’s the role for the financial sector, and how do you design the right 
incentives and interface? What are the distributional goals and how can they be achieved? How do 
you ensure democratic accountability? How do you measure progress in your objectives?
 
The scale of the investment ambitions gaining traction, and the challenges those ambitions create, 
have led to the ‘independent invention’ of a new national public investment institution in a range 
of policy contexts, including Congress, academia, and civil society and industry organizations. It is 
the policy response to the questions above: a new institution to design, finance, and execute a 
future-forward national investment strategy.
 
These proposals are situated within a growing global awareness of the historical successes of 
public investment institutions in the US and elsewhere, alongside the recognition that the 
problems they were designed to solve look similar to ours too: underinvestment in infrastructure 
and industry, an urgent need for environmental protection, and a range of social pressures such as 
unemployment and housing supply.
 
The range of these proposals differ in several dimensions, including in strategy, scale, scope, 
finances, operations, and governance. They also differ in their sources of political support. However, 
they are united by the bold vision for a new institution with the power to substantially expand 
investment in broad-based national development.

A Public Investment Institution • Introduction • futurenex.us
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The Proposals
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Clean Energy and Sustainability Accelerator

Part of CLEAN Future Act, HR.1512, 117th Congress, March 2021, House Committee on Energy & 
Commerce, Frank Pallone, Jr.
HR.806 117th Congress, February 2021, Rep. Debbie Dingell, bi-partisan bill co-sponsored by 
Rep. Don Young (R-AK) and Rep. Brian Fitzpatrick (R-PA)
HR.5416 (“National Climate Bank”) 116th Congress, December 2019, Rep. Debbie Dingell
Appears by name in President Biden's American Jobs Plan Fact Sheet; passed the full House 
twice in 2020 as part of Moving Forward Act and Clean Energy Jobs and Innovation Act
To make the United States a world leader in combating the causes and effects of climate change, 
maximizing emissions reductions for every dollar deployed
To achieve net-zero emissions by 2050, 50% reduction from 2005 levels by 2030
To finance low- and zero-emission technologies, catalyze private capital without competing with 
it, support climate-impacted communities, support a just transition for workers, support 
expansion of green bank network, and support energy transition without raising energy costs

 

National Climate Bank

S.283, 117th Congress, February 2021, National Climate Bank Act
S.2057, 116th Congress, July 2019
Sponsored by Senator Edward Markey
To make the United States a world leader in combating the causes and effects of climate change, 
maximizing emissions reductions for every dollar deployed
To finance clean and low-emission technologies, conduct emissions-reducing procurement, 
catalyze private capital without competing with it, support a market in clean technologies, 
support low- and moderate-income individuals and communities, increase efficiency and 
effectiveness of Federal financing programs focused on emissions reduction, support climate-
impacted communities, and support expansion of green bank network
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Climate Change Finance Corporation

S.685 177th Congress, March 2021, Part of Clean Future Fund Act
S.4484 116th Congress, January 2020
Sponsored by Senator Richard Durbin
To achieve net-zero emissions by 2050, 45% reduction against 2018 levels
To combat the causes and effects of climate change through the deployment of clean and 
renewable energy, resilient infrastructure, research and development, commercialization of new 
technology, clean energy manufacturing, and industrial decarbonization
To finance investments in clean energy and transportation, resiliency, and infrastructure; to 
catalyze private capital without competing with it while creating new workforce opportunities
Introduced alongside a carbon fee and a Trust Fund to redistribute fee revenue to citizens

 

United States Green Bank

S.1528, 116th Congress, May 2019
Sponsored by Senator Christopher Murphy
To significantly increase investments in climate change mitigation and adaptation at the state 
and local level by expanding and strengthening the green finance market
To enable the issuance of Green Bonds by the federal government to build and capitalize the 
state and local Green Bank network
To strengthen the green finance market through standards and data
To deliver clean electricity, create good jobs, and make affordable financing available to low- and 
moderate-income families

National Infrastructure Bank

HR.6422, 116th Congress, March 2020
Sponsored by Rep. Danny Davis
Bi-partisan coalition support
To mobilize financing for infrastructure, business and economic growth, and job creation, 
including financing for physical infrastructure, affordable housing, science and technology 
drivers, and other improvements not served by the private sector
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National Infrastructure Development Bank

HR.658, 116th Congress, January 2019
Sponsored by Rep. Rosa DeLauro
To mobilize financing for physical infrastructure

Public Investment Bank

Position paper from Americans for Financial Reform, October 2020
To shape investment policy and direction around public purpose; to act as a catalyst for ‘high 
road’ growth; to build capacity for existing public investment; to take a leadership role in 
responding to economic crises

National Investment Agency

Position paper from Sierra Club
To create an institutional home for democratically crafting a coherent, long-term strategy for 
investing in equitable and sustainable development across economic sectors.

National Investment Authority

Position paper from Data for Progress by Saule Omarova
House of Representatives Discussion Draft, April 2021
An American Prospect roundtable, December 2020
Legal article, April 2020, and one from spring 2018 co-authored with Robert Hockett 
To design and implement a coherent and dynamic program of long-term economic growth and 
development that is structurally and geographically balanced, environmentally sustainable, 
socially equitable, and in line with the strategic goals and national interests of the United States

9

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/658
https://ourfinancialsecurity.org/2020/10/policy-memo-creating-a-public-investment-bank/
https://ourfinancialsecurity.org/about/
https://www.sierraclub.org/sites/www.sierraclub.org/files/uploads-wysiwig/NIA%20Fact%20Sheet.pdf
https://www.sierraclub.org/about-sierra-club
https://www.dataforprogress.org/memos/the-climate-case-for-a-national-investment-authority
https://www.dataforprogress.org/about
https://docs.house.gov/meetings/BA/BA00/20210414/111446/BILLS-117pih-NationalInvestmentAuthorityActof2021.pdf
https://prospect.org/economy/public-investment-reimagined/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3566462
https://scholarship.law.cornell.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=2757&context=facpub


National Reconstruction and Development Council

Draft bill, October 2020
Article series on Forbes
To establish a strategic development planning body with the heads of all executive agencies 
responsible for infrastructure and industry to identify sectoral and geographic priorities; to 
expand the functions of the Federal Financing Bank to mobilize public and private finance toward 
development strategy; to support small businesses through the Federal Reserve District Bank 
network; to repurpose the TreasuryDirect system to anchor a government-sponsored 
cryptocurrency system. 

Domestic Investment Fund

Position paper from Janis Dubno, Kyra Clark, Allison Nicholson, Sorenson Impact
To support equitable job creation, a resilient economic and social infrastructure, and strategic 
industries
To create a broader and more flexible strategy with respect to the financing tools employed by 
the government, and the communities, organizations, and populations that are served
To leverage private capital, including impact intermediaries in the scope of eligible partners

US Development Bank

Article by Agnes Dasewicz, May 2020
To expand financial support for small businesses, including in partnership with community 
development financial institutions, impact and other investor intermediaries, and fintech 
companies

Green Reconstruction Corporation

Article by Todd Tucker, May 2020
To rationalize government control of industrial production during crises; to fund emergency 
responses to crisis when Congress won’t; to improve democratic accountability in federal 
financing support
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National Health Corporation

Article from Michael Lind and James Galbraith, March 2020
To respond to the COVID-19 crisis, funding government departments, research organizations, 
hospitals, factories, etc.

National Endowment

Research paper from Nils Gilman and Yakov Feygin, Berggruen Institute, June 2020
Outlines options for institutional design for a National Endowment, with a focus on improving the 
benefits to citizens from public ownership and management of assets
To manage public assets, expand federal investment capacities, including in operating in 
financial markets, seeding new firms, or funding social welfare issues
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The case for a new institution
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The case for a US public investment institution centers on the argument that the federal 
government should expand its financial and strategic role in the investments made in America’s 
economic and social foundations. It has become evident to citizens across the political spectrum 
that physical infrastructure, industrial and agricultural production, communities, and wellbeing 
have been left underinvested for too long. The second part of this argument, which is also a 
majority opinion among voters, is that a new institution is needed in addition to existing programs 
and agencies to build these strategic and financial capacities.
 
Physical infrastructure, though only one portion of the institution's strategic scope, offers insight 
into the status and economics of public investment. There is both robust data and established 
economic theory relating to infrastructure investment, so we use these to illustrate the low level of 
public investment in the US and, in the next section, the economics of why it is so low.

Figure 2. 2018 public spending on
infrastructure % of GDP
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Figure 1. US public spending on water and
transportation infrastructure, % of GDP
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Public spending on 
infrastructure as % of 
GDP hit a record low of 
2.28% in 2017, the most 
recent data available in a 
60 year series

US public spending on 
infrastructure as % of 
GDP is also lowest 
among G7 and beyond
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Independent of how underinvestment is measured—economically, geopolitically, or democratically
—there is broad consensus that infrastructure in all its forms is underinvested, a problem made 
worse by the COVID-19 pandemic. While operation and maintenance spending has steadily 
increased, capital spending on construction, etc., has not. 

Figure 3. Public spending on water and transportation
infrastructure, absolute level, billions of 2017 dollars
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1957
1967

1977
1987

1997
2007

2017

0

200

400

Source: Congressional Budget Office

The level of inflation-
adjusted capital 
spending by the public 
sector was lower in 
2017 than in 1990, even 
before accounting for 
economic growth.

State and local governments, with some support from federal agencies, play the central role in 
funding, financing, and operating public assets. But they are meaningfully dependent on private 
capital, owing to their budget constraints, especially pronounced during economic recessions. 

Federal Government State and Local Governments
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Source: Congressional Budget Office

State and local 
governments have 
covered the large 
majority of public 
spending increases.

Figure 4. Public spending on 
infrastructure by level of government
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State and local governments access private capital through public-private partnerships and 
municipal bond markets. Bond markets are underused because although municipalities may be 
able to achieve favorable borrowing terms, they find it politically infeasible to alter budgets by 
creating new user fees or taxes to repay those bonds. In the case of public-private partnerships, 
differences in demand and supply for investable projects created by the large-scale and illiquid 
nature of transactions has meant a minority of appropriate deals are agreed. The result is that the 
level, priorities, and terms of investment are significantly determined by private capital markets. 
 
Broad-based economic and non-economic benefits are foregone in large part because they cannot 
be monetized according to the terms of private capital. In some cases the economic benefits are 
general, and cannot be monetized as contractual revenue. Sometimes they can be sufficiently 
monetized through contractual revenue but present obstacles related to risk, complexity, liquidity, 
or politics. And sometimes it is because they cannot be monetized at all.
 

Economic externalities
 
Investments in infrastructure, broadly defined, can create system-wide economic benefits which 
are not easily translated into contractual revenue. The inability of private investors to profit from 
(‘internalize’) these benefits, also known as positive externalities, leads them to underinvest relative 
to an ‘optimal allocation’ which takes account of system-wide costs and benefits. This 
underinvestment, sometimes called an ‘investment gap’, is characterized as a market failure. 
 
In theory, governments can take account of system-wide costs and benefits, and internalize these, 
including through increased tax revenue resulting from general economic growth. The presence of 
these externalities, which only the government can account for, forms the main case for public 
investment in infrastructure, as well as in industrial and agricultural production, communities, and 
wellbeing. 
 
 

Why is the level of investment so low?

14

https://www.epi.org/publication/no-free-bridge-why-public-private-partnerships-or-other-innovative-financing-of-infrastructure-will-not-save-taxpayers-money/
https://www.longfinance.net/media/documents/Inderst_-_Social_Infrastructure_Finance_and_Institutional_Investors_-_March_2020.pdf


A Public Investment Institution • The case for a new institution • futurenex.us

Risk and complexity
 
In some cases infrastructure can also produce contractual revenue through user rents and fees. In 
many cases this revenue is sufficient to make a project independently economically viable, in 
other words to return the invested capital (a ‘self-liquidating’ project in Hoover/Roosevelt parlance). 
And yet a wide range of economically viable projects are left uninvested. Project complexity and 
illiquidity, investment term, upfront risks, and risk-adjusted return are some of the factors which 
discourage private investors; this is a different type of market failure. 
 
Private investment in new infrastructure, both physical and social, has declined globally in the past 
decade, even before adjusting for economic growth. However, private investment in the secondary 
market (existing infrastructure) has expanded significantly. This is clear evidence that the 
significant obstacles to financing infrastructure are upfront—risk, complexity, and politics—and not 
the economic viability of the projects themselves.

Figure 5. 
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Non-economic externalities
 
A portion of public investments target benefits which cannot be monetized at all. After all, the 
‘optimal capital allocation’ is decided by social and political processes, not theoretical ones. 
Citizens and their representatives weigh a range of both economic and non-economic costs and 
benefits to inform their politics, expressed through democratic processes. For example, although 
there is established evidence for the contribution of health, housing, and education to economic 
development, sound policy development in these areas does not depend on monetization or even 
monetary estimates of their value. Moreover, the systemic productivity enabled by infrastructure 
investment also creates a greater surplus to be invested in non-economic welfare objectives. 
Therefore the concept of ‘market failure’ is a useful starting point, but it is not the end point.
 

Figure 6. 
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There are three primary dimensions of the financial role a new institution would take in supporting 
the level of investment in America’s foundations. Some form of each of these three is found in 
most proposals.
 

Debt and equity capital
 
The institution could provide financing to target industries, projects, and entities in line with 
national strategy. At present, comparable financial activities are either relatively narrow in scope 
(such as the Department of Energy’s Loan Programs Office), or ad hoc, often a response to financial 
or economic crisis. These ad hoc measures, whether targeted bail-outs of a few firms by the 
Treasury, or broad-based support of corporate debt by the Federal Reserve, have in each instance 
tested the mandate (and operations) of these institutions, and with it their reputation and the 
credibility of the federal government. A federal investment institution would have a strategic 
mandate at its core, combining the expertise and authority to employ debt and equity financing to 
strategic ends.
 

Financial incentives
 
The institution can also create financial incentives such as loan guarantees and risk insurance to 
channel private capital toward strategic purposes. The federal government has decades of 
experience in development finance abroad, through multilateral institutions such as the World 
Bank and International Finance Corporation, as well as in the US Development Finance Corporation 
(a relatively new combination of the Overseas Private Investment Corporation and USAID’s 
Development Credit Authority). It also runs many domestic programs, such as the Small Business 
Administration and the Export-Import Bank. Within the US, financial programs can coordinate with 
regulatory and tax policies, as the Community Development Finance Institutions Fund does. 
 
Below the federal level there exist many economic development agencies, green banks, and state 
infrastructure banks, owned or supported by governments, which not only offer learning 
opportunities, but can also form part of an operational network to drive infrastructure and 
industrial development. 

What can a new institution do to 
increase levels of investment?
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In the realm of community development, the design and implementation of investment strategy 
can draw from the experience of impact investor intermediaries. This sector has been particularly 
responsive to public policies designed to direct investment to disadvantaged communities, 
including regulation, tax, and financial incentives. In so doing, they have developed methods to 
optimize investment strategy toward social and environmental objectives.
 
Beyond credit enhancements and other forms of risk support, the institution can also support 
liquidity in target markets. Liquidity is another type of financial incentive because investors are 
more likely to purchase or finance an asset if they have confidence they can sell it. Through 
aggregation (pooling smaller projects) and securitization (selling bonds, including as pieces of 
bigger projects), this institution can create a market of financial instruments that is far more 
accessible to investors. Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac are useful examples of government-
sponsored institutional support for strategic financial markets, supporting liquidity, risk, and 
general price levels in the mortgage market.
 

State and local government budgets
 
A new investment institution could also bolster the finances of state and local governments, 
including in the financing of infrastructure and other ambitious projects. State and local 
governments play a central role in planning, funding, and operating public assets, despite having 
far less access to investment capital than the federal government. Federal grant programs through 
agencies such as the Department of Transportation or Environmental Protection Agency offer some 
support, as do federal tax exemptions and credits on municipal bonds. Yet state and local 
governments are nonetheless limited in their ability to access private financing, especially for the 
upfront costs of infrastructure. The Federal Reserve’s Municipal Liquidity Facility established in 
2020 responds to state and local government short-term cash flow needs but does not offer long-
term budget support. Federal support for state and local government budgets could be offered in a 
more strategic, coordinated, and efficient manner through an institution designed for this purpose.
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There are four key strategic capacities represented among the proposals for a new institution. 
 

Innovative, independent planning
 
The institution has the potential to define national development priorities proactively, including 
through a ‘mission’ mindset: using investment strategy to foster innovation-led, sustainable, and 
inclusive development. Touching on industrial policy, infrastructure policy, and inclusive economic 
policy, a national development strategy would benefit from an independent and well-resourced 
organization devoted to it. Moving beyond merely correcting market failures, governments can 
create and shape markets themselves in a way which conjoins political agenda setting, civic 
engagement, and bottom-up experimentation. 
 
In the same way that the Federal Reserve was created to realize ‘independent central banking’, an 
independent planning agency could approach national development at least partially shielded 
from short-term politics, strategizing with a long time horizon and broad geographical, social, and 
sectoral scope. It could also build institutional expertise in the substantial intersection of 
economic, social, and environmental objectives. This intersection is difficult to account for across 
the delineation of federal agencies and programs. 
 
The proposals which place less emphasis on planning tend to define development priorities within 
the mandate of the institution itself, which is especially true for the climate-focused proposals. 
Here, planning is enacted through the definition of project criteria and achievement in mobilizing 
private capital toward these goals. 
 

Mobilize private capital
 
Leveraging public resources to channel private capital is a core strategic function found in nearly 
all of the examined proposals. This strategy multiplies the effect of government resources, and also 
allows participation of the private sector in the national development strategy, in both its financial 
returns and its achievement of public interest objectives. 
 
Mobilizing private capital and the setting of a development strategy depend on each other to some 
extent. A government-led strategy can indicate future growth opportunities and increase business 
investment in those sectors. Conversely, strategy execution depends on broad-based 
experimentation, as well as existing expertise. Specialized institutional asset owners, asset 
managers, and enterprises who have focused on clean technology, for example, can contribute in 
terms of their know-how and their networks.

What about strategy?
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Coordination
 
A national strategy which cuts across sectors, regions, objectives, and financing sources entails a 
complex coordination in its execution. Federal agencies, state and local governments, green banks, 
state and local economic development agencies, private investors and intermediaries, and investee 
projects and entities are all involved. An institution to support communication and interoperation, 
including through technical assistance, data, and as an organizational hub, can improve the 
efficiency and speed of implementation. 
 
Beyond financial investment, this institution can potentially consult on, coordinate with, or employ 
other policy tools, including regulation and tax policies, procurement, or even more experimental 
methods.
 

Operational Standards
 
A federal investment institution could set and enforce best-in-class operational standards, 
including labor, environmental, and equity standards, such as equitable, local hiring or clean 
procurement. These standards are an important tool to ensure the development strategy is fair, 
sustainable, and inclusive. This is especially important, as some have argued that most cost 
savings generated by public-private partnerships come from lower labor standards, representing 
not an economic efficiency but merely a redistribution away from workers.
 
In addition to the direct benefits to workers, communities, and our environment from higher 
standards, there are a number of indirect benefits. Firms, organizations, and investors can benefit 
from network efficiencies created by uniform operational standards. These standards may also 
contribute to the formation of best practices in voluntary standards outside the scope of public 
investments. 
 
Yet high operational standards and regulatory requirements are not a universal value. While some 
see these as a key piece for achieving high-road development, others see red tape which can delay 
or obstruct higher-priority objectives. 
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Ownership and capital

Core design choices • Ownership and capital • futurenex.us

In terms of ownership, the biggest difference between the proposals is whether it is owned by, and 
by extension whether its financial obligations are ultimately a liability of, the federal government. 
This choice affects 

The balance sheet of the institution
The balance sheet of the federal government
Who stands to benefit from financial returns or cover financial losses

Ownership by the federal government and backing by its ‘full faith and credit’ would significantly 
expand the institution’s financial capacity and effectiveness, as all of the credit enhancements 
(loan guarantees, etc.) offered to investors would be backed not just by the financial health of the 
institution and its diversified portfolio, but by the federal balance sheet. This would improve 
borrowing rates across the board, make co-investment and bond purchases more attractive to 
private investors, and support the longevity of the institution. Incidentally, it also opens the 
possibility that projects financed through the institution could achieve borrowing rates more 
favorable than the US government itself. This follows from the existence of a ‘greenium’ (or, 
similarly, social impact premium), whereby investors demand less yield from projects or entities 
who can make demonstrable (usually ex ante though not always) positive contributions to 
environmental and social conditions. 
 
The flip side of this is that the financial obligations of the institution are effectively brought onto 
the federal government’s balance sheet, affecting the borrowing rates of the government itself. It’s 
not a given that a bigger federal balance sheet would increase the level of interest at which the 
government itself can borrow, especially if the institution is seen to invest in (individually and 
systemically) productive projects. The proposed scale of financing capacity and the degrees of 
leverage implied by the larger proposals mean, however, that the effect would likely not be trivial.
 
An institution owned by the federal government could reinvest operating surpluses, or remit them 
to the federal government, allowing the government and taxpayers to benefit from their upfront 
capital investment. An independent entity (e.g., the Accelerator or Climate Bank) would reinvest 
surpluses into its capital base. Conversely, government/taxpayers are not obligated to cover losses 
of an independent entity, insulating it from a politically problematic circumstance which could 
jeopardize an entity owned by the government. 
 
The uncertainty of future Congressional appropriations for continued capitalization of the 
institution gives rise to a number of methods to avoid dependence on those funds, ranging from 
financial sustainability (zero or positive portfolio return), to recognizing a limited lifespan as funds 
are expended, to other features such as private capital subscriptions or Federal Reserve funding. 
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Proposal Ownership
Legislation,
Department

Initial capital
base

Issue bonds? Surpluses

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Independent 
nonpro�t 

corporation

Amendment 
to Energy 

Policy Act of 
2005, DoE 
Inspector 
General

100bn from 
Secretary of 
Energy over 

�ve years

No speci�c 
provision, but 

green banks often 
do; network banks 

do

Reinvested in 
capital base

National 
Climate Bank

Independent 
nonpro�t 

corporation

Title 62 of 
Revised 
Statutes 
(National 

Banks)

100bn from 
Secretary of 

Treasury over 
�ve years

No speci�c 
provision, but 

green banks often 
do; network banks 

do

Reinvested in 
capital base

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Executive 
agency

Internal 
Revenue Code 

of 1986

15bn from 
Treasury over 

two years
No

Funds used until 
expended

United States 
Green Bank

Treasury
TItle 31 USC 
(Money and 

Finance)

10bn from 
Treasury 

issuance of 
Green Bonds

Yes, Treasury 
issues green 

bonds to capitalize 
Green Bank; banks 

in Green Bank 
network can also 
issue Green Bonds

 

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

Mixed
TItle 31 USC 
(Money and 

Finance)

Up to $500bn, 
�rst from 
investor 

subscribers, 
remaining from 

Treasury

Yes

After setting aside 
loan loss 
provision, 

dividends paid to 
Treasury. Net 

surplus subsidize 
loans to 

disadvantaged 
communities

Ownership and capital
Table (1)

Core design choices • Ownership and capital • futurenex.us

Figure 7.1
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Proposal Ownership
Legislation,
Department

Initial capital
base

Issue bonds? Surpluses

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

Treasury
TItle 31 USC 
(Money and 

Finance)

$25bn from 
Treasury

Issues Public 
Bene�t Bonds; 
pays interest 

subsidy to issuers 
of America 

Infrastructure 
Bonds

 

Public 
Investment 
Bank

US Government  
Substantial 

independent 
equity base

  

National 
Investment 
Agency

US Government     

National 
Investment 
Authority

US Government  
Treasury 

appropriations
Yes, NIA Bonds

Reinvested or 
redeployed

National 
Reconstruction 
and 
Development 
Council

US 
Government; 
repurposed 

existing 
institutions

 

Treasury 
appropriations 

and private 
capital

Yes, issued by 
Federal Financing 

Bank
 

Domestic 
Investment 
Fund

US Government  

Recovery 
funding, 

appropriation, 
and/or 

issuance of 30-
year Social and 

Economic 
Resiliency 

Bond

Yes
Reinvested in 
capital base

US Development 
Bank

US Government     

Ownership and capital
Table (2)

Core design choices • Ownership and capital • futurenex.us

Figure 7.2
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Proposal Ownership
Legislation,
Department

Initial capital
base

Issue bonds? Surpluses

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

US Government     

National Health 
Corporation

US Government   Yes  

National 
Endowment

US Government  

Public assets 
including 
resource 
revenues, 

equity stakes, 
government-
sponsored 
intellectual 
property, 

assets paid as 
tax

No
Reinvestment or 
public programs

Ownership and capital
Table (3)

Core design choices • Ownership and capital • futurenex.us

Figure 7.3
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Proposal Strategy Scope Scale Charter

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Finance energy, 
transport, 

infrastructure, 
build and capitalize 
green bank network

Renewable energy, energy ef�ciency, 
industrial decarbonization, grid 

technology, agriculture and forestry, 
clean transportation, climate-

resilient infrastructure; electric 
vehicle procurement; no speci�c 

planning body

$100bn capital, 
no speci�ed 

limit to 
�nancing 
activities

30 years

National 
Climate Bank

Finance low-
emissions 

technology, 
procurement, 

support Federal 
programs, technical 

assistance and 
capital for Green 

Banks

Financing low-emissions 
technologies, conducting 

procurement, mobilize private 
capital, support LMI communities, 

support Federal programs who 
support positive climate outcomes, 

support creation of Green Banks; 
Cash for Carbon program

$100bn capital, 
$70bn limit on 

contingent 
liabilities

30 years

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Invest in 
communities and 

R&D to develop and 
deploy technology, 
resilience, reduce 

emissions, 
technical 

assistance to green 
banks

Reduce emissions, build resilience, 
deploy and develop clean technology

$15bn capital, 
no specii�ed 

limit to 
�nancing 
activities

Until funds 
expended

Scope, scale, strategy
Table (1)

Core design choices • Scope, scale, strategy • futurenex.us

Those proposals with a very wide scope, covering infrastructure, industry, and community 
development also tend to emphasize the strategic planning capacity of this institution. For the 
more targeted institutions, such as those focused on the low-carbon transition, the strategy is 
codified in the objectives of the institution and its criteria for approving investments. Despite 
having a more targeted purpose, many of the climate-focused proposals also incorporate 
objectives and criteria regarding inclusion and social equity. 

Figure 8.1

26



Proposal Strategy Scope Scale Charter

United States 
Green Bank

Issue US Green Bonds, build 
and capitalize Green Bank 

network

Increase investment in 
clean energy, create jobs 
and offer clean electricity, 

capitalize green banks, 
facilitate clean energy 

procurement, support green 
bond market, provision for 

nuclear as last priority

Up to $50bn 
equity capital 
from Treasury, 
no speci�ed 

limit on 
�nancing

40 years

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

Regional Economic 
Accelerator Planning Groups 

including public of�cials 
strategize and coordinate 

cross-sectoral infrastructure 
plans across regions. Build 
economic connectivity and 
jobs, including workforce 

development. Ensure 
consistency with regional 

plans and positive life cycle 
cost/bene�t.

Transportation, 
environmental, 

telecommunications, and 
community development 

infrastructure. Build 
economic connectivity and 

job creation , workforce 
development, 

Up to $500bn 
capital, up to 
$4tn in loans, 

capital 
adequacy ratio 
at least 12.5%

 

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

Finance infrastructure to 
create jobs

Energy, environmental, 
telecommunications, 

transportation 
infrastructure

$25bn capital, 
no speci�ed 

limit on 
�nancing

 

Public 
Investment 
Bank

Emphasis on intersectional 
strategic investment 
planning, learning 

organization, take leadership 
role in economic crisis

General purpose, proactive 
and autonomous

$100-250bn in 
equity, $1-2.5tn 

in �nancing 
capacity

 

National 
Investment 
Agency

Coherent, long-term strategy 
for investing in equitable 

and sustainable economic 
development

General purpose, with 
equitable mandate, 

equitable decision-making 
power, and clear labor, 

environmental, and social 
equity criteria

  

Scope, scale, strategy
Table (2)

Core design choices • Scope, scale, strategy • futurenex.us

Figure 8.2
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Proposal Strategy Scope Scale Charter

National 
Investment 
Authority

Long-term strategy for 
inclusive and sustainable 

economic growth

General purpose with 
mandate for equitable and 

sustainable growth
Large-scale

Permanent 
institution

National 
Reconstruction 
and 
Development 
Council

Regional and cross-sector 
coherent, inclusive, and 

sustainable National 
Development Strategy

Industrial and infrastructure 
policy, small businesses, 
payments and monetary 

policy

 
At least 15-

20 years

Domestic 
Investment 
Fund

Development mission 
aligned with national 

priorities, inclusive and 
equitable asset allocation 
with respect to geography, 

need, and populations; 
mobilize private capital; 

Broad scope, with special 
focus on LMI communities, 
communities and people of 
color and women; respond 

quickly to crisis needs

  

US Development 
Bank

Support for small 
businesses

Small business, impact 
investor intermediaries, 

CDFIs, �ntech
  

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

Respond to crisis, �nance 
relief with accountability, 
promote structural change

Start with narrow focus (e.g., 
health) and broaden to 

support structural change
  

National Health 
Corporation

Respond to health crisis

One-stop shop for �nancial 
resources in COVID crisis; pay 

for R&D; make grants to 
hospitals 

  

National 
Endowment

Manage public assets 
prudently, allowing citizens 
to earn �nancial or social 
return from public assets 

and government 
investment

Support government 
operation in �nancial 

markets, seeding new �rms, 
and funding social programs

  

Scope, scale, strategy
Table (3)

Core design choices • Scope, scale, strategy • futurenex.us

Figure 8.3
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Proposal Governing Board
Board

members
Term

(years)
Term
limit

Compliance

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

3 appointed by President, 
remaining 4 and future 

members elected by 
members

7 5 2

DoE, Inspector General, 
quarterly report to Congress, 
annual reports and audits, 
additional audits in �rst �ve 
years

National 
Climate Bank

Secretaries of Treasury, 
Energy, Consumer 

Financial Protection, 4 
appointed by President 
with expertise in energy, 

�nance, transport, 
industry

7 5 2

Comptroller of the Currency, 
Inspector General of National 
Climate Bank, quarterly report 
to Congress

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Appointed by Pres, 
approved by Senate, 

represent agriculture, 
eduation, research, 

industry, NGO, labor, 
commerce

7 6 2  

United States 
Green Bank

Secretaries of Treasury, 
Energy, Transportation, 

EPA, Defense, 4 appointed 
by President with 

expertise in energy, 
�nance, electric utilities, 

sustainable transportation

9 4
No 

limit

Recipient entities report and 
these are made public; 
additionally, Green Bank 
publishes database of all 
applications and quarterly 
reports, to support private 
sector underwriting of climate 
�nance. Annual reviews and 
audits available publicly.

Governance
Table (1)

Core design choices • Governance • futurenex.us

The institutions are generally designed with a board of directors composed of appointees or heads 
of executive agencies, as shown in the table below. The types of qualifications and stakeholders 
represented in the executive board vary significantly. Some proposals emphasize the need for 
democratic accountability in order to deliver on the public interest mandate of the institution.

Figure 9.1
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Proposal Governing Board Board members
Term

(years)
Term
limit

Compliance

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

Representation from 
industry, engineering, labor 

unions, Army Corps of 
Engineers, government, 

�nance, economic 
development, minority or 

disadvantaged communities

25 6
No 

limit

Special 
Inspector 
General

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

Appointed by President, 
approved by Senate, 

representing public sector, 
private sector, and �nance

7 6
No 

limit

Secretary and 
Comptroller 
General reviews 
audits

Public 
Investment 
Bank

Open and transparent 
governance

    

National 
Investment 
Agency

Representatives of impacted 
communities; democratic 

accountability
    

National 
Investment 
Authority

Appointed by President, 
approved by Senate, with 

expertise and public interest 
advocacy in core mission

9 voting members, 
with nonvoting 

members Federal 
Reserve Board 

Chairman, Secretary 
of the Treasury, 

Secretary of Housing 
and Urban 

Development

10, 
staggered

1

GAO Audit, 
Special Purpose 
Audit Panel, 
Public Interest 
Council

National 
Reconstruction 
and 
Development 
Council

Secretaries of executive 
agencies, including 

Treasury, and Chair of 
Federal Reserve Board

14 voting, 5 
nonvoting

   

Governance
Table (2)

Core design choices • Governance • futurenex.us

Figure 9.2
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Proposal Governing Board Board members
Term

(years)
Term
limit

Compliance

Domestic 
Investment 
Fund

Representing private sector 
investment expertise and 

public of�cials
   

Inspector 
General; 
Congressional 
oversight

US Development 
Bank

     

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

Democratic accountability, 
bi-partisan 

    

National Health 
Corporation

     

National 
Endowment

General Investment 
Committee

    

Governance
Table (3)

Core design choices • Governance • futurenex.us

Figure 9.3
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Proposal Advisory Participation

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

13 member advisory board, representing 
small business, labor, environmental NGO, 

environmental justice, consumer protection, 
and �nancial services (clean energy and 

infrastructure expertise)

 

National 
Climate Bank

13 member advisory board, representing 
small business, labor, environmental NGO, 

environmental justice, and consumer 
protection

Disadvantaged communities de�ned through 
public engagement process

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Three diverse working groups, chaired by 
Board Members, each of 10-20 members: 

Environmental Justice, Worker and 
Community Transition, Research and 

Innovation. 

Working groups maximize two-way stakeholder 
engagement and consult on investment plan. 
Independent public input and public updates 

process. 

United States 
Green Bank

  

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

7 regional planning groups identify needs 
and pipeline

Accelerator groups seek public input; board 
meetings open to public; 30 day public 

comment period on all approved projects

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

 
Executive committee seeks public input; board 

meetings open to public; 30 day public 
comment period on all approved projects

Advisory and participation
Table (1)

Core design choices • Advisory and participation • futurenex.us

A central investment institution has the potential to house and direct the resources and processes 
necessary to support mechanisms of democratic accountability. Most of the institutional designs 
examined include an element of expert, stakeholder, community, or grassroots advisory or 
participation, as detailed below. Democratic and participatory governance models represent a 
social equity movement within organizational governance, including corporate governance. The 
Climate Change Finance Corporation, the National Investment Agency, National Investment 
Authority, and the Public Investment Bank represent the most participatory organizational models. 
Many others include a community, expert, or public interest advisory group. 

Figure 10.1
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Proposal Advisory Participation

Public 
Investment 
Bank

Input from different levels of government, 
geographic communities, underrepresented 

groups, and experts

Community and civil society, government, and 
expert participation

National 
Investment 
Agency

Governed and advised by movement actors, 
including unions, racial justice, climate and 

others
Signi�cant participation of affected communities

National 
Investment 
Authority

Policy Interest Council / Investment Advisory 
Committee / Subsidiary Impact Policy 

Committees

Regional of�ces conduct two-way stakeholder 
engagement; Board develops a community 

engagement process for project selection; Public 
Interest Council as channel for public feedback 

and information

National 
Reconstruction 
and 
Development 
Council

Technical Advisory Committees  

Domestic 
Investment 
Fund

Community Advisory Committee composed 
of community leaders

 

US Development 
Bank

  

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

Representation from educators, labor, 
affected citizens

 

National Health 
Corporation

  

National 
Endowment

  

Advisory and participation
Table (2)

Core design choices • Advisory and participation • futurenex.us

Figure 10.2
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Proposal Key Performance Indicators

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Maximize emissions reductions for every dollar deployed. Report on �nancial activities, 
emissions reduced, and private capital mobilization metrics

National 
Climate Bank

Maximize emissions reductions for every dollar deployed. Report on �nancial activities, 
emissions reduced, and private capital mobilization metrics

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Describes project successes and recommendations, amount of funding to priority communities

United States 
Green Bank

 

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

GAO report on costs and bene�ts 5 years in, including review of achievement in selection criteria: 
economic connectivity and growth, jobs, preference for disadvantaged communities, 

environmental and health bene�ts, applicant track record and use of technology, projects which 
otherwise would have dif�culty �nancing, integrated planning, consideration of existing 

infrastructure, and sector-speci�c bene�ts

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

GAO report on costs and bene�ts 5 years in, including review of achievement in unspeci�ed 
selection criteria, and an 'additionality' criterion

Public 
Investment 
Bank

Public interest goals across a wide range of infrastructure and industrial policy areas

National 
Investment 
Agency

Poverty, unemployment, climate change, toxic pollution, and racial, economic, and gender 
equality

Key performance indicators
Table (1)

Core design choices • Key performance indicators • futurenex.us

The performance indicators of these institutions are a concrete representation of applied strategy. 
Some institutions describe these in great detail, while others leave them to be defined by the 
Board.

Figure 11.1
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Proposal Key Performance Indicators

National 
Investment 
Authority

Long-term economic reconstruction and development which is socially inclusive and 
environmentally sustainable

National 
Reconstruction 
and Development 
Council

Progress in National Development Strategy as de�ned by Council

Domestic 
Investment Fund

Economic development, inclusion, reduction of the wealth gap, and poverty reduction; amount 
of private capital mobilized, job creation, �nancial performance

US Development 
Bank

Small business creation, jobs, capitalization of small business

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

Effective response to crisis, and in industrial policy

National Health 
Corporation

 

National 
Endowment

Financial return to American public, either individually or through public services

Key performance indicators
Table (2)

Core design choices • Key performance indicators • futurenex.us

Figure 11.2
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Proposal Financing network
State and local
governments

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Direct �nancing; �nancing through State, Territorial, local green banks, 
in partnership with private �nancial institutions. Support creation of 

green banks where they do not exist.
No

National 
Climate Bank

Direct �nancing; �nancing through State, regional, and local green 
banks. Support creation of green banks where they do not exist. 

No

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

States, Tribes, local governments, R&D institutions, in partnership with 
private lenders and local green banks

Yes

United States 
Green Bank

Green bank network No

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

Branches in Federal Reserve Bank cities; 7 Regional Economic 
Accelerator Planning Group; 

Yes

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

 Yes

Financing network
Table (1)

Core design choices • Financing network • futurenex.us

There are several parties to infrastructure projects, often including one or more governments, 
contracted engineers, builders, and operators, often a special purpose vehicle, and one or more 
financial institutions. This interoperation with private financial institutions entails choices as to 
which parties are eligible for these transactions. This implicitly defines an eligible operational 
network. Some of these proposals also specify that these networks can also play a role in strategy 
and planning, given their regional, state, or local expertise.
 
In the table below we’ve created a column for state and local governments. The inclusion of these 
governments—as direct recipients of financing, not just planning partners—is an important policy 
distinction.

Figure 12.1
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Proposal Financing network
State and local
governments

Public 
Investment 
Bank

Broad network, including state and local governments, federal 
agencies, and local groups

Yes

National 
Investment 
Agency

  

National 
Investment 
Authority

Operating Subsidiaries and Regional Of�ces, primarily partnering with 
state/local/tribal public entities and pension funds; excludes large 

commercial banks and hedge funds
Yes

National 
Reconstruction 
and 
Development 
Council

Federal Financing Bank, Federal Reserve System, and TreasuryDirect Yes

Domestic 
Investment 
Fund

Interagency Council to coordinate with other agencies and programs; 
impact investment intermediaries, special purpose vehicles, and local 

government and community organizations
Yes

US Development 
Bank

  

Green 
Reconstruction 
Corporation

  

National Health 
Corporation

  

National 
Endowment

  

Financing network
Table (2)

Core design choices • Financing network • futurenex.us

Figure 12.2
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Proposal Labor Equity Other

Clean Energy 
and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Prevailing wage, PLA over 
$100mm

Over 30-year charter, 40% of 
investments serve climate-

impacted communities
 

National 
Climate Bank

Prevailing wage
40% of investments to climate-

impacted communities
 

Climate Change 
Finance 
Corporation

Prevailing wage
Extensive public engagement to 

ensure equitable, transparent, and 
effective

Buy America: iron, steel, 
manufactures

United States 
Green Bank

Prevailing wage   

Operational standards
Table (1)

Core design choices • Operational standards • futurenex.us

The Davis-Bacon Act requires the payment of locally prevailing wage rates, and benefits, for 
laborers and mechanics on public works projects. Despite some public-private partnerships falling 
through the cracks, this standard is applied to all federally assisted projects in the Related Acts. The 
vast majority of proposals also make this standard explicit. Some also require the use of project 
labor agreements (PLA), or voluntary collective bargaining where those are prohibited. 
 
Some proposals also specify other contractual conditions which must be met by the institution, as 
described in the table below. Buy America is a provision requiring iron, steel, cement, and 
manufactures to be procured from American producers, with some possible exemptions. Buy Clean 
is another procurement standard, pioneered by California, requiring procurement from companies 
who meet transparency standards and who invest in reducing emissions. Equity standards are 
most often defined either by process or through allocation constraints (see Justice40 below).
 
Some of the proposals see the labor, environmental, and equity standards as a key instrument of 
achieving the institution’s mandate, in particular the National Investment Agency, Public 
Investment Bank, and National Investment Authority. 
 

Figure 13.1
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Proposal Labor Equity Other

National 
Infrastructure 
Bank

Prevailing wage, PLA where 
it's allowed, voluntary 

collective bargaining where 
it isn't

Disadvantaged 
communities receive 
interest rate subsidy

Buy America; Consult on reforming 
local laws and regulations to 
streamline project approval; 

explicit compliance with transit, 
public housing, affordable 

housing, roads and bridges, rail, 
airport and air traf�c, water, rural 
development law and regulation

National 
Infrastructure 
Development 
Bank

Prevailing wage; current 
employees on 

reconstruction project are 
protected according to 

Secretary of Labor

 Buy America

Public 
Investment 
Bank

High standards in labor 
practices

High standards in equity 
growth and participation

Set the bar for high standards 
across labor, environment, equity, 

and community development

National 
Investment 
Agency

Standards de�ned by 
movement actors, including 

prevailing wage �oors, 
neutrality toward collective 
bargaining, worker safety 

rules

40% of investment 
directed to impacted 

communities
Buy American, Buy Clean

National 
Investment 
Authority

Statutory mandate to seek 
high labor standards; 

developed by Governing 
Board

Statutory mandate to 
target development and 

job creation in 
disadvantaged 

communities; speci�c 
standards developed by 

Governing Board

Statutory mandate to focus on 
environmental sustainability and 
an economy-wide shift to clean 

technologies, promote US 
manufacturing; speciifc standards 

developed by Board

[Remaining 
proposals]

N/A N/A N/A

Operational standards
Table (2)

Core design choices • Operational standards • futurenex.us

Figure 13.2
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Equity financing

Core design choices • Equity financing • futurenex.us

Roughly three quarters of infrastructure financing is debt. In other sectors, the composition may 
differ somewhat, but the predominance of debt over equity is almost universal among 
development finance institutions. Debt instruments are the primary tools employed in these 
proposals—in some places the exclusive tools. That includes on ‘both sides’ of the institution’s 
financial activities: its financing of projects and entities using loans, loan guarantees, loan loss 
provisions, etc., as well as its sale of bonds (debt securities) to private investors. 
 
Some proposals also include provisions for equity financing, however, with at least one specifying 
equity transactions on ‘both sides’ of the institution’s finances, allowing investors to take equity 
stakes as a limited partner in assets managed by the institution. Equity capital is distinguished 
from debt capital in at least two important ways, both of which follow from the difference that 
equity stakes represent enterprise ownership, whereas debt assets do not. 
 
First, ownership generally comes with a set of control rights, in particular with respect to the 
management of the entity. For instance, stakes in listed companies generally come with the right to 
vote on important management decisions, including the election of Board Directors. The proposals 
examined here which provide for equity stakes tend to modify the institution’s control rights toward 
an extreme. Some proposals provide for equity financing but convert these to noncontrolling 
stakes. Others designate 'golden shares' attached to the institution’s equity stakes, which give the 
right of decisive vote in special circumstances. Noncontrolling equity stakes prioritize financial 
support. Golden shares are designed to grant government control of industrial production in times 
of crisis or war, including as an alternative to the haphazard use of the Defense Production Act.
 
The second distinguishing feature of equity investment regards risk and return. Whereas debt 
instruments have relatively predictable cash flows and valuations and are subject primarily to 
credit (default) risk, equity stakes carry much greater risk but also greater upside potential, through 
both valuations and profits. A fundamental case for allowing equity stakes, especially long-term 
equity stakes, is to allow public participation in the significant upside financial potential of newly 
seeded companies and industries. To put it another way, if the government invests only with debt, 
the best it can hope for financially is the return of its capital with some interest. Equity investments 
give the government and taxpayer a greater financial stake in the long-term success of invested 
companies. 
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Equity �nancing available Control rights

Clean Energy and 
Sustainability 
Accelerator

Yes No

National Climate Bank Yes No

Climate Change 
Finance Corporation

No  

United States Green 
Bank

No  

National Infrastructure 
Bank

No  

National Infrastructure 
Development Bank

No  

Public Investment Bank Yes  

National Investment 
Agency

  

National Investment 
Authority

Yes
A range of instruments including golden 

shares

National 
Reconstruction and 
Development Council

Yes Yes

Domestic Investment 
Fund

Yes  

US Development Bank Yes  

Green Reconstruction 
Corporation

Yes Yes

National Health 
Corporation

Yes Yes

National Endowment Yes  

Equity financing
Table
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Figure 14
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Public option: deposits, assets
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Another important design choice is whether the institution can accept deposits from individuals, 
corporations, and state and local governments. Taking deposits is one feature of a public banking 
concept which offers citizens and state and local governments etc. the option to move their cash 
holdings from the private banking system to a local system. The Bank of North Dakota, the single 
public bank in the US, provides this service to the state and local governments and citizens. In 
addition to its long track record of financial performance, supporting state finances and investment 
levels, checking and savings accounts held at Bank of North Dakota are an attractive option for 
reasons of trust and the local reinvestment of capital. 
 
Akin to the ability to make cash deposits, some versions of this institution also provide for a ‘public 
option’ in the management of personal retirement and other assets. In its principle, allowing 
workers to hold retirement accounts with a public investment institution would give them the 
option to allocate their personal assets in a manner aligned with the national public interest, and 
with an institution worthy of more trust, not least because it would not charge the extractive fees of 
private asset management. 
 
Both of these features touch on an important design choice: competition with the private sector. 
Some proposals are intended explicitly to minimize competition with private investment. Others are 
designed to apply a form of discipline, including by absorbing what is seen as excess capital. Both 
retail banking and asset management are competitive industries in the US. A ‘public option’ could 
be disruptive and is therefore a polarizing policy idea.
 
Institutions which issue bonds allow a broad range of market participants including citizens to 
invest in the projects and purposes of the institution, offering a possibility to allocate capital in line 
with the institution’s mission, without competing with financial services such as retail banking and 
asset management.
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Proposal Deposits Receive private assets

Clean Energy and 
Sustainability Accelerator

No No

National Climate Bank No No

Climate Change Finance 
Corporation

No No

United States Green Bank No Public can buy US Green Bonds

National Infrastructure 
Bank

Yes Public can buy US Infrastructure Bonds

National Infrastructure 
Development Bank

No
Public can buy Public Bene�t Bonds or 

subsidized America Infrastructure Bonds

Public Investment Bank   

National Investment 
Agency

  

National Investment 
Authority

No Yes, both debt and equity investments

National Reconstruction 
and Development Council

Not directly in the Council but in 
cryptocurrency accounts of a revised 

TreasuryDirect system
Yes, both debt and equity investments

Domestic Investment Fund No No

US Development Bank No No

Green Reconstruction 
Corporation

No No

National Health 
Corporation

No No

National Endowment No No

Public option
Table

Core design choices • Public option • futurenex.us

Figure 15
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Special policy objectives 

Small businesses as infrastructure

Crisis response

Research and development

Justice40

Support for sustainable investment

Impact intermediaries

Mixed ownership

Technical assistance

Cash for carbon

Carbon fee
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Small Business as Infrastructure
 
The US Development Bank, the National Reconstruction and Development Council, and the 
Domestic Investment Fund emphasize the role of small business as a foundation for economic 
health and development. Agnes Dasewicz notes that 33% of all US exports, 44% of total output, and 
66% of jobs are rooted in the small business sector. Yet, especially as in the COVID-19 crisis, it can 
also be one of the more vulnerable sectors. The proposals named above incorporate support for 
this sector as a key pillar of strategy. 
 

Crisis response
 
Some of the urgency of these proposals, including for the National Health Corporation, was created 
by the COVID-19 pandemic. Policy agents observed that our laws and institutions for responding to 
economic and financial crises are insufficient, both in terms of mandate and powers. A new 
institution could be vested with the tools and flexibility to respond quickly and effectively. The 
Public Investment Bank, National Investment Authority, National Reconstruction and Development 
Council, Domestic Investment Fund, Green Reconstruction Corporation, and National Health 
Corporation emphasize this function. 
 

Research and development
 
Research and development has been called the most bi-partisan policy for navigating the low-
carbon transition and other policy objectives. The Climate Change Finance Corporation and the 
National Health Corporation feature funding R&D as a key component of mandate and strategy. 
Support for this type of strategy is likely to require more budgetary flexibility in the institutional 
design, including the ability to make grants. 
 
The National Investment Authority brings some of this function in-house through the design of an 
Applied Research and Technology Unit. 
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Justice40
 
“Justice40” refers specifically to President Biden’s January 27, 2021 executive order 14008 
creating the White House and agency infrastructure to implement the goal of targeting 40% of the 
overall climate investment benefit to disadvantaged communities. This principle, which can be 
found in some of these proposals, as well as other legislation including New York State’s Climate 
Leadership and Community Protection Act, is based on the recognition that disadvantaged 
communities have historically borne the brunt of environmental degradation, and have fewer 
resources to adapt to the present and future effects of climate change. 
 
Disadvantaged communities are not uniformly defined, though generally include areas burdened 
by environmental pollution, communities with socioeconomic disadvantages such as income or 
education, those facing racial or ethnic discrimination, and those vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change such as flooding or heat.
 
The definition of these communities is itself a policy choice, and one can observe differences 
between the examined proposals. Rural communities and Tribal communities, for example, are 
prioritized by some of these institutional models, whereas in others they are not. Some proposals 
focus primarily on socioeconomic factors. Policy makers are increasingly aware of the 
intersectionality of these geographic, racial and ethnic, socioeconomic, and environmental factors, 
and this is exhibited in the evolution observed within the institution’s genealogy. 
 
In addition to the definition of priority communities, the proposals also differ with respect to 40% 
of what must be directed to disadvantaged communities. 40% of ‘benefits’ is the most universal 
language, whereas others such as the National Investment Agency specify 40% of investment itself. 
Measuring benefits represents an empirical challenge, and therefore an obstacle to accountability, 
as has already been recognized. The White House has convened a group of scholars, advocates, 
and representatives to outline a process for the implementation of this principle. This is an area 
under development, and it is likely that both the principle and specific procedures around it gain 
both acceptance and consistency in the future. 
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Support for sustainable investment
 
In some sense, because these proposals (with a couple exceptions) aim to channel private capital 
into investments strategic to the public interest, they all represent support for the sustainable 
investment market. Investors are seeking opportunities to allocate and steward capital in 
sustainable enterprises, as well as in ventures which contribute to economic, environmental, and 
social objectives. These proposals open entirely new categories of opportunity for this activity, 
including co-investment, Green or Infrastructure Bonds, a ‘public option’, and more.
 
Yet some of them include specific provisions which show a clear awareness of this market and the 
tools which can support it. In particular, the Domestic Investment Fund and the Climate Change 
Finance Corporation draw special attention to the power of building data and knowledge bases at 
the intersection of investment, financial performance and risk, and public interest impact. They 
recognize the potential role this institution could play in the formulation of more robust standards 
for sustainable investment products, which is one limitation acting on the market’s development. 
This touches on bond standards (i.e., “what exactly makes a bond Green?”), as well as on the data 
and methodological standards for interpreting the economic, environmental, and social benefits of 
an investment—before, during, and after the investment cycle. The legislative discussion draft of 
the National Investment Authority also draws special attention to this point of public interest 
benefit, and installs institutional capacities to formulate and measure it, including through 
stakeholder engagement.
 
The proposals which support, either through technical assistance or capitalization, the Green Bank 
network in the United States, also clearly have an eye on the international market for the products 
that they offer, including Green Bonds. This includes the Accelerator, the National Climate Bank, the 
Climate Change Finance Corporation, and the Green Bank. The last in this list uniquely proposes a 
$10 (up to $50) billion Green Bond issuance by the US Treasury for the original capitalization of the 
US Green Bank and Green Bank network. 
 
Developing the sustainable finance market including through bond standards would also boost 
state and local government finances. They have made use of these instruments to finance various 
green and social infrastructure projects, taking advantage of favorable borrowing conditions. They 
would benefit directly from a more robust market infrastructure, covering taxonomies, standards, 
data, not to mention public sector credit enhancements.
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Impact intermediaries
 
As discussed above, impact investment funds have developed as a sector especially responsive to 
public policies intended to direct investment capital to disadvantaged communities, which include 
the Community Development Financial Institutions Fund, the New Markets Tax Credit, the Low-
Income Housing Tax Credit, and others. The Domestic Investment Fund and the US Development 
Bank identify the potential benefits of including impact intermediaries in the public investment 
institution’s operational network, including experience and expertise in financing of policy 
objectives such as affordable housing, community development, and social enterprise in 
disadvantaged communities.
 

Mixed ownership
 
The National Infrastructure Bank proposes an initial capitalization of the bank by selling stock to 
private capital markets. They also designate Treasury as ‘on-call’ subscriber for any capital 
shortfall. This means that ownership of the bank is a mixed public/private model. The full faith and 
credit of the US government extends to the Bank, which guarantees against loss by private 
subscribers, but in exchange they have no voting rights in the Bank. This is a unique idea instituted 
to minimize the budgetary demand on the federal government for the creation of this Bank, and 
therefore to increase bi-partisan Congressional support for the Bank. In stark contrast to other 
proposals, this Bill appropriates a total of $100mm from the federal government over two years, 
several orders of magnitude smaller than the other proposals.
 

Technical Assistance
 
Several proposals mention the provision of technical assistance across a wide range of activities: in 
local and regional strategic planning, in financing, in constructing partnerships, in establishing 
Green Banks, etc. The unrelated proposal to establish an Infrastructure USA unit in Treasury, to offer 
assistance in the complex process of infrastructure development, overlaps in many senses with 
this function.
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Cash for carbon
 
The National Climate Bank provides for the direct purchase of fossil fuel assets as a method to 
terminate their operation. This has the potential to directly interrupt the emission of carbon and 
other greenhouse gases, but is controversial as it entails a transfer to oil and gas companies.
 

Carbon fee
 
A tax or fee on carbon emissions is a policy measure employed by some countries including 
Finland, Germany, Canada, and Japan. Usually levied under a plan of progressive increases, it puts 
a cost on carbon, sometimes attempting to approximate the ‘social cost of carbon’, in an 
efficiency-based framework designed to reduce carbon emissions while allowing greater scope for 
free market adjustments than direct regulatory measures would. The policy idea is represented in 
the Climate Change Finance Corporation. In this version of the policy, the fees are redistributed to 
citizens via a trust fund.
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The institutions described in the bills, research articles, and position papers reviewed in this 
analysis exhibit substantial differences in purpose, structure, scale, and more. Yet they have 
enough in common to merit a side-by-side analysis. All of them believe in the value of a 
government or government-sponsored entity designed to drive and guide investment in America’s 
future. 
 
Representing unique outcomes in the balance between ideals, politics, budgets, and priorities, they 
also come from different corners of American thought leadership. But if institutions could talk, they 
might have something to learn from each other.
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