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By KAyLA PLATT ANd CAroLINE JUdy

regionaL renewabLe 
energy proCurement
Power through partnerships   

many of us in local government 
have been talking about regional 
partnerships as a way of reduc-

ing the cost of services, but are we really 
willing to “walk the talk”? Cities and 
counties that try to collaborate often run 
into challenges with governance or legal 
requirements. Or the agencies simply 
run out of energy and enthusiasm before 
results can be delivered.

Yet quietly and often successfully, 
there is one area of local government 
where collaboration is working: 
procurement. While many communities 
partner to piggyback off of each other’s 
procurement contracts for goods and 
services, Alameda County, California, is 
using a model of collaborative procure-
ment to help other public agencies 
develop renewable energy projects on 
public facilities.

Under the Regional Renewable En-
ergy Procurement Project (R-REP), the 
county is leading the procurement pro-
cess for 20 to 30 participating Bay Area 
agencies in Alameda, Contra Costa, San 
Mateo, and Santa Clara counties. The 
R-REP is projected to include more than 
190 sites for a total of up to 50 mega-
watts of power. A technical adviser will 
then group these sites into bid bundles 
based upon type of technology, size, 
location, and site characteristics.

In addition to lowering energy costs 
for participating agencies and reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions, the re-
gional economy will also get a boost, as 
renewable energy projects are initiated 
simultaneously. The R-REP is projected 
to generate more than 600 jobs and 
$200 million in economic activity.

Alameda County is directing the 
procurement in partnership with two 
regional public/private entities. To date, 
the group has focused on outreach and 

education to encourage participation. 
The next step for participating agencies 
is to complete professional site assess-
ments to determine the feasibility of 
each project. Issuance of a request for 
proposal is planned for fall 2012.

This project is an expansion of the 
Silicon Valley Collaborative Renewable 
Energy Procurement Project (SV-REP), 
under which nine Bay Area public 
agencies in two counties developed solar 
projects at 70 sites. Through collabora-
tion, these agencies were able to:
•	 Conserve funds and staff time (saved 

75 to 90 percent in administrative 
costs and time).

•	 Achieve volume discounts and receive 
competitive bids (prices were 10 to 15 
percent lower than going it alone).

•	 Benefit from standardized procure-
ment documents and process.

•	 Receive competitive bids for individual 
sites that might otherwise not have 
been attractive to vendors.

•	 Accelerate deployment of projects.
•	 Use experiences within the collabora-

tion through the procurement process.

Keys to Success: Commitment 
and Guidance
Following a best practice model devel-
oped by key SV-REP stakeholders has 
contributed to the success of the R-REP. 
This step-by-step model for collaborative 
procurement is defined in Purchasing 

Power: Best Practices Guide to Collabora-

tive Solar Procurement (www.jointven-
ture.org/purchasingpower), which was 
published after the conclusion of the 
SV-REP. This publication provides valu-
able guidance to any agency interested in 
collaborative procurement.

Marketing the initiative and attract-
ing interest among agencies was made 
easier by pointing to the success of this 

model in saving the SV-REP participants 
time and money. More than 95 percent 
of the SV-REP projects have been 
completed to date, and the remaining 
projects are in progress.

There is also continuity between the 
R-REP and the SV-REP. Joint Venture 
Silicon Valley Network, a nonprofit 
organization based in San Jose, func-
tioned as the convener in the SV-REP 
and is performing the same function in 
the larger, regional project.

A regional collaboration requires 
many champions. A partnership was 
originally formed between Alameda 
County, as lead agency, and Joint 
Venture Silicon Valley Network, as 
project convener. To expand the project 
to a regional effort, the Contra Costa 
Economic Partnership was engaged as 
a second convener. These two trusted, 
nonprofit organizations lend credibility 
to the project and play an important 
role in performing outreach to agencies 
in their respective geographic areas.

The commitment of senior-level staff 
at the lead agency and adequate time 
devoted to the project by other lead 
agency staff is critical. A champion at 
each participating agency is necessary 
too. For these individuals, the benefits of 
collaboration extend beyond saving time 
and money. They receive support from 
the lead agency, conveners, and techni-
cal advisers to navigate the complexities 
of renewable energy procurement and 
to assist with obtaining buy-in from 
key decision-makers within their own 
organizations.

Another recommended best practice 
for a collaboration of this size is to form 
a leadership team with representatives 
from outside agencies and individuals 
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tives (97 percent) and what percent 
reduced paper usage in the past year 
(88 percent).

We also learned that some initia-
tives needed more marketing and 
publicity to ensure all employees were 
aware of them.

In 2011, the county found that 83 
percent of employees indicated an 
understanding of the concept of sustain-
ability (up from 38 percent in 2007), and 
80 percent reported factoring sustainabil-
ity into their workplace decision making 
(up from 57 percent in 2007).

Remember sustainability is more 
than just being green. Especially in 
challenging financial times, it can be 
important to remember that sustain-
ability is about making good decisions, 
both now and for future generations. 
Focusing on the financial, social, and 
economic impact of a project can help 
to create buy-in from those who may 
not be sold on a project from just its 
environmental benefit.

In 2011, for example, Sedgwick 
County chose to undergo an energy 
audit and a $1.3 million contract for 
energy conservation improvements to 
county-owned facilities. Although the 
environmental benefit of this project 
was clearly valuable, it was the finan-
cial savings of a guaranteed payback by 
reduced energy use within six years or 
less and ongoing savings thereafter that 
helped the project move forward during 
tight financial times.

Challenge employees to make 
positive change. Employees become 
excited when their ideas are recog-
nized and rewarded. The county’s 
sustainability task force, for example, 
learned that some good ideas were not 
being implemented or were being post-
poned because of budget constraints.

As a result, the task force recom-
mended development of a “Sustain-
ability Challenge” that was open to all 
employees. Through this challenge, 

employees and departments could 
submit applications for innovative 
projects that would improve organiza-
tional sustainability.

Selected projects are awarded fund-
ing through a sustainability contin-
gency fund, similar to a grant program, 
which helps departments implement 
new sustainability initiatives. The 
challenge also recognizes winners, 
helping projects to become examples 
for others.

To date, the challenge has awarded 
funding to eight projects and is entering 
its third year. Selected projects have 
included the purchase of diagnostic 
tools to help the facilities department 
identify leaks and energy loss, scan-
ning of personnel files to convert to an 
electronic records management system 
that reduces paper and storage space, 
and an e-learning training system that 
complements the existing training 
curriculum by adding opportunities for 
round-the-clock training, thus benefit-
ing all shifts and reducing mileage and 
travel expenditures.

Be patient. Remember that change 
does not happen overnight. Like mak-
ing any other culture change, imple-
menting sustainability into an organi-
zation’s processes can take time and 
requires careful examination of current 
practices. By identifying champions 
within each program area and helping 
to encourage and reward creativity, 
change can happen step-by-step.

Whether those changes are 
reducing energy use or creating time 
and labor efficiencies, each improve-
ment helps keep us moving on the 
continuum of becoming a better model 
and leader for sustainability. 

Environmental Protection Agency, and the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(to name only a few) are currently funding 
food-related activities.

Finally, do not assume these efforts 
must start and end with your staff 
members. Partnerships and meaningful 
community engagement are critical to all 
of these activities. 

with deep knowledge of the technical 
aspects of renewable energy projects. 
Convening such a group once a month has 
contributed immensely to the success of 
the R-REP.

Easily Replicated
The collaborative model for renewable 
energy procurement can easily be repli-
cated by other regions. Its success has been 
proven not only by the SV-REP, but also 
by several other jurisdictions around the 
country that are using the model.

To start a collaborative, it takes only 
a motivated organization ready to engage 
others. In turn, participants will save time 
and money in the procurement process, 
and reduce both their operating costs and 
greenhouse gas emissions as a result of 
project development. The lead agency 
that makes the resource investment in the 
procurement process benefits from the 
collaborative as well.

Collaborative procurement is one way 
that local governments are changing the 
way we do the business of government. 

LindSey Mahoney is ada 
coordinator, sedgwick County, 
Kansas (lmahoney@sedgwick.gov). 
she has served as a member of 
the sedgwick County sustainabil-

ity Task Force since 2008, and task force 
chairperson in 2010 and 2011.  

Laura GoddeeriS is an outreach 
specialist, Michigan state University Center 
for Regional Food systems, east Lansing, 
Michigan (laurag@msu.edu).

CaroLine Judy is assistant 
director (caroline.judy@acgov.
org) and KayLa PLatt is 
renewable energy associate/
ameriCorps Member (kayla.

platt@acgov.org), General services agency, alameda 
County, California.
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