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2017 Acterra Business Environmental Awards  
  Application for the Spare the Air Leadership Award  

Submitted by the Sonoma County Water Agency  

 

Project Summary and Leadership 

 

The Water Agency is among Sonoma County’s largest users of electricity. The pumping and 

distribution of potable water to more than 600,000 Sonoma and Marin County residents takes 

large amounts of electrical power, as does treatment processes in the Water Agency’s sanitation 

facilities.  

 

In 2006, the Water Agency committed to the goal of operating a carbon free water system by 

2015. The carbon free water goal was achieved by procuring 100% of the Water Agency’s 

purchased electricity from renewable and carbon free sources. The Water Agency’s Energy Policy 

has been the guiding document for the Water Agency’s energy-related efforts and the 

framework behind the Carbon Free Water by 2015 Program. The Water Agency has been using 

this policy since 2006 and the policy was formally adopted by the Agency’s Board of Directors 

on March 22, 2011. The Water Agency has established itself as a leader in climate mitigation 

activities and developing sources of renewable energy that balances its responsibilities to its 

customers and to the environment. Some activities the Water Agency continues to be involved 

in are our renewable energy generation projects, for example, at the Water Agency's Oceanview 

tertiary water pond, SCWA is among the early adopters in the United States in implementing 

floating solar photovoltaic systems. The Water Agency also recognizes the importance of 

collaboration amongst several regional leaders in climate mitigation activities. For this reason, 

SCWA works closely with the local utility Sonoma Clean Power, and the Regional Climate 

Protection Authority, in order to achieve mutual greenhouse gas reduction goals. 

 

Environmental Benefits 

 

Since the goal of Carbon Free Water was created in 2006, we've had a 99% reduction in our 

electricity greenhouse gas emissions. In 2006, our total emissions related to electricity use were 

at 21,870 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent, whereas, in 2015 our electricity related 

emissions were at 322 metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent. In 2015, the Water Agency used 

the least amount of energy to date, as well as had the lowest emissions ever achieved at the 

Sonoma County Water Agency. The Water Agency has been reporting our greenhouse gas 

emissions for the past 10 years through The Climate Registry. We report Scope 1 (direct 

emisisons) and Scope 2 (indirect emissions). Our carbon free water program procures enough 

renewable and carbon free energy to offset our Scope 2 indirect emissions.  

 

To achieve Carbon Free Water by 2015, the first step for the Water Agency has been water use 

efficiency. Water efficiency is two-fold; it includes efficient use of water to decrease demand and 
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efficiency within the system itself. Water conservation initiatives include public awareness 

campaigns to encourage a decrease in water usage through behavior change, programs 

targeting conversion to low water-use landscaping, and rebates and direct install for water 

efficient fixtures. By implementing and participating in water conservation programs and efforts, 

the Water Agency can decrease energy use, and in turn GHGs, by reducing the amount of water 

pumped and treated. Efficiency upgrades to the system include replacing old electric motors, 

fine tuning system operations, and utilizing efficient air conditioning and lighting systems in 

facility buildings.  

 

The Water Agency has taken an innovative approach to creating a renewable energy portfolio. 

The Water Agency participates in the Power and Water Resources Pooling Authority (PWRPA), 

which is a Joint Powers Authority (JPA) that collectively manages individual power assets and 

loads. The JPA is comprised of agencies and districts that recognize the relationship of water 

management and power requirements. The Agency has taken significant effort to transfer 

management of its largest loads to PWRPA. This has allowed the Water Agency access to 

hydropower and renewable resources and the ability to manage its resources in a way that 

would previously be dependent on the energy utility’s power portfolio. The Water Agency has 

also developed three solar photovoltaic projects of its own totaling approximately 2MW. For the 

remainder of loads not served by PWRPA or solar, the Water Agency enrolled in the local 

Community Choice Aggregation program Sonoma Clean Power as an “EverGreen” customer, 

which is sourced from 100% renewable and local geothermal sources. 

 

Potential Model for Business Community 

 

The Sonoma County Water Agency has been a leader and innovator in reducing carbon 

emissions associated with water as part of the Carbon Free Water by 2015 program. To our 

knowledge, no other water agency in California has made such a bold commitment to the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. The relationship between water and the energy required 

to collect, treat, convey and distribute water (the water-energy nexus) is something that still 

does not have a consistent methodology to measure and track statewide, nationwide, or 

internationally.  

 

By reducing demand and developing and securing renewable energy sources for Sonoma 

County’s water supply, the Water Agency provides more reliable sources of electricity for the 

region, and makes local water supply less dependent on outside energy sources subject to 

market fluctuations. It also keeps the dollars to pay for the power from being exported out of 

the county. In addition, the portfolio of purchased renewable energy sources for the Water 

Agency yields a lower cost per unit of electricity than the Investor Owned Utility rates. This 

assists in keeping customer rates down and minimizes rate increases to the extent possible.  

 

The Carbon Free Water by 2015 program can be used as a framework for other water utilities to 

reduce emissions associated with water treatment, transport, delivery, and reuse. The 
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approaches to water conservation, system efficiency, and development of renewable energy 

sources to achieve Carbon Free Water can be used as lessons learned to other water utilities. 

Also, the Water Agency’s method of reporting and tracking carbon emissions against water 

delivery can be used as a reference to assist in the establishment of a consistent water-energy 

nexus approach. 

 

Demonstrated Commitment 

 

The Sonoma County Water Agency has a vested interest in the climate being that our 

watersheds are dependent upon it. For this reason, upper management has been very 

supportive of the Energy Policy, including our Carbon Free Water Program. Upper management 

created the Energy Resources Group at the Sonoma County Water Agency, where our Energy 

Policy and Carbon Free Water Program was created and is now being implemented by several 

employees who are solely dedicated to these efforts.  

 

Upper management created a Strategic Planning process for the Energy Policy, where SCWA 

employees from different sections voluntarily came together to brainstorm where they'd like to 

see our Energy Policy go into the future now that we've achieved Carbon Free Water. In this 

process we created a draft plan, which is currently waiting upon approval from the 

implementation team and upper management so that we can further progress our sustainability 

goals. For now, the Energy Strategic Plan includes these goals so that we can go beyond our 

original Carbon Free Water goals:  

 

- Develop and utilize new renewable energy projects  

- Pursue regional collaboration to sequester carbon and reduce greenhouse gas emissions  

- Reduce greenhouse gas emissions associated with vehicle use  

- Integrate energy education into the Water Agency's education and public information 

programs  

- Conduct audits and complete retrofits to optimize efficiency of buildings and operations 


