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Sustainable companies pursue a triple bottom line of economic, social and 
environmental performance.  What about sustainable communities? According 
to sustainable communities online, “The sustainability of a community depends 
on creating and maintaining its economic and environmental health, 
promoting social equity, and fostering broad-based citizen participation in 
planning and implementation.” This sounds like a parallel to me with both trying to 
achieving successful long term growth.  This blog is about E-city Beat, so what is 
happening in the energy capital on the sustainability front? 

On the planning side, the Center for Houston’s Future embarked in 2009 
upon Scenarios 2040,” the largest public-interest, business-led, regional scenario 
project in the country.  According to the Center, “The resulting scenarios will describe 
different future worlds we might face in the year 2040, and will be used to generate 
wide public discussion that will help individuals, organizations, business, and 
government identify their own options and responses to different future worlds. These 
scenarios will help us learn how to protect and nurture what we value, and 
achieve what we want to achieve – a healthy balance between 
competitiveness and sustainability. “ 

This is great stuff but sustainability requires action today as well.  Economically, 
Houston is in pretty good shape showing reasonable resilience to the recent deep 
recession with the growing demand for energy and health care.  And while strictly a 
personal observation, Houston fairs well in promoting social equity with its diverse 
population compared to other mega-cities.  The question people around the country 
would pose is: what is Houston doing on environmental sustainability, 
particularly related to climate change? 

Laura Spanjian, the City of Houston’s dynamic Sustainability Director, recently gave a 
presentation to the Greater Houston Partnership’s Energy Collaborative on just this 
topic.  She did an hour’s slide show in fifteen minutes.  Here are the highlights I picked 
up. 

Not surprising with Houston’s freeway system, the largest contributor to our carbon 
footprint is transportation around 37%, followed by residential at 23% and 
commercial at 20%. Industrial energy comes in at 7%. 

Let’s start with transportation, our biggest carbon footprint. As the premier center for 
oil & gas around the world, you might be surprised on what Houston is doing on the 
electric vehicle front.  The City has entered a partnership for the installation of 
30 municipal and 35 public charging stations throughout the City powered by 
the latest in EV technology.  There will also be investments in residential 
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infrastructure/charging stations.  The City itself is converting ten vehicles to Plug-in 
Hybrid Electric Vehicles.  NRG Energy has a major initiative with plans for installing 150 
charging stations.  You might have seen the November 2010 announcement where NRG 
is starting their initiative here in Houston with this $10 million program.  

What about the residential sector, the second largest contributor to Houston’s carbon 
footprint? The City of Houston and CenterPoint began a public/private partnership in 
2006 to provide a comprehensive suite of energy efficiency upgrades to low-income 
homes in Houston. The City received $23 million in stimulus funding for its 
weatherization program, costing about $3,000 per home that is no charge to 
the resident.  The program has spent around $7 million benefiting about 11,000 
homeowners who save on average $50-$100 per month.  Houston also has a Five Start 
Energy Efficiency Homes program where builders receive incentives of up to $50,000 
for energy efficiency measures and renewable energy.  The program is targeted for 
new affordable housing in Houston Hope neighborhoods. 

Finally, the other big contributor to Houston’s carbon footprint is commercial, where the 
City of Houston has been aggressive. Energy efficiency is a smart play and the 
City of Houston has 80 buildings complete or underway with 5.1 million 
square feet receiving energy conservation measures. This includes office 
buildings, libraries, multi-service centers, police stations, fire stations, health centers, 
and recreation facilities. The $57 million spent to date is financed through utility 
savings.  The City is also pursuing performance contracting at its 39 wastewater 
treatment plants to obtain guaranteed energy savings.  Houston also has a LightsOut 
program once a year to highlight energy conservation, which will be held on April 21, 
2011 this year.  The goal this year is 110 million square feet of “dark” office space, so 
please join in. 

I’ve reported to you before that Mayor Parker wants Houston overall to be top 
dog on LEED certified green buildings.  As part of this effort, the City of Houston 
itself already has 11 and looking for 14 more to be certified this year.  Plus, the City is 
starting the process for Energy Star certifications.  In the Mayor’s Green Office 
Challenge, there is a $3 million incentive program for commercial office buildings 
providing up to 20%/$200k for energy efficiency projects in Class  A, B and C 
buildings.  They invite all building owners to apply. 

Houston has also been aggressive in installing LED traffic lights with 2000 
intersections completed. The city gets a whopping 90% cost savings amounting to 
almost $4 million dollars per year.  It is also pursuing an LED street light pilot project 
using the latest technology that is 50% more efficient and has a life of 15-20 years 
versus 4-5 years. 

Foremost, EPA ranks the City of Houston as the #1 municipal purchaser of 
renewable energy. Who would have guessed that correctly?  It has purchased about 
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50 megawatts of wind power representing 33% of usage priced around 7.5 cents per 
kilowatt hour.  The target is to move up to 50% renewable in the future. 

I have blogged before that Houston is one of the DOE’s Solar America Cities.  For the 
City’s part, it has received a $1.3 million SECO grant for solar powered 
generators/offices plus another $900 thousand SECO grant for solar and wind demos at 
the new LEED Gold Central Permitting Building. 

So what is next?  The City foresees developing a Climate Action Plan, expanding 
the energy efficiency programs, partnering with the Houston Independent School 
District, and promoting an information initiative on residential demand reduction.  Now 
if you didn’t see the PBS documentary on April 13th entitled “Earth: The Operator’s 
Manual”, then you can go to their website 
at http://earththeoperatorsmanual.com/ where Houston was the main city featured.  
Mayor Parker says in that documentary that she wants Houston to become the green & 
renewable energy capital.  Looks like a good start with all these initiatives. 
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