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Acterra 2019 Business Environmental Awards 
 Applications for Environmental Project 

Submitted by Pittsburg Unified School District 
 
  
Program Overview/Leadership 
 
In the land between the Pittsburg Adult Education Center, East Bay Youth Development Center to the 
west, Black Diamond High School to the south, the Site Support Services Center and the County 
Continuation School to the east, there is a one-acre bioswale for storm water retention for all the 
surrounding properties. A bioswale requires natural vegetation growing on the floor of it, to assist in 
water absorption into the soil so it can drain out into the creek system and prevent flooding. Up until 
this point, that was the sole use of this land. PUSD has been working with a company that developed a 
new solar panel that allows light to go through the panels that is required for vegetation growth and 
promotes such growth, while it captures the light required for solar PV production. These new solar 
panels, bright red in color, now cover the floor of the bioswale, producing 166kW of renewable energy. 
In addition, on the north edge of the bioswale, we added four (4) – 10kW vertical-axis wind turbines, so 
that now, this piece of property that just sat waiting for a storm to come, now produces over 200kW of 
energy.  
 
This new solar and wind generation facility will now assist in powering nine (9) new all-electric bus 
charging stations that the District worked with PG&E to install. This is for a PG&E pilot program for 
providing opportunities for electric bus charging stations, and the District has partnered with PG&E. 
PUSD already owns two (2) – 40’ all electric eLion buses, with six more in the planning stages, waiting on 
approval of financing and grants. There is software being written currently that will draw any excess 
production from the bioswale area to aggregate with the meter with the bus charging systems, so that 
we are feeding our equipment first, before the excess goes into the grid. We will also be able to take the 
overage from our buses to feed back into the grid as well. Lastly, as part of this project, we are 
developing the Bioswale Learning Center, a hands-on, outdoor learning facility for students of all grade 
levels where they can come and see first-hand how solar and wind power can generate energy and from 
that energy, actually power a school bus. There is a curriculum piece being developed for the Learning 
Center, one for elementary grade students, one for junior high school studies, and one for different 
areas of high school learning. 

 
Environmental Benefits 
 
As a starting point, the District has made the investment in renewable energy sources in multiple ways. 
Every school site in the District, plus the Youth Development Center and the Adult Education facility all 
have solar arrays, with Pittsburg High School actually having three different arrays/inverters. We 
produce over 53% of the TOTAL needs of the District. We have now added the SSSC Bioswale Solar and 
Wind project, to power the Site Support Services Center and the new electric bus charging stations. We 
see investing in renewable energy as having a multi-pronged benefit to the District. For the new solar 
and wind project, the return on investment (ROI) is less than thirteen (13) years, and it will provide 
renewable energy and a learning environment for all District students.  
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The District has also invested in reducing our carbon footprint, particularly in the area of transportation. 
In addition to the two existing all-electric buses we own, and the six more we are working towards 
getting currently, we have gotten rid of the majority of our diesel-fueled school buses and replaced 
them with fourteen (14) new low-emission propane buses, with a full infrastructure for fueling them. 
Additionally, the District has purchased in the last two years six (6) – Kia Soul EV cars, all-electric, to 
replace old vehicles in our white fleet. These cars are used by the District courier, the Gardening 
Supervisor, transporting Special Ed students to non-public school facilities, and for staff to use doing 
business for the District. We have also added twenty-four (24) – Level 2 electric vehicle charging stations 
district-wide, providing charging access for all District employees at no cost.  
 
The Bioswale Solar and Wind Project and the replacement of old diesel buses with propane and all-
electric vehicles and charging stations required financing. Much of what was done was made possible by 
the District’s willingness to go after any and all grants and outside funding sources. The two electric 
buses were partially funded with grant money. The car EV charging stations’ infrastructure were done, 
with a significant grant from EVGo, while PG&E has funded the entire infrastructure and software 
development for the nine bus charging stations, including a new transformer to handle the new load. 
Additionally, the District took out a COP (Certificate of Participation) to finance the remaining work, 
willing to make the investment in the long-term future of renewable energy and sustainability.  
 
All of these transportation implementations and innovations has not only lowered the District’s carbon 
footprint, but it has set an example for other Districts in California as to what can be done with the right 
thinking and willingness to step out of the box. To find a second use for the land dedicated to a 
bioswale, to build a Learning Center at that site so that students can get to see first-hand how it works, 
why it works, and learn the importance of sustainability, is priceless. 

 
Potential Model for Business Community  
 
On December 5, the District hosted many districts from Contra Costa County, to see our electric buses 
and our new infrastructure, so they can see how the buses can help affect change. On the following day, 
the Sustainability team from San Francsi9co Unified toured the Site Support Services Center and got a 
first-hand lesson in what the District is doing to be more sustainable and lower our carbon footprint. We 
have opened our doors to any and all school districts wanting to see what we are doing and how we 
have achieved what we are doing.  Our District is hoping to invite other Districts to bring students to our 
project, and let others learn from what we have developed here in Pittsburg. 
 
We have worked collaboratively with all our vendors to achieve these projects and goals. In particular, 
not only has PG&E worked with us closely on their electric bus pilot program, but they have been so 
taken with what we have done at our Bioswale Project, they have offered (and we have accepted) their 
donation for the entire cost of building the Learning Center, a donation that will be valued at in excess 
of $40,000. We have worked hand in hand with the solar panel developers to provide a beta test ground 
that will provide a panel that can double the user of agricultural lands, allowing for renewable energy 
production over strawberry or artichoke fields. At the end of October, we presented a workshop at the 
Green California Schools Summit and Expo on what PUSD is doing and how we have gotten to where we 
are. The workshop was titled, “Are we being good ancestors?” taken from a quote from Dr. Jonas Salk. 
This workshop allowed us the opportunity to not only share our achievements and failures, but to 
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provide a possible roadmap for other districts looking to improve their sustainability efforts.  Lastly, this 
project was shared at a New Buildings Institute Zero Net Energy (ZNE) workshop, along with the new 
elementary school we are ready to start on, which will be built to be a ZNE school.   
 

Demonstrated Commitment 
 
In building a solar array and wind generation facility, we continued our commitment to renewable 
energy and sustainability. This facility will be producing energy for the long-term, and will lower our 
energy demand on the grid. It will also be a leading example for our students as to what the District is 
doing to improve its sustainability, to lower its carbon footprint, and how these things work to make 
their schools, district, community, state, and beyond a healthier place to live. This work has been done 
with their blessings of our Board of Trustees. They have, in the past few years, adopting Board Policy 
3510, Green School Operations and Sustainability, as well as updating Board Policy 3511, Energy and 
Waste Management. The Administrative Rules associated with 3511 lay the groundwork out for things 
like recycling, temperature controls, etc. These green sustainable projects are a group effort. In some 
cases, the projects are led by the Maintenance, Operations and Transportation Departments, while 
others, like the new ZNE School, originate from the Facilities Department. The Learning Center is a joint 
effort of these departments with the Ed Services Department, while projects like our school gardens 
originate from the Child Nutrition Services Department. The beauty of school districts is that all of the 
various departments cross over to other departments, working hand and hand with each other.  
 
One program this year is that the Energy Supervisor is making site visits to speak with the entire site 
staff about what the District is doing as far as sustainability and to speak the need for energy 
conservation. So often, behavioral change is difficult, and so meeting with each sites’ staff gives the 
Energy Supervisor the opportunity to address issues.  
 
The goal of Pittsburg Unified School District is to continue to lead its staff and students in matters of 
sustainability and energy conservation. We work with the City of Pittsburg each year on Civic Pride Day, 
a day of cleaning the communities in town. We hold to lead by example, to set policy and standards that 
can be emulated and copied by other Districts and public agencies. Most of all, we want to leave this 
place better than how we found it, or again, as Dr. Salk said, “Are we being good ancestors?” 


