
 

 

   Meeting Summary 

     Climate Action Plan Task Force 

     City of Bellingham 

     October 16, 2019 

     6:30 PM, 210 Lottie Street 

 

Attendees. Task Force members: Lynne Murphy, Rick Nicholson, Mark Schofield, Jill MacIntyre Witt, Charles 

Barnhart, Erin McDade, Christine Grant, Derek Long, Don Goldberg. Staff/Consultants: Renee LaCroix, Clare 

Fogelsong, Mark Gardner, David Roberts. 

Major Topics: 

Measure Review and Approval. Building and Energy Supply measures were discussed and received 

approval from the Task Force for inclusion in the final report to the City Council. Where there was 

substantive discussion of a measure, it is briefly summarized below. Some concerns were expressed 

regarding some measures, and for some measures a recorded vote was taken and not all measures 

received unanimous support. Those that were not supported unanimously will be noted in the final 

report, along with expressed reasons for less than unanimous support. Also noted below are suggested 

changes to the scope or wording of the measure, or for changes to the language in the report text. 

These are briefly summarized below, when applicable. 

Buildings Measures. Data analysis indicate that these measures need to be applied to both small and 

big buildings, and new and existing buildings, for significant decarbonization to occur. Electrification, 

efficiency, and renewable measures are all needed to provide the needed reductions. Electrification 

without renewables does not address the electricity emissions on the grid, and without efficiency we’ll 

spend more money on new systems and increase electricity use unnecessarily.  

• Measure #1 Electrify water and space heating in existing buildings at point of equipment 

replacement. This proposal does not include electrification of fireplaces and cook stoves. If this 

is done this at end of existing system life the cost is least since the incremental cost of electric 

equipment over gas is relatively small. The technology exists to do this with a few exceptions. 

There are health benefits of electrification, and heating upgrades can benefit residents of rental 

properties. Electric appliances are so efficient that they reduce emissions even if some of the 

current electricity is created by burning natural gas. Social barriers include that some consumers 

are not familiar with electric options and think they are less efficient. Financial assistance will be 

required make this affordable when there is a net incremental cost for electric.  

o Concerns or suggested changes: There needs to be more study on the impacts and 

feasibility and affordability for customers. Currently it is a customer choice on how they 

want to heat homes and water. PSE does not support this measure. 

• Measure #2 Electrify new buildings at time of construction. This measure requires all electric 

new construction, including for cooking etc. All-electric has cost benefits as builders do not have 



 

 

to bring gas lines into a development or into a building. Induction cooking is being used in some 

restaurants although it is more expensive.  

o Concerns or suggested changes: Restaurants may have concerns. We need more study of 

cost impacts on customers and on PSE electric loads. This is also currently a choice that 

building owners can make. PSE does not support this measure. 

• Measure #3 Buildings generate or purchase renewable energy. All buildings would be 

required to procure some form of renewable energy, and there are three possible pathways 

that people can choose from. These are: a building owner installs rooftop solar on at least 50% 

of available solar-ready rooftops; buy into community solar for 50% of building energy use; or, 

buy into a renewable energy credit program. The third option would preferably be a product 

such as PSEs Green Direct, with a no-cost option being developed at least for low income 

households. This could help generate local jobs. Subsidies for rooftop solar are falling but costs 

are falling as well. Rooftop solar can be installed with low-interest financing and this results in 

lower utility bills. Some people may not perceive this to be a benefit, and subsidies may be 

required for some of the options. 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Could need exemptions for low income if a no-cost 

product cannot be developed. UTC approval may be needed to expand the product. 

The program is currently voluntary and the capacity to expand program capacity is not 

known. PSE does not support this measure. 

• Measure #4 Energy Efficiency for Owner-Occupied Residences. Energy efficiency can 

produce a “negawatt,” which is a kilowatt not used. People do not want energy but instead 

want the services the energy supplies. If you can do the same for less people are better off. 

Efficiency has a large impact on reducing emissions on a global scale according to recent 

reports. For example, more efficiency could allow building space to increase by 60% with no 

net increase in energy use. Efficient buildings can reduce share of income going to utility bills. 

Weatherization measures can reduce energy use by 25% in a typical house. Air sealing and 

more uniform heating increases comfort and reduces issues such as mold, etc. These activities can 

increase local jobs. This measure focuses on weatherization in older homes (pre-1990) and is 

triggered when a home sells, with a two-year window for compliance. Programs are available 

to do this for low income households at no cost, but these programs are currently limited in 

scope. Low- and moderate-income households would only be required to make changes if 

resources are available. 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that the PSE energy assessment is voluntary. Note 

that energy efficiency is the first thing to be done in a building. Note that some of these 

measures have a very short payback time and can save customers money.  

• Measure #5 Energy Efficiency for Rental Residences. More than half the housing stock in 

Bellingham is rentals. Typically tenants pay utility bills but building owners make decisions on 

improvements, and there is a split incentive with owners less motivated to make improvements. 

This measure addresses that and is similar to the above measure, focusing on building envelope 

improvements for pre-1990 buildings, and with the same low-income weatherization program 

available as for owner-occupiers. Implementation could occur within 3 to 6 years, to align with 

the current rental inspection cycle. This is similar to the Boulder, CO Smart Regs program. A 

prescriptive path includes weatherization and air sealing but there is also a performance path 



 

 

option that allows for measured energy savings after an audit and energy modeling. In Boulder 

most use the prescriptive path. The program would need to be structured to avoid pushing costs 

onto tenants.  

o Concerns or suggested changes: Perhaps a program could be structured so that the 

increased costs from efficiency measures balance out with the cost savings from reduced 

energy use. That would allow an owner to get back costs without increasing renter costs. 

Green leases could be an option to distribute costs and benefits.  

• Measure #6 Energy Efficiency for Commercial Properties. This measure focuses on lighting and 

HVAC upgrades rather than building envelope work which can be disruptive to businesses. This 

also draws from Boulder, from their Building Performance Energy program. These measures 

apply to non-residential buildings greater than 10,000 square feet and require an energy 

assessment and implementation of cost-effective measures including lighting upgrades. Every 10 

years owners are required to implement retro-commissioning which involves fine-tuning systems 

for performance. Cost effective measures are those with a two-year payback after rebates. 

There are some exemptions contemplated, such as for unheated storage buildings. 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that industrial buildings can also be large energy 

users, these may require different programs. PSE has programs for this. 

• Measure #7 Create a technical assistance program. This would be a program to orient people 

to what programs are required, identify standardized solutions, and provide referrals to 

appropriate expertise in the community. This could include reduced permitting fees and would 

identify all forms of financial assistance. There are no direct carbon reduction benefits of this 

and the following financial measures, but they support other measures.  

• Measure #8 Create a Bellingham Clean Energy Fund. This would create a local fund to reduce 

the costs of commercial and residential projects and would target assistance to low- and 

moderate-income households. This would backfill projects when other things such as existing 

finance or rebates aren’t available or do not provide enough assistance to address 

affordability issues.  

o Concerns or suggested changes: Some of the options mentioned could include PSE and 

require discussions with the City on details of what is possible and how things could work.  

• Measure #9 Identify and promote other financing sources and mechanisms. This is to identify 

all existing financing and funding programs but also to look at new programs that could be 

developed such as property assessed clean energy or on-bill financing.  

o Concerns or suggested changes: PSE is concerned about some forms of on-bill financing if 

this shift casts to other customers. This could be an opt-in program.  

 

Energy Supply Measures. The Energy Supply work group drew from the whole Task Force and 

everyone was invited to meetings. Council ambitions were to get to our goals faster than provided for in 

the current Climate Action Plan. The passage of the Clean Energy Transformation Act (CETA) changed 

the environment within which the goals are sought, accelerating movement toward cleaner energy in the 

grid. However, the state timetable is not fast enough to be in synch with the Council timetable. The 



 

 

group also notes that electrification of other sectors will impact energy demand. To close the gap we 

will look to participate in utility-sponsored programs and also look into what measures we may have to 

do for ourselves. There are three buckets for measures: renewable energy; emerging technologies; and, 

policy initiatives. Some of the renewable measures may be alternatives to each other, and if certain 

pathways are selected we may not need to do some of the others. Further analysis will be needed on 

what is the best way to get there. 

• Measure #1 City and PSE evaluate Green Direct for the community. This could potentially 

allow the City to get to 100% renewable electricity. Some aspects need to be worked out with 

the City and with the UTC. This is currently a voluntary program involving large municipal 

customers.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: It is important to know what the rates would be. The 

price won’t be known until cost of new energy supply is known. So far the program has 

been tied to the cost of particular large renewables projects. A program open to 

everyone would require a set amount of power delivered to the City. 

 

• Measure #2 When available COB subscribes to Green Direct phase 3 with PSE. This is a 

municipal measure to cover new city electricity demand created by electrification. This would be 

just for muni electricity.  

 

• Measure #3 City support PSE Green Power program for residents and businesses. This would 

entail increasing uptake of the current Green Power program via a sign up campaign. For 

Green Power, which relies on existing sources, as volume of purchase went up price went down. 

RECs were cheaper recently and the price of Green Direct has recently gone down. 

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Add language on evaluating these programs to make 

sure the cost is economically comparable with other REC products on the market. Quality 

of a program is important and some are certified. A local product may be preferable to 

an out of state one. 

 

• Measure #4 City assess community solar alongside other public organizations (i.e. School 

and Port). PSE just issued a public RFI looking for potential sites. Conversations with the City 

have started. Cooperative projects across organizations may also be possible. 

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that this could include ground-based as well as 

building-based systems. It may be preferable if we can use community solar resources in 

Bellingham for Bellingham residents, and not ship the power elsewhere such as Seattle. 

However, if it can benefit a local business it may be worth supporting.  

 

• Measure #5 City provide community with outreach and education on the benefits of solar 

installations. Communitywide education could help with social acceptance.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Pair this with information on existing incentives and 

financing. Additional solarize campaigns may also be worth supporting. May be worth 

combining education measures into one measure.  

 



 

 

• Measure #6 Establish City owned renewable energy generation for municipal and 

community use. The City could locate and procure its own energy supply if the programs with 

PSE do not get us to 100%. The City could own a project. This could be wind or solar. A 

separate contract with PSE could also be possible.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Right now the City is not able to buy its own electricity 

supply and distribute without becoming a PUD. PSE does not support if the plan is to 

retail the power to customers. The City may need to explore this even though there are 

currently barriers. Reword to indicate that this is an option – change to explore this as an 

option if needed for meeting energy supply, or if it results in lower cost. Wording: 

replace “establish” with “explore.”  

 

• Measure #7 PSE and City partner to evaluate future energy projects that could include 

microgrids, demand response (DR), and energy storage (ES) pilot projects. These reduce 

electricity use through more efficient management of demand. PSE is upgrading its meters, 

looking at storage, and evaluating demand response.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that some of these options (including #s 8 and 9 

below) may not involve PSE. Reword to indicate that PSE is one option and other 

partners are possible. Reword to say “PSE or other City partner.” However, demand 

response separate from PSE may not be logical as PSE customers would benefit from the 

grid services. Contracting with an independent company may be useful. We need real 

time information of the carbon intensity of the grid, e.g. in a 5-minute interval.  

 

• Measure #8 COB supports PSE adding battery storage as a peaking resource. PSE evaluated 

and developed a business plan for a PSE owned facility in Pierce County. 

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that battery costs for storage could go down as 

existing EV batteries reach the end of their life for transportation use and get 

redeployed to storage.  

 

• Measure #9 Evaluate Mount Baker/Tri-Cities Area geothermal potential. This may require a 

company partner. BLM indicated that there was interest in exploring this possibility.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Need to note possible environmental issues as a 

challenge.  

 

• Measure #10 City revise building code requirements for rooftop solar installations on 

commercial and residential buildings. This would encourage solar-ready construction. Existing 

codes are out there.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Costs of construction for solar-ready requirements could 

be an issue. Some sites do not have good solar resources so these would need to be 

exempted.  

 



 

 

• Measure #11 Convene discussion of fire access pathway requirements for rooftop solar. 

Pathways for fire suppression reduce or prohibit some solar installs. Fire codes for access are 

required but some flexibility may be available.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Limits to changes result from safety concerns.  

 

• Measure #12 Rebate for residential solar installations in City. If people can’t afford solar 

they would get a rebate.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Re-word to indicate that rebates would be offered. 

Move this to the buildings group. 

 

• Measure #13 Support virtual net metering for community solar projects.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: PSE is concerned about potential cost shift to some 

customers who don’t participate. PSE does not support this measure. 

 

• Measure #14 Establish Property Assessed Clean Energy financing. This allows financing to be 

on a property tax bill and provides for regular, more affordable payments. 

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Note that this could require a resolution from City 

Council in support of state legislation.  

 

• Measure #15 Support increased development of high voltage transmission. This would be 

entail City of Bellingham support for creation of new transmission lines, if needed to get power 

to our area. Whatcom County has some restrictions in place. 

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Change language to indicate that we would need to 

evaluate need for this before advocacy would be appropriate. There are some existing 

capacity constraints. Note that we should pay attention to the history of citing unwanted 

facilities in low income communities.  

 

• Measure #16 Form a City-wide Municipal Utility District with mandate to procure 100% 

renewable energy. This would be a fallback measure if other supply measures are not 

adequate and PSE cannot deliver the renewable energy that is needed. If other methods of 

procuring fail, we could look at this.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: This could be reworded to call for conducting an 

engineering and feasibility study of a municipal utility district to see if this is needed and 

possible. PSE does not support this measure. 

 

• Measure #17 Investigate alternative approaches to household heating including ground, air 

and water sourced heat pumps. This would involve geothermal capacity using ground source 

heat pumps. Some utilities are doing this.  

 

o Concerns or suggested changes: Remove household in the above since this can include 

nonresidential buildings. Don’t mention a specific company in the narrative. Reword to 



 

 

make it more generic, such as “investigate alternative approaches to renewable energy 

including small scale hydro, ground source heat pumps, other heating sources, etc.” 

Discussion moved to PSE’s Encogen Natural Gas Plant and whether this should be represented as an 

“issue of concern” or as a measure. A measure could recommend that the City discuss with PSE the 

possibility of accelerating decommissioning of the plant. The plant is older and it is not clear how long 

PSE plans to run it. Task Force members noted that the Encogen plant is a resource at least in the short 

or medium term for cogeneration capacity in the planned district heating system. There may also be 

ways to reengineer plant processes to make them significantly more efficient or to reduce GHG 

emissions. For example, could the Encogen plant switch to RNG? The Task Force agreed to continue this 

discussion at the next meeting.  

Schedule. The final report will be presented to Council in December. An additional meeting may be 

needed on November 20 for final Task Force approval of the report. 

Public Comments. Members of the public provided the following comments. 

• The work of the Task Force is appreciated. Measure 16 is encouraging. Focusing on just a profit 

orientation means we will not meet the challenge. 

• A clean energy fund could provide offsets to the cost of measures, i.e. solar rebates. One half of 

the homes in Bellingham are rentals and rebates are needed to reduce the cost. 

• Building electrification brings cost concerns. Berkeley has mandated no new natural gas in new 

construction. A Synapse Energy study showed it was $1,500 cheaper to have all electric than 

natural gas in new homes. 

• The Associated General Contractors of Washington believes that more analysis is needed on 

impacts and unintended consequences. You need to identify where dollars are coming from. You 

need business input. 

• Thanks to the Task Force for the measures even if some of them are controversial or have 

financial consequences. 

• Thanks to the Task Force for their time and effort, there is a lot of interest in this topic. You need 

to look at feasibility and costs. PSE customers, and both owners and renters, need choices in the 

type of energy they have in their house. 

• Making a house more efficient can be very costly. Adding insulation can cut utility costs and 

needs to come first. Everything comes with a cost and it needs to be affordable. 

• Cascade Natural Gas is concerned about unintended consequences. The measures do not include 

a sound economic analysis. Measures will impact low income populations, those on fixed incomes, 

and business. Housing costs will be affected. More work is needed before implementing any of 

the measures. 

• Adopted efficiency measures in the home and other changes—these had a cost but also paid 

back in lower utility and transportation costs. You can track annual savings. 

 

The meeting adjourned at approximately 10:00 PM. The next meeting will be on November 6 at 6:30 PM in 

the City Council Chambers, 210 Lottie Street. 


