
THE CLIMATE COMPACT OF YOLO COUNTY

ITS HISTORY AND VISION

(September 1, 2022)


PART ONE: FORMATION OF THE COMPACT AND ITS GOALS

The vision of the Compact has evolved in tandem with its history. It began with a concern of the board of supervisors that climate change was a serious issue that needed to be addressed at all levels, including local government. Yolo County was in the forefront of efforts by cities and counties to map out programs and policies to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 

The Yolo County Board of Supervisors, at a meeting in the Fall of 2007, discussed a proposal to establish a committee to advise the Board on policies and potential actions related to climate change.  A decision was taken to first reach out and invite input from other jurisdictions as well as residents within the county.

A “Climate Change Summit” was convened on December 17, 2007 with Yolo County Supervisor Matt Rexroad presiding and with approximately 45 representatives from: the City of Davis, the City of Woodland, the City of Winters, the City of West Sacramento, the University of California, Davis, the Yolo-Solano Air Quality Management District, The Yolo Housing Authority, the Yolo County Flood Control and Water Conservation District, the Winters Joint Unified School District, the Woodland Joint Unified School District, Esparto Unified, the Davis Joint Unified School District, the Yolo County Office of Education, Yocha Dehe and additional participants from Yolo County. 

Also invited were representatives from the County Supervisors Association of California, the Sacramento Area Council of Governments, Solano County, and Pacific Gas and Electric Co. Perhaps presaging future attendance, there was also one “interested party” invited and attending.

In his introductory statement Supervisor Rexroad explained that Yolo County was developing a plan for programs and activities to respond to climate change, beginning with an examination of the county’s own buildings and vehicles, and plans to conduct public forums throughout the county to collect citizen input into the plan. 

Supervisor Rexroad also explained that there was no expected outcome from the summit meeting other than to share information. The “vision” at this point was very exploratory. What were other jurisdictions thinking and doing? Was there a common understanding that this was a serious issue? Was there an appetite for tackling this issue together?

One by one, representatives of each jurisdiction outlined their current and planned programs and it soon became clear there was an enthusiastic appetite from everyone for more information about what others were doing and could something similar be implemented in their jurisdiction. It was decided that the group would reconvene to continue the discussion and further determine how to coordinate efforts to reduce energy use and greenhouse gas emissions. 

The discussion continued through January of 2008 and a follow-up meeting on February 29, 2009. Following brief updates from each jurisdiction, a sharing that became a standard feature of future meetings, there was discussion of a resolution governing bodies could adopt to enter into a “compact” committing their jurisdiction to an overall plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The chosen plan was, at this time, widely used and promoted by ICLEI, the International Council for Local Environmental Initiatives (the unpronounceable acronym was later abandoned and the organization rebranded as Local Governments for Sustainability).

The ICLEI plan set forth four basic steps which, if undertaken would represent the vision for the jurisdiction specifically and the Climate Compact of Yolo County more generally. (Note: over the years, this has been shortened to the “Compact”). 

1. Create an inventory of governmental (operational) energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions, and;.

2. Establish a goal of reducing energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions by _____ % by the year ____, and;

3. Develop a plan to meet these goals and targets, and;

4. Implement policies, programs, and operations to carry out the plan, including regular monitoring of progress towards the goals, and adjustments as necessary to meet the targets.

In short, the local government should get its house in order.

Importantly, four additional steps were added to the resolution that were aimed at what the local government was committed to do beyond their own buildings, cars, and other sources of greenhouse gas emissions.  

5. Develop and implement a program to inventory energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions within the community, establish reduction targets, and take a leadership role to implement a plan to meet those targets, and;

6. Work cooperatively with the members of the Yolo County Climate Action Compact to identify and implement, as appropriate and as determined by each jurisdiction, climate action policies and programs, and;

7. Engage the citizenry in enlisting individual effort and promoting personal responsibility in reducing the impact of global warming/climate change through energy and water conservation, purchasing sustainable products, utilizing mass transportation modes, and other beneficial practices, and;

8. Annually revisit and recommit to this effort by measuring the effectiveness of current efforts, revising where appropriate and reporting to the citizenry and other local government entities on the overall success of individual county/city/school/special district programs.

This resolution, or one with modifications, was adopted by vote of the governing body of each of the jurisdictions listed above, with two exceptions. One, UC Davis does not have a “governing body” separate and distinct from the Board of Regents so the language was changed to reflect that. Similarly, Yocha Dehe, as a sovereign nation could not adopt the resolution as written.

The original “membership” of the Compact, if one can use that word for an ad hoc organization, was, for each jurisdiction, an elected official, a senior staff person such as a city manager, and one or more technical staff with responsibility in their jurisdiction for topics being discussed.
Over time, fewer elected representatives attended, instead relying on staff. Also, over time, “interested parties” from the community began attending, thereby expanding the conversation to the broader community.

PART TWO: EVOLUTION OF THE COMPACT

Broadly speaking, at this point the Compact had reached a fork in the road with two separate but intertwined paths emerging.

On the one hand, there was strong interest in continuing to meet with, as Supervisor Rexroad noted at the first meeting, no expected outcome from the meeting other than to share information.  In part, this was reflective of each jurisdiction’s sense of autonomy and uniqueness, together with caution over any “one size fits all” approach to policies and actions. 

On the other hand, there was a blossoming interest in taking action, of taking information gleaned from Compact meetings and putting it into action in individual jurisdictions.

PATHWAY #1: Continue regular meetings of the Compact. 

The initial meetings of the Compact were monthly. In January of 2009 Compact members adopted a schedule of bimonthly meetings on the second Friday beginning with January and on to March, May, July, September, and November. This bimonthly schedule was later changed to February, April, June, August, October and December. A further modification was made to eliminate a meeting in August, reflecting historical low turnout for meetings in this month. 

Supervisor Don Saylor replaced Supervisor Rexroad as Chair of the Compact in January 2016.

Compact meetings continued to include, as one item on the agenda, sharing updates from each jurisdiction on progress being made on energy efficiency and greenhouse gas reduction, but the major focus of each agenda was one or more timely topics, with presentations from experts or practitioners with experience on those topics, followed by a question-and-answer period.

Throughout the history of the Compact, including to this day, one salient feature of each meeting has been the extent to which presentations sparked interest and many after-the-meeting conversations, exchanges of business cards and contact information. It is fair to say that the vision of the Compact as a forum for exchange of ideas was that this is not merely an academic exercise, but rather that tangible benefits would result from cross- pollination and spread of policies and programs from one jurisdiction to another. The fact that the Compact has endured for more than 15 years is testimony to the success of this vision. 

The list of topics discussed at Compact meetings over the years spans the entire spectrum of energy efficiency, renewable energy, and sustainability. Agendas can be found on Yolo County’s website (link here). A few examples include: developing and implementing climate action plans, financing options for residential and commercial solar installations, community choice energy, solar in Yolo, state and federal laws and regulations, Zero Net Energy, strategies to reduce vehicle miles traveled, instituting  a “green team” to promote energy efficiency, examples of school-based programs, examples of what other communities are doing, decarbonization of existing businesses, water use efficiency, waste diversion, opportunities for reducing greenhouse gas emissions from the agriculture sector, innovative programs  to involve citizens, new technology for energy efficiency, grant opportunities, using tax credit bonds to finance energy efficiency, programs to promote white roofs reflecting rather than absorbing sunlight, mixed-use development and density to accommodate growth, ground source heat pumps at residential or neighborhood scale, bike transportation and planning, staff and community resources for implementing sustainability, development of solar farms and community solar, net energy metering, tree planting and urban forests, ending food waste in our communities, the future of hydrogen and plug-in electric vehicles, electric vehicle charging, ensuring equity and diversity are important components of all programs and policy development, sustainable  practices in dining services, community-based organizations to assist with promoting energy efficiency, utility programs as opportunities for low-income residents. 

PATHWAY #2: YOLO ENERGY WATCH

Item numbers 5, 6, 7, and 8 in the Formation Resolution, taken together, direct jurisdictions to look beyond their government buildings and programs and “take a leadership role” in engaging the community at-large in promoting energy efficiency and greenhouse gas emissions reduction.

In 2010 the Compact pursued entering into a Local Government Partnership with Pacific Gas and Electric Co. to form the Yolo Energy Watch (YEW) to promote energy efficiency in the residential, commercial and agricultural sectors. PG&E provided funds for a Yolo County staff member to develop and manage programs with cities, schools, businesses and community groups and individuals. 

PG&E’s Strategic Plan set goals for expenditure of funds by local Government Partnerships, including YEW. Strategic Plan Goal number 4 was, in part: “Local Governments lead their communities with innovative programs for energy efficiency, sustainability, and climate change. This can be done by: 4.1 assisting these local governments in adopting a climate action plan, an energy action plan or adopting energy efficiency language into another plan or policy document to ‘reduce community greenhouse gas emissions with a focus on energy efficiency.’”

Goal #5 states: “In summary, increase in-house capabilities devoted to achieving all cost-effective energy efficiency in their facilities and stimulating the same throughout their communities.”

YEW focused much of its attention on assisting cities, schools, and some districts to develop Climate Action Plan (CAPs) following the ICLEI model of first conducting an inventory of greenhouse gas emission in both the city’s own buildings as well as in the community at large, then setting targets for reduction, developing a plan, and finally implementing the plan. Cities across the board lacked the funds and staff expertise to construct a CAP. YEW provided funds to offset some of the costs of hiring consultants and participated in developing the CAPs themselves. 

Examples of climate action planning efforts by Yolo Energy Watch include:

Participation on the Yolo County Climate Action Working Group including discussion of creating  a Green Team and a Revolving Fund to finance energy efficiency in county buildings with savings returned to the fund for additional projects.

 Helping fund jurisdictions in joining the Climate Registry, an organization that provided third party verification of emission inventories and in claimed reductions. 

Funding  ½ the stipend for Civic Spark Fellows to assist the cities of Winters (scoping document), Woodland (development of a Green Team and “in-reach” to city employees), Davis (metrics and monitoring for greenhouse gas emissions) and West Sacramento, as well as UC Davis in developing climate action programs.

Funding and participating in an effort by a UC Davis professor and her students to construct options for CAPs for the various cities.

In addition to activities directly related to climate action planning and within the mandate of the Compact’s formation resolution, YEW developed activities and programs promoting energy efficiency and sustainability. Examples include:

· Assisted the City of Davis in developing its Community Energy Ambassador program and evaluation of baseline energy usage in city buildings for use in prioritizing energy efficiency options.

· Provided $2,500 to the Woodland Chamber of Commerce for development and distribution of literature and other materials promoting energy efficiency opportunities to local businesses.

· Partnered with the Yolo County Office of Education to support a Solar Energy Efficiency Program, including curriculum materials (Introduction to a Green Tomorrow) and teacher training. Also provided funds for construction of classroom solar demonstration models, as well as construction of a model rooftop for real-life job training. 

· In conjunction with YCOE also supported an Energy and Environment Summer Academy at Woodland Senior High School.

· Participated on several city committees including Cool Davis, the Davis Energy Efficiency Task Force, the City of West Sacramento Green Team and similar committees in Woodland and Winters.

· Funded registration fees for Woodland, Davis, West Sacramento, and Winters staff to attend the 3rd California Adaptation Forum.

· Provided partial funding to the Yolo Resilience Collaborative, consisting of the county, the cities, and UC Davis, to develop a toolkit for local governments use in planning for and reacting to extreme heat events.

· Brought an expert from Climate Cycle to Yolo County to discuss policies and actions relevant to agriculture for inclusion in the county’s CAP.

· Supported the Harper Junior High School Garden with funds to develop and implement a solar powered irrigation system.

· Assisted with implementation of a “Festival of Services” to the under-served community of Madison, including opportunities for energy efficiency through PG&E programs.

· Partially funded with a grant of $5,000 a 3-year program with the Woodland Tree Foundation to plant shade trees to reduce air-conditioning loads on school buildings,

· Funded a 3-quarter class called “Studio 30” through University Extension for students to learn about energy efficiency and sustainability and translate that learning into designing a city of the future with minimal greenhouse gas emissions.

· Co-sponsored a “bulk purchase” program for employees of Yolo County and the City of Davis to purchase rooftop solar. The program was later revised to apply to anyone in Yolo County. The bulk purchase lowered the cost of each installation.

· Provided funds for River City High School students to produce “Solar Suitcases”. Students learned to build a small photovoltaic system that fit inside a suitcase. When completed, the suitcase was delivered to students overseas in rural communities without electricity by the solar company providing the materials.

· Provided funds to the Theta Chi fraternity on the UC Davis campus for an energy audit of their building as a demonstration for the Greek Community at the university.

· Provided funding and materials to advertise energy efficiency during a tournament at the Yocha Dehe golf course.

· Provided “Watt Meters”, a small device capable of measuring the amount of electricity used by household appliances to school science teachers for student use. Also provided the devices to all libraries in a custom designed box that looks like a book and could be checked out and taken home to measure usage.

· Provided funds to Plainfield Elementary to hire an electrician to connect the campus greenhouse to electrical power so that cooling fans could be installed and operated, thereby making the greenhouse functional and usable.

· Developed a multi-year Young Energy Leaders program to recruit UC Davis students interested in energy for paid (stipend) internships in local private organizations and businesses related to energy usage.

· Development and implementation of parking lot events at Lowe’s and Home Depot stores in Woodland and West Sacramento to publicize the water/energy nexus and encourage water and energy efficiency.

· Promotion of “green purchasing” programs for local governments to leverage their purchasing power to achieve energy sabings.

The above are a sample of Yew’s community-based programs. Over the years there were many, many more.

In March of 2020 PG&E notified YEW, and the other Local Government Partnerships in its territory, that YEW must prepare a plan to “ramp down” all energy efficiency efforts in municipal government and communities in anticipation of a complete shut down on June 30, 2020. As of that date, YEW and the other partnerships ceased to exist.  

Reasons for shutting down were mostly twofold. On the one hand, the coronavirus had for months made program implementation and communication difficult if not impossible. In addition, the utility, in furtherance of its efforts to come out of the bankruptcy process, was recalculating the return on investment from local government partnerships and refocusing on programs which produced cost savings greater than the expenses expended on programs.

The overall effect was that the Compact, though continuing to meet and share information among jurisdictions, no longer had a mechanism for action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions in Yolo County jurisdictions and communities.

PART THREE: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?

One very important note: programs and efforts by cities and other jurisdictions to increase energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas emissions were, in many instances, ephemeral. Budget reductions, staff retirements, revised duty statements, a dependence on a single individual, loss of a champion on the governing body, lack of several levels of job descriptions that provide a ladder for personnel development and promotion, and insufficient metrics for monitoring progress have been factors in erosion or effective elimination of programs. 

Experience to date indicates the vision of the Compact is ongoing. It is unique in its longevity. It could and should change in response to new conditions and the wishes of its leaders and members.

One path forward would be as follows. Rather that the Compact having a charge to continue something along the lines of Yolo Energy Watch, to be effective, sustainability should be institutionalized into the structure and operation of each jurisdiction. Each jurisdiction should have a Green Team of individuals from appropriate departments that meet regularly to identify and implement goals and programs and provide accountability for both the jurisdiction and the community at large. An advisory committee of community members is also important. These teams should be provided with an adequate budget and include a member of the governing body to provide political leadership where necessary.  
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