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ENERGY CONSERVATION ACTIVITIES IN SAN 

MATEO COUNTY 
 
Issue 
 
The 2007/2008 San Mateo County Civil Grand Jury (the Grand Jury) sought to determine if 
certain local government agencies that are large energy consumers in San Mateo County are 
doing a good job of reducing their current and future consumption and thereby exercising 
good stewardship as well as saving taxpayers’ money. 
 
 
Background  
 
The following quotations from the Nobel Prize winning Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC) establish the growing concern over the effects of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions on the earth’s current and future climate.  The IPCC 2007 Summary for Policy 
Makers (references are listed in an appendix to this report) contains the following statements: 
 

“Warming of the climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident from observations of 
increases in global average air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting of snow and 
ice and rising global average sea level.” 
 
“Global GHG emissions due to human activities have grown since pre-industrial times, 
with an increase of 70% between 1970 and 2004.” 
 
“Carbon dioxide (CO2) is the most important anthropogenic GHG.  Its annual emissions 
grew by about 80% between 1970 and 2004.  The long-term trend of declining CO2 
emissions per unit of energy supplied reversed after 2000.” 
 
“Atmospheric concentrations of CO2 (379 ppm1) and CH4 (1774 ppb2) in 2005 exceed 
by far the natural range over the last 650,000 years.  Global increases in CO2 
concentrations are due primarily to fossil fuel use, with land-use change providing 
another significant but smaller contribution.  It is very likely that the observed increase 
in CH4 concentration is predominantly due to agriculture and fossil fuel use.…” 
 
“There is very high confidence that the net effect of human activities since 1750 has 
been one of warming.” 

                                                 
1  ppm is parts per million. 
2  CH4 is methane and ppb is parts per billion. 



 
The long term issue of climate change is one of the two main reasons for the Grand Jury’s 
concern about our county’s energy consumption.  The other reason is more immediate and 
practical.  Each trip to the gas station and each utility bill make it clear that the cost of energy 
has been increasing rapidly.  Figure 1, from the California Energy Commission web site, 
shows average gasoline prices in California between May 2007 and April 2008.  It is obvious 
that fuel costs have grown to the point where they are becoming an ever more important part 
of governmental budgets within the county, particularly transit budgets to which the impact is 
in the millions of dollars.   
 

Figure 1.  Average gasoline prices in California – May 2007 through April 2008 
 

 
 

With the need for conserving energy and reducing GHG emissions established, the Grand Jury 
decided to focus on the efforts of two major countywide governmental organizations and two 
non-governmental programs that are major factors in the county’s energy consumption.  
Those agencies and programs are: 
 

• City/County Association of Governments of San Mateo County (C/CAG). 
• San Mateo County Transit District (SamTrans). 
• Green Team. 
• Cool Cities program. 

 



C/CAG is a Joint Powers Authority composed of the County government and all cities in San 
Mateo County which provides a platform for working together on matters of common interest, 
planning, and allocation of resources.   
 
SamTrans provides bus service throughout San Mateo County and, through its participation 
in Caltrain, under a Joint Powers Authority, provides passenger rail service on the old 
Southern Pacific tracks for three counties:  San Francisco, San Mateo and Santa Clara.  This is 
a vital mass transit link for the area.  These agencies are headquartered in San Carlos. 
 
The Green Team is a committee of “green” personnel from each County department that was 
established by the County Board of Supervisors.   
 
The Cool Cities Program was committed to by the County Board of Supervisors on October 
16, 2007.  The objective is to have the County adopt the U.S. Cool Counties Initiative to 
combat global warming and reduce GHG emissions by the joint efforts of county and city 
governments and the Sierra Club.  The program promotes actions by individuals and local 
governments that will reduce GHG emissions 80% by 2050, beginning with a shorter term 
goal of stopping the increase in emissions by 2010 and reducing them by two percent per year 
through 2050. 
 
 
Investigation  
 
The Grand Jury interviewed County Facilities Management staff and senior management from 
Public Works and the County Manager’s Office.  The Grand Jury also interviewed senior 
management of C/CAG and SamTrans. 
 
The Grand Jury interviewed an expert on alternative energy for transportation from the 
Environmental Business Cluster of Silicon Valley, which is a nonprofit clean energy and 
environmental technology commercialization center in San Jose that provides business 
assistance to environmental companies and helps them form technology partnerships and 
networks.   
 
Numerous documents and web pages were consulted as indicated in the attached Appendix. 
 
 
Findings  
 
C/CAG has published for final review a draft of the report, “San Mateo County Energy 
Strategy 2012,” which presents detailed information and many suggestions for ways in which 
the County and its cities can reduce energy use by the year 2012.  The report focuses on 
natural gas and electric utility conservation.  C/CAG has also coordinated planning and 
communication among the County and City elected officials.   
 
The County Facilities Management Staff has developed and implemented cost-effective 
energy conservation measures that include: 



 
• Replacement of lighting in most County buildings (and some leased space through 

agreements with the landlords) with high efficiency fluorescent lights and ballasts. 
• Inefficient chillers and boilers have been replaced.   
• Elevator motors are being replaced with more efficient ones.  
• Window films are planned as heat barriers for County buildings.   
• Motion detectors are being placed in some areas to turn off lights when unneeded.  

Otherwise, they are left off.  Other equipment changeouts are in process. 
The County Public Works Department is replacing aged vehicles with more fuel-efficient 
models. 
 
SamTrans is a major consumer of the fuel used by county agencies.  Among their efforts to 
improve fuel efficiency and reduce costs are the following: 
 

• Changed engines in 137 buses to achieve 25% reduction in fleet average emissions and 
a 40% increase in fuel economy. 

• Modified routes to encourage transit use and thereby reduce countywide emissions. 
• Adopted policy for and has been pursuing funding for electrification of Caltrain, which 

would increase transit efficiency, save money, and reduce emissions. 
• Engaged in experimental alternate energy programs sponsored, in large part, by state 

and federal programs. 
 
Green Team members have worked (both in their individual neighborhoods and in the County 
workplace) to promote and implement: 
 

• Bicycle commuting. 
• Car-pooling. 
• Subsidized mass transit for County employees.  
• “Point of use” signage, to remind employees to turn off lights and computers when not 

in use. 
 
The Sierra Club’s Cool Cities Project is aligned with the U. S. Mayors Climate Protection 
Agreement.  It promotes these main strategies:  
 

• Green vehicle fleets. 
• Energy efficiency. 
• Renewable energy. 

 
To date, the County and 16 of 20 cities in the County have engaged in at least one of the five 
milestones3 of the Cool Cities Campaign.  The cities which have not engaged are Brisbane, 
Colma, Daly City, and East Palo Alto. 

                                                 
3 The milestones are:  1. Establish campaign; 2. Engage community; 3. Sign formal 
Mayors’ climate protection agreement; 4. Take initial solution steps; 5. Implement 
advanced energy solutions. 



 
Conclusions  
 
The County agencies and programs examined by the Grand Jury have recognized the 
importance of energy conservation, both for environmental improvement and for reducing the 
impact of increasing fuel costs on the County budget.  Those organizations have not only 
recognized the importance of energy conservation, they have also made good progress toward 
achieving significant levels of energy conservation.   
 
C/CAG’s appointment of the Utilities and Sustainability Task Force turned out to be a very 
important step toward more efficient energy use in the County.  That Task Force did a 
comprehensive review of our county’s non-transportation energy expenditures, and the 
possible ways in which those expenditures can be reduced.  Many of the suggestions proposed 
by the Task Force have already been implemented, and plans are in effect for implementing 
many of the remaining recommendations. 
 
Aside from private vehicles, much of the energy used for transportation in our county is used 
by SamTrans and Caltrain vehicles.  The SamTrans refitting of buses with cleaner, more 
efficient engines was an important step toward reducing fuel costs.  Other SamTrans 
activities, such as possible Caltrain electrification, revising bus routes to be more attractive 
and studies of alternative fuels for their vehicles, have had some impact to date, but hold 
promise for considerably more cost and efficiency improvements in the future.   
 
Efforts to reduce fuel consumption by vehicles operated by the government agencies in our 
county have not been consistent.  Some cities, the County, and agencies, such as SamTrans, 
have paid considerable attention to the problems of fuel usage, whereas other agencies seem 
to have been less concerned.   
 
The Green Team and Cool Cities programs have been quite active in our county.  These 
programs have brought many correctible inefficiencies to the attention of those officials who 
can bring about changes.   
 
 
Recommendations  
 
The Grand Jury recommends that City/County Association of Governments:  
 

1. Work with cities, the County, and independent agencies to ensure implementation of 
the recommendations set forth by the Utilities and Sustainability Task Force in their 
San Mateo County Energy Strategy.  

 
2. Appoint another task force to do an in depth study, with practical recommendations for 

reducing transportation-related energy use by cities, the County, and independent 
agencies.  The new task force would be composed of experts from a variety of fields, 
such as was the case for the Utilities and Sustainability Task Force. 

 



3. Encourage cities, the County, and independent agencies to share ideas and coordinate 
efforts toward improving efficiency of the vehicle fleets.   

 
4. Work with cities, the County, and independent agencies to ensure implementation of 

the recommendations set forth by the new transportation energy use task force (see #2 
above) when it completes its work.  

 
5. Continue supporting Green Team and Cool Cities programs. 

 
The Grand Jury recommends that the SamTrans Board of Directors:  
 

1. Encourage staff members to continue tests and studies of alternative fuels and 
electrification for their vehicles and to continue to share their expertise with other 
county agencies. 

 
2. Continue to be poised to expand SamTrans service should increasing fuel costs cause 

the public to suddenly move from cars to mass transit. 
 

3. Encourage Caltrain to expand service should increasing fuel costs cause the public to 
suddenly move from cars to mass transit. 

 
The Grand Jury recommends that the San Mateo County Board of Supervisors: 
 

1. Continue to support and recognize the efforts of County management through its 
Green Team initiatives to conserve energy and reduce carbon emissions.  

 
The Grand Jury recommends that the Cities of Brisbane, Colma, Daly City, and East Palo 
Alto: 
 

1. Initiate engagement in the five milestones of the Cool Cities program, thereby 
achieving the enrollment of all cities within San Mateo County.  



Appendix:  Sources of Information 
 

Documents 
 
Chandler, K. and L. Eudy, 2006: Santa Clara Valley Transportation Authority and San 
Mateo County Transit District – Fuel Cell Transit Buses: Evaluation Results, National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory, Golden, CO ( Tech Rept. NREL/TP-560-40615), 74 pp.  
 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2007: Climate Change 2007: Synthesis 
Report – Summary for Policymakers, 22 pp. 
 
P3, Pollution Prevention Post, 2008, (Vol. 1, No. 2), 4 pp. 
 
San Mateo County Transportation Authority, 2007: Progress Report, 12 pp. 
 
San Mateo County Utilities and Sustainability Task Force (USTF), 2007: San Mateo 
County Energy Strategy 2012 – final draft for review, 72 pp. 
 
Sustainable San Mateo County Indicators Project, 2008: Indicators for a Sustainable San 
Mateo County – Twelfth Annual Report Card • April 2008, Sustainable San Mateo 
County Indicators Project, San Mateo, CA, 80 pp. 
 
 

World Wide Web sources: 
http://coolcities.us/state.php?state=CA 
http://www.ccag.ca.gov/ 
http://www.energy.ca.gov/gasoline/ 
http://www.environmentalcluster.org/ 
http://www.ipcc.ch/ 
http://www.samtrans.com/ 
http://www.samtrans.com/news_2003_remanufacturing.html 
http://www.smcta.com/ 
http://www.sustainablesanmateo.org 







COUNTY OF SAN MATEO 
Inter-Departmental Correspondence 

 
County Manager’s Office 

 
DATE: August 18, 2008 

BOARD MEETING DATE: September 9, 2008 
SPECIAL NOTICE: None 
VOTE REQUIRED: None 

 
TO: 
 

Honorable Board of Supervisors 

FROM: 
 

John L. Maltbie, County Manager 

SUBJECT: 2007-08 Grand Jury Response 
 
RECOMMENDATION 

Accept this report containing the County’s responses to the following 2007-08 Grand 
Jury report: Energy Conservation in San Mateo County.   

VISION ALIGNMENT: 

Commitment: Responsive, effective and collaborative government. 
Goal 20: Government decisions are based on careful consideration of future impact, 
rather than temporary relief or immediate gain. 

 
This activity contributes to the goal by ensuring that all Grand Jury findings and 
recommendations are thoroughly reviewed by the appropriate County departments 
and that, when appropriate, process improvements are made to improve the quality 
and efficiency of services provided to the public and other agencies. 
DISCUSSION 

The County is mandated to respond to the Grand Jury within 90 days from the date 
that reports are filed with the County Clerk and Elected Officials are mandated to 
respond within 60 days. To that end, attached is the County’s response to the Grand 
Jury report on Recycling Performance Measurements issued on June 18, 2008.   
 
 
 
 
 
 



Energy Conservation Activities 
Findings: 
 
Staff agrees with the findings in the report relating to County operations and 
programs.   

 
Recommendations: 

 
The Grand Jury Recommends that the Board of Supervisors: 

•  Continue to support and recognize the efforts of County management 
through its Green Team initiatives to conserve energy and reduce 
carbon emissions. 
  

Response: Concur.  The Board is very supportive of all the Department and Green 
Team efforts to reduce carbon emissions from county activities. 
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