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City of Aspen’s Renewable Energy Mitigation Program

During the 1990’s, the City of Aspen and Pitkin County began experiencing devastating impacts from monster second homes that were consuming the Roaring Fork Valley’s limited natural resources. Nationwide, the median home is 2,434 square feet. Today, Pitkin County's average new home is 4,953 square feet, with 10 percent greater than 10,000 square feet of conditioned space. The elected officials of the City of Aspen and Pitkin County knew that something had to be done to reduce the impacts of such houses. 

In 1996, the two governments came together and developed an energy code modified from California’s and also established a house cap of 15,000 ft2. However, many people still could not meet the requirements. They wanted more than the code was designed to give. The challenge of helping builders and owners comply with the energy code gave the community an opportunity to create a program unlike anything in the nation or world. 

In 2000, Aspen and Pitkin County launched the Renewable Energy Mitigation Program (REMP) with the assistance the Community Office for Resource Efficiency (CORE). CORE is a local non-profit organization dedicated to promoting renewable energy, energy efficiency and green building in western Colorado and beyond. Designed to promote these goals, REMP is the first program of its kind. Its goal is to keep three tons of carbon out of the air for every ton of excess carbon emitted from the more inefficient new homes in Aspen. The REMP fee is designed to compensate for the excess emissions over the 20 year lifespan of these homes. 

Homeowners who desire snow melting systems or outdoor spas have the option of installing a renewable energy system or paying a renewable energy mitigation fee. The energy for these uses must come from the houses energy budget or up to 50% can be supplied from on-site systems such as solar electric (photovoltaic), solar hot water systems, and hydroelectric or ground source heat pumps. In addition, houses over 5,000 ft2 are required to install a renewable energy system on site or pay a fee of $5,000. The fee for houses over 10,000 ft2 is $10,000. Since the programs inception in 2000 the fund has raised over $5,300,000.  

REMP has modified the way homes are designed in Aspen and other towns in the Roaring Fork Valley.  Homes are built more energy efficient and many have a renewable energy system onsite.

REMP sets a high standard as a carbon tax that equates to $340 per ton of carbon dioxide making it the highest carbon tax in the world. The REMP fee is an example of what happens when a progressive community decides to offer an option to either build to meet the needs of society or pay a tax to offset excessive energy use.  

INNOVATION

In 2000, the City of Aspen and Pitkin County launched an energy code that had the first renewable energy requirement for residential homes. This initiative was named the Renewable Energy Mitigation Program (REMP). The program was designed and implemented with the Community Office for Resource Efficiency (CORE). CORE is a local non-profit dedicated to promoting renewable energy, energy efficiency and green building in western Colorado. 

The City of Aspen adopted an advanced energy code in 1995 from a series of community (grassroots) meetings and activists searching for the invisible energy grid and an answer to gross consumption of non-renewable energy.  Even though the energy code was the first of its kind to set a cap that included energy consumption outside the home, with items such as snow melt and pools/spas, it still did not solve the endless appetite of energy in very large homes.

The next evolution was the creation of REMP, which began to address the consumption by introducing energy limits requiring onsite mitigation with renewable energy systems. Additionally, mitigation fees are set high enough for the affluent homeowners to think twice before adding energy consumptive amenities and make sure their architects design more efficiently.

REMP is designed to compensate for the excess emissions over the twenty year lifespan of snow melt systems, pools or spa systems and for houses with sizes greater than 5,000 square feet. The REMP code includes a renewable energy mitigation fee for homeowners who choose not to install onsite renewable energy systems for their snow melt systems, pools or spas. The money raised by this fee goes to a myriad of projects that save energy and reduce global warming emissions, from energy rebates on efficient appliances to paying capital costs for energy saving measures in large commercial buildings. 

REMP was designed to keep three tons of carbon out of the air for every ton of excess carbon emitted from new homes with exterior energy uses in Aspen (especially those with spas and snow melt systems). REMP is the first program of its kind. It offsets some of the economic and environmental cost of extravagant energy consumption. REMP reduces energy consumption and pollution in a manner that gives the consumer the choice about how to create the reduction. 

Since the program’s inception in 2000, the REMP fund has raised almost $6,000,000 and has revolutionized the way residential homes are designed and built in the Roaring Fork Valley, which includes approximately 45,000 residents and many second home owners. Now, architects are adding features such as solar hot water, solar photovoltaic, and geothermal systems to commercial and non-commercial buildings because of the influence of this program. 

REMP provides the City of Aspen and Pitkin County with a tool to address the issues of development impacts, resource depletion, and climate change. It set the stage for Aspen to develop and implement additional energy-focused programs such as the City of Aspen's Canary Initiative.  The Canary Initiative is a program that makes Aspen a leader in addressing global warming and committing to actual greenhouse gas reduction goals.  www.aspenglobalwarming.com
QUALITY MANAGEMENT

The key to REMP is its customer/stakeholder involvement.  This type of government program with strict energy limits, mitigation and fees would have created a tidal wave of public outcry if it were not for the numerous stakeholder meetings and use of their input. 

It started with a mayor and his mission for an invisible energy grid where homes were designed for efficiency, renewable energy systems were onsite and all feeding the community’s power supply needs.  From there, the City of Aspen began sponsored Energy Town Meetings in the early 1990s. This process involved one hundred people over several months of town meetings, and resulted in the creation of an Aspen & Pitkin County Energy Plan.  Below is a timeline outlining keys moments:

· In 1991, through a series of town meetings the community began to assess how it might reduce energy consumption and use more renewable energy.

· As a result, in 1994, the Community Office for Resource Efficiency was created.

· In 1995, the Aspen/ Pitkin Energy Code was developed and adopted, and revised in 1997, requiring onsite renewable energy for residential buildings. 

· In 1995, local utilities began offering the option of clean wind power to their customers.  

· In 1995, thousands of local households and dozens of local governments in the Roaring Fork Valley began purchasing wind power, giving the Roaring Fork Valley one of the highest participation rates in the country.

· In 1998, the Aspen/Pitkin building department began fielding inquiries about how to meet the onsite renewable energy provision.  

· In 1998, through an extensive public process, the outline for the Renewable Energy Mitigation Program was developed.

· In the fall of 1999, the REMP program was approved by the City of Aspen Council and Pitkin County Board of County Commissioners.  

· In early 2000, REMP went into effect.

· In June of 2000, the first REMP spending proposal was approved. 

· In 2000 and 2001, REMP implementation seminars were offered to builders, architects, and engineers.  

· In the summer of 2001, REMP had collected more than one million dollars in mitigation fees, $900,000 more than expected.

· In 2003, the two local electric utilities began purchasing renewable energy. Now Holy Cross is ranked first amount 930 rural cooperatives and Aspen Electric is ranked first in the nation’s 2000 municipal utilities for their wind share. 

· As of November 2006, REMP has collected almost $6 million, more than two dozen REMP supported projects are underway, and over 50,000 tons of greenhouse gasses have been avoided. 
· In 2007, the City of Aspen begins to take steps to incorporate REMP into new commercial buildings.

THE PARETO PRINCIPLE
Aspen focused on its energy hogs, very large homes (most second homes) that consume large amounts of energy even though they sit unoccupied most of the year.  These were the black eyes of a progressively environmentally conscious community.  However, instead of restricting the very lifestyle that Aspen attracts, the government designed a building code that provided the customer with choices.  It was up to the customer to decide on what energy efficiency measures and renewable energy options they would use.  Given the choice over half have installed onsite renewable energy systems and Aspen’s goal is for one day to have close to 100% onsite systems.

VALUE PROPOSITION

REMP provided a means to serve the community’s needs of limiting energy consumption with the customer’s design and building needs.  The key is to provide stakeholder input and also options for the home builder & owner.  City staff and CORE staff worked with the designers, engineers, architects, developers and builders to make the program palatable.  Meetings were held with these stakeholders to build a consensus on what must be done and how it can be done.  Once consensus was agreed, REMP was ready for unveiling to City Council and in the end unanimous formal adoption of the program.

REMP’s mitigation fee also provides benefits in the form of renewable energy project grants for schools, public facilities, affordable housing and more.  It also provides energy star rebates to all citizens in the Roaring Fork Valley (Aspen, Basalt, Pitkin County, Snowmass Village, El Jebel, Glenwood Springs communities) and solar panel installation rebates.

From energy efficient homes to onsite renewable systems installed on single family homes and multi-family buildings, schools, recreation facilities and more, Aspen’s REMP provides huge environmental benefits. These benefits include reduction in greenhouse gas emissions to air pollution from coal powered electric.  Economically it benefits the community in lower power bills and the ability to sell back energy to the power companies. Currently the rate is eighty cents of every dollar spent on gas and electric bills leaves the community, therefore lower energy bills add to community economic value.

BUILDING ORGANIZATION CAPACITY

In order to solve this community problem of endless energy consumption, Aspen’s City Council had confidence in its staff, especially the Chief Building Official.  They set the wheels to motion when directing staff to work with CORE and the stakeholders to solve this problem.  They gave them the resources and the decision making authority to develop of program.  The only step left for City Council was final approval. But this was made easier by staff’s stakeholder work that built trust and respect in the process.

MANAGEMENT PHILOSOPHY and CULTURE

Aspen approaches its issues and problems with a simple philosophy.  Provide the citizen with an opportunity to be a part of the solution and then develop a series of alternatives that give them a choice.

Aspen developed a way to conserve energy with efficiency without eliminating luxury.  It did this by saying, “Yes, but…”  Yes, the homeowner can have a 10,000 square foot home with snow melted driveways and a hot tub.  However, the home itself must be super efficient, with a solar hot water heater for the snowmelt, photovoltaic panels on the guest house and the homeowner may have to pay up to $100,000.  And that money will be used in local renewable energy projects that payback three to one!

INTEGRATED PROCESSES

As stated many times, city staff went to the stakeholders to develop REMP.  Staff also worked with the designers, architects and engineers to design homes and snow melt systems more efficient and with renewable energy systems.  We used their expertise to ensure the success of REMP by having doable solutions to the strict energy cap for building parcels.

Staff was afforded the expertise of several consultants to design the specifics of the energy code and the calculations for the energy cap.  The building code was the mechanism for REMP.  Developing the mitigation payment option calculation was very challenging and staff worked with professionals from Pacific Northwest Labs and the software company that developed the California Residential Code.  Professionals from NREL also joined in with developing energy calculations and testing the buildings after they were completed to see how well REMP was accomplishing the goal of reducing energy consumption.

APPLICABLE RESULTS and REAL WORLD ADVICE

Following are the three most important measures used to evaluate REMP’s success over the last several years:

1) The quantity of greenhouse gas emissions eliminated through the expenditure of REMP funds.  It is important to understand that energy saving investments installed in a given year, continue to avoid CO2 emissions for the life of the system. For the 2004 and 2005 REMP investments in efficiency, over 100,000 tons of carbon dioxide emissions will be kept out of the atmosphere over the 20 year expected life of the systems. In 2004, 41 homes fell under the REMP requirements and in 2005, the number had jumped to 73.

Until this year, CORE has tracked only to-date projects, not year by year. Below is a list of the completed projects that will cause REMP to offset at least 2 pounds of CO2 for every pound permitted under REMP over 20 years. Currently these projects are offsetting 6-8 lbs. of CO2 for every pound permitted: Aspen fire station lighting retrofit, installation of Energy Star appliances in a large multi-family affordable housing project, valley-wide transit maintenance facility lighting retrofit, solar installation rebates, Pitkin County’s wastewater treatment plant lighting retrofit, design and installation of new Aspen Middle School efficiency measures, solar back-up power for Carbondale’s emergency operations center, Utah coal mine methane collection system investment, green design grants for several local non-profits, solar powered pre-heaters in two affordable housing projects, an energy audit at a historic arts community center, installation of large solar hot water systems at two large affordable housing projects, construction of a 15-kilowatt hydro system, a large hotel parking garage lighting retrofit, and energy efficient lighting in the new Aspen High School.
2) The number of renewable energy systems installed in the City of Aspen and Pitkin County. Through the City of Aspen and Pitkin County’s REMP code an average of twenty homeowners out of 150 permits per year have installed onsite renewable systems.  However, the most recent estimate is that 94% of the homeowners who are permitted under REMP are paying the some mitigation fee to meet the requirement.  This is the main reason REMP funding has dramatically increased and increased the amount invested in renewable energy spending projects. Some of these projects were listed above.

3) The amount of renewable energy purchased with REMP funds. 1200 wind blocks (100 kwh/block) have been purchased with REMP funds, and 150,000 kwh/year of hydro power has been constructed, keeping out 243 tons of carbon dioxide annually

OUR ADVICE TO OTHERS

For success, a community must have a strong city council or governing body that supports the need to solve its energy or environmental hog.  The focus must be on the big problem not the small ones or the results will be negligible.  The problem for your community may not be snowmelt, but instead air conditioners or it could be water consumption not energy.  REMP’s principles can be applied to any of these issues.

The second and as important is to have a transparent stakeholder process.  Involve the people who do the work every day: the architects, designers, builders, engineers and developers. Do not create regulation and codes in a vacuum.  Do engage the local building community to design your program for your specific community.

Finally, remember your building department has the most powerful tool a local government can have…your building code!  By including an energy code with a cap you have just provided a mechanism to capture and rein in your biggest offenders of energy consumption. The benefactors of the improvements to the built environment are our communities and the preservation of limited natural resources.
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