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Program Summary and Leadership 
 
Sustainability Programs in Palo Alto ("City") are chosen and implemented honoring key principles which 

include: weighing cost & benefits, making them comprehensive, developing partnerships, engaging the 

community and making them replicable. In this way, the City has become a leader in achieving 

aggressive goals, the most notable being its achievement of carbon neutrality in its electricity supply in 

2013. Also in 2013, the City exceeded the 2012 goals established in its 2007 Climate Protection Plan; 

achieving a 53% Greenhouse Gas (GHG) reduction in City operations, and a 29% GHG reduction in the 

community (combined with City operations). Greening electricity supplies, energy efficiency programs, 

conservation programs, green buildings requirements, incentives for electric vehicles and local solar 

systems, more fuel efficient vehicles and enhancing the urban forest, all contributed. Palo Alto was one 

of the first cities in the Nation to adopt a Climate Action Plan and achieve such large GHG reductions. 

The City has just adopted a Local Solar Plan to provide increased incentives for schools, businesses and 

other institutions to install solar panels on their property. With the achievement of a carbon neutral 

electric supply, Palo Alto is now shifting its focus to reducing natural gas and transportation fuel 

consumption. A new 2012 Bicycle and Pedestrian Transportation Plan guides Palo Alto's continued 

enhancement of alternative modes of transit to decrease emissions and traffic. 40 bicycles are provided 

for employees and a new bicycle check-out system for the public is now in place to further promote Palo 

Alto's extensive bike lane and bike boulevard system. Financial incentives are available to City 

employees who use transit and other alternatives.   

 

Conservation and efficiency programs have also saved money, addressing the economic component of 

sustainability. Savings by residents since 2007 are estimated to be $5 Million per year, or a 9 % 

reduction in monthly utility bills. A 2011 study found that Palo Alto's street trees provided $6.6 Million in 

annual benefits from reductions in electricity and natural gas use, among other benefits of having a 36.7 

% tree canopy cover. Over 240 green buildings now exist in Palo Alto; which has the 3rd highest Energy 

Star rated buildings per capita of any city in the US and is now saving over one million gallons of water 

per year associated with its green buildings. New private sector buildings are required to meet 

aggressive green building standards, including a recent update exceeding the State's energy efficiency 

standards by 15 %.  The newest City facility, and its largest in 4 decades at over 50,000 square feet - the 

Mitchell Park Library and Community Center - just opened in November and is anticipated to achieve the 

highest LEED rating - Platinum. It both heats and cools water on its roofs, maximizes use of storm water, 

uses outside air to cool when smart controllers advise to do so, and features two types of solar 

collectors. Ten % of the City's streetlights have been converted to LED lights as the City continues to 

green its infrastructure. 

 

Other programs focus on the conversion of "waste" to reusable resources and energy. The City has 

diverted approximately 80% of formerly landfilled material to reusable materials, as high as any City's 

diversion rate. Increased focus on food scraps at Food Service Facilities resulted in a 30% increase in the 

City's commercial compostable collection in 2011 alone. As compostable food and paper products are 



the largest remaining component of landfilled garbage, an Organics Facilities Plan was developed in 

2013 to maximize the compost and energy produced from the City's food scraps, yard trimmings and 

wastewater biosolids. Most material will be composted until Anaerobic Digesters can be designed and 

built to extract energy.  Certain materials are so difficult to collect and reuse that product bans and 

required product changes have been utilized. Palo Alto was one of the first cities its size to ban plastic 

bags and plastic foam food containers. Along with Creek Clean-ups and many other measures, the City 

just documented a 40 % trash (in creeks) reduction in 2014. City staff has been instrumental in statewide 

action on mercury products, copper brake pads, pesticides and pharmaceuticals; using local public 

outreach programs until statewide action occurs. Controlling these substances is necessary to protect 

ecosystems in the City's 4,000-plus acres of open space in the baylands and foothills. Each year the City's 

partnerships with Acterra, Save the Bay and Canopy field over 5,000 volunteers to restore and enhance 

Palo Alto ecosystems by removing invasive weeds, collecting and growing native seeds into plants, 

removing trash and planting native plants and trees. Trees remove CO2 from the atmosphere, sequester 

carbon in the soil and cool urban environments. So Palo Alto has established a new Urban Forester 

position and finalized an Urban Forest Master Plan to maintain and enhance its current 36.7 % canopy 

cover.  In addition, the City is influencing other communities to improve by consulting on efforts such as 

development of the Urban Forest Protocol, a methodology to quantify carbon sequestration of urban 

forests in order to qualify for carbon credit sales on the cap and trade market.  Finally, the City's 

leadership has resulted in Palo Alto's Urban Forester's appointment to represent cities and towns 

serving as an advisor to the State Forester on the California Urban Forest Advisory Committee. 

 

Environmental Benefits 

The City implements a wide variety of programs that deliver measurable results for environmental 
sustainability. Per capita residential electricity, natural gas, and water consumption have declined by 
11%, 15%, and 17%, respectively since 2007. Community and City-wide electric supply related GHG 
emissions, which accounted for 160,000 MT in 2005, reduced by 53% to 75,000 MT in 2012 and were 
completely eliminated in 2013 with implementation of a Carbon Neutral electric supply portfolio. 
Natural gas supply GHG emissions were reduced 17% from 194,000 MT in 1990 to 161,000 MT in 2013. 
The activities that led to these reduced emission levels also resulted in cost reductions to the City for 
electricity and natural gas utility services and for vehicular fuel by approximately $500,000 per year in 
the past two years. An initial assessment of transportation-related emissions based on regional 
estimates suggests that GHG emissions from this sector have also declined 10% since 2005 based on 
regional estimates. Total water sales decreased by 22%, from 14,335 AF to 11,236 AF per year between 
2000 and 2010.   
 
The City increased its Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) RPS to 25% in 2014 and aims to supply at least 
33% of electric sales with eligible renewable energy by 2015. The City now purchases a majority of its 
electric supply from renewable sources, combined with renewable energy certificates to offset "brown" 
market power purchases. Long-term renewable energy contracts will increase the City's RPS to 55% by 
the end of 2016. Along with existing hydroelectric, wind and landfill gas-to-energy power resources, 
electric needs are expected to be supplied by 100% carbon free renewables by January 2017. The City is 
also studying the merits of residential customers switching from natural gas appliances to electric 
appliances to further reduce Community carbon emissions. 
 



Last updated in 2012, the Long-term Electric Acquisition Plan (LEAP) (Staff Report 2710) and Gas Utility 
Long-term Plan (GULP) (Staff Report 2552) required a reduction in carbon intensity of the electric and 
natural gas supplies, included an aggressive Renewables Portfolio Standard (RPS), development of a plan 
to encourage local renewable generation and new voluntary program for customers to reduce the 
carbon footprint associated with their use of natural gas. LEAP directly propelled development of the 
progressive Carbon Neutral Plan, the Local Solar Plan, Palo Alto CLEAN program, and aggressive 
purchasing of renewable resources to meet the City's Renewable Portfolio Standard (RPS) target. These 
new programs and plans are the next generation of programs that replace the extremely successful 
PaloAltoGreen Program, which had the country's highest participation rate for voluntary green 
programs.  Since 2013 when the entire portfolio was made up of carbon-neutral renewable energy 
supplies, PaloAltoGreen was made redundant and ended by Council. 
 
Palo Alto's Watershed Protection Programs work to secure the sustainability of local creeks and San 
Francisco Bay. The Key Performance Measures include: Pesticide Use Reduction, Unwanted 
Pharmaceuticals Collected, Greenhouse Gas Reductions Attained, Salinity Deduction in Recycled Water, 
Litter Reduction, and School Classrooms Presentations Performed. Results and descriptions of the 
activities are attached as: "Watershed Protection Programs.” 
 
Social Benefits 
 
Palo Alto programs are designed to engage its residents, business workers, community leaders, non-
profit organizations and employees. Partnering with other organizations has proved to be the best way 
to accomplish tasks, educate and overcome obstacles. The best examples are the partnerships with 
Acterra, Save the Bay and Canopy which gather over 5,000 volunteers each year from all walks of life to 
restore ecosystems, plant trees and reach out to an even wider network. Volunteer sub-groups come 
from schools, businesses, faith-based groups and a host of other organizations. These stakeholders are 
celebrated and thanked in numerous ways to ensure they have a positive experience and will spread the 
word about the need for ecosystem preservation and enhancement as a fully sustainable community is 
established in Palo Alto. 
 
Almost all of Palo Alto's programs have a large educational program associated with them. An example 
is the City's Clean Bay Plan which educates readers on the personal health and ecosystem effects of key 
pesticides, while promoting less toxic alternatives to chemical pesticide use. Message is reinforced 
through the city's website, Facebook, Twitter, fact sheets, press releases, workshops, emails, and public 
meetings. City staff serve on many multi-jurisdictional workgroups, Technical Advisory Groups and 
Advisory Groups sharing new messages and best practices with other jurisdictions. New ideas are 
developed and refined through collaboration with others. Palo Alto staff work hard to minimize any key 
differences in Public messages in nearby jurisdictions. Collaboration is especially helpful to lower income 
jurisdictions with fewer resources. An example is the sharing with the East Palo Alto Sanitary District, a 
partner to the Palo Alto Regional Water Quality Control Plant (RWQCP - a wastewater treatment plant). 
Messages and materials are fine-tuned for the East Palo Alto Community.  
 
Palo Alto has extensive rebate and financial incentive programs which are particularly beneficial to low 
income families and individuals. Rebate programs help in the purchase of energy and water efficient 
appliances, replacing turf yards with native plants, installing solar panels ( while local rebate funding has 
been exhausted, Federal incentives remain for solar ) and capturing and reusing storm water. The City 
encourages giving to non-profit groups working on Sustainability. A program under the City's new Local 
Solar Plan allows individuals to give to Palo Alto schools for the purchase and installation of solar panels 



on school property. Another program encourages businesses to invest in installation of Solar on City 
facility roofs. 
 
City suppliers are encouraged to supply the most environmentally friendly products and packaging 
practical through it Green Purchasing Policy. Palo Alto has had many successes, in spite of it being a 
small City in huge global markets. Examples are helping encourage HP to minimize plastic foam 
packaging, and Whole Foods to eliminate plastic foam food containers. 
 
The City has won numerous awards for its leadership and achievements in water and energy efficiency 
programs, notable greenhouse gas emissions reductions, solar development, workforce development, 
utility reliability and safety and best practices as a City. Comprehensive long-term electric and natural 
gas resource management plans prioritize energy efficiency, demand reduction, and renewable energy 
supplies to meet City and Community needs. Long-term water resource plans focus on preserving and 
enhancing supplies, actively engaging in cost-effective efficiency programs and sustainable resource 
management. Since 2005, conservation programs have contributed to considerable reductions in 
customer utility usage and bills, along with the associated GHG emissions reduction. Palo Alto's 
progressive building standards have led the way in elevating mandates for efficient and environmentally 
friendly practices. The City offers incentives for new construction and retrofit projects that achieve 
savings or environmental benefits beyond minimum requirements. Land use and transportation studies 
focus on bike, pedestrian, public transit-oriented development and zero emission vehicle infrastructure 
to reduce impacts from fossil-fueled transportation activities. The City has developed award-winning 
community partnership programs to further reduce overall GHG emissions, encourage local renewable 
energy use and evaluate new technologies to promote expansion of sustainable green development. A 
program to explore emerging technologies for utility efficiency and smart grid applications is paving the 
way for radical changes in the way utilities and municipalities connect with community members. This 
dynamic relationship is also being exhibited through a new three-pronged local solar plan for 
community, discount/group buy and donation options to increase solar photovoltaic (PV) generation in 
the City. Since a voluntary electric supply carbon offset program is no longer needed due to the carbon 
neutral portfolio, a new natural gas program is being launched so customers can choose to neutralize all 
carbon emissions from their energy consumption. 
 
Potential Model for the Business Community 
 
The City's sustainability programs foster direct engagement between public agencies, the private sector 
and academia through work with the local Palo Alto Unified School District, private schools and Stanford 
University. The wide variety of program offerings and community partnerships encourage innovation 
and economic development, while furthering sustainable advancements in green technology and 
contributing toward a much cleaner Community-wide carbon footprint. Palo Alto plays many 
partnership roles through piloting new technologies and offering programs to allow every customer the 
opportunity to contribute toward clean, renewable energy.  
 
Palo Alto is looked to as a leader and staff are often invited to speak at conferences around the nation 
and world about the City's experiences with innovative programs, progressive City ordinances or 
policies, renewables and carbon neutral electric portfolios. The City meets with dozens of local, regional 
and international organizations each year to talk about its climate initiatives and will often consult other 
agency representatives on these issues for replication in other areas.  Through this collaboration, the 
impacts of the program likely have much farther reaching implications than we know. 
  



What is unique and innovative about Palo Alto's multi-pronged approach to sustainability is that it 
includes a wide variety of avenues for customers to implement and support energy and water efficient 
practices, utilize renewable power, test new technologies for sustainable green development and 
contribute towards a zero-carbon emissions portfolio. It also involves the City practicing what it 
preaches, i.e. the City itself, on behalf of the Palo Alto community as a whole, is making the same 
investment in seeking out additional renewable energy resources, and offering a test-bed program to 
supporting emerging technologies. The entirety of programs, policies, investments, incentives, etc. are 
being conducted under the umbrella of a carbon-neutral electric portfolio, our commitment to carbon-
free electricity and emissions offsets through other means. What stands out even more is that this 
comprehensive approach is being accomplished by a relatively small City with a utility that owns and 
operates six different utilities.  (Palo Alto has roughly 65,000 residents and a daily population influx of 
more than 100,000 non-residential customers.) Palo Alto is most willing to share results, methods, new 
programs and ideas with other cities, businesses and institutions. City Staff serve on numerous 
workgroups and advisory groups to facilitate information sharing. Its programs are often replicated by 
others. 
 
Demonstrated Commitment 
 
Palo Alto's City Council is its highest management level and has demonstrated its strong commitment to 
creating a fully sustainable community by adopting over 30 related Policies and Plans including the 
Sustainability Policy in 2000 and the Climate Action Plan in 2007. The City Manager initiated a process in 
2011 to create a detailed and robust governance structure for Sustainability which resulted in the 
creation of a Chief Sustainability Officer (CSO) position and the adoption of a related organization chart 
showing internal and external groups that the CSO works with.  
  
The Organizational Chart shows the Sustainability Board, made up of the key Department Directors with 
the City Manager serving as the Board Chair and the CSO serving as the Executive Officer, managing the 
agendas and flow of action items. The Sustainability Team is the working level group of City program 
managers that implement Sustainability related programs. The Public Works Urban Forester, Utilities 
Public Outreach Manager and the Development Center Director are example members. This team is now 
helping the CSO and a Consultant draft the next generation of a new Sustainability/Climate Action Plan, 
broadening the 2007 Climate Action Plan to include all aspects of sustainability. The Green Team is a 
volunteer group of City Staff, interested in helping implement green programs at City facilities, but not 
necessarily having it in their descriptions. This team has been instrumental in rolling out new 
components of the Recycling Program to over 120 City facilities. These two groups of City Staff help train 
the other members of their work groups, augmented by brown bag lunches, special sessions on new 
programs, email alerts and updates to the website. Both groups will help engage all employees in the 
upcoming drafting of the new Sustainability/Climate Action Plan. 
 
The Attached Policies and Plans include the established goals, with more coming in the new 
Sustainability/Climate Action Plan (S/CAP). New Greenhouse Gas (GHG) goals will replace the 2012 goals 
which were met and exceeded (See Question #1). The future of the Programs will all be shaped by the 
new S/CAP. With the achievement of carbon neutrality in the electricity supply, the focus will shift to the 
use of natural gas and transportation fuels ( gasoline, diesel and aviation fuel ). The City will develop 
new programs to achieve a switch from natural gas to electricity. The first of which will be Palo Alto 
Green Gas, which will allow residents to buy credits to offset their use of natural gas, much like the old 
Palo Alto Green program did for electric use. Transportation will need to be a major focus for the future, 
with roughly half of the GHG emissions coming from this sector. Existing programs to encourage 



alternative transportation must be redoubled. The new S/CAP is being developed coincident with the 
current update of the City's Comprehensive Plan, so that transportation and land use decisions can 
support a reduction in GHGs and community sustainability. The community is very likely to choose to 
further reduce emissions and allocate commensurate resources towards this effort, again becoming a 
model city as California embarks on the journey to meet the state's  goal of 80% reduction (from 1990 
levels) by 2050. Aspects of adaptation to climate change will also be considered in this assessment. 


