LEADERSHIP

A Bright Idea

A Kansas fire depariment takes a unique approach
10 reducing its energy consumption. sy marIL vAzZLETT

For Chief Mark Bradford of Law-
rence-Bouglas County (Kan.) Fire-Med-
ical, the concept was worth a shot. He
signed off on the “Energy Smackdown”
— an energy-efficiency competition
between his department’s five stations,
which had as its goal the reduction of
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electricity use during the peak four
months of summer, when air-condition-
ing bills typically are at their highest.
Like chiefs everywhere, Bradford was
looking to cut operating costs. As a 34-
year veteran of the fire service, he knew
his stations both sawa lot of use and used
a lot of energy. The department serves
a college town of about 90,000 people,
provides emergency medical services to

about 25,000 more in Douglas County
(a total avea of almost 500 square miles),
runs a call volume of approximately
10,000 per year, and maintains 4o uni-
formed personnel on duty at all times,

When the city and county hired
Eileen Horn as its sustainability coordi-
nator, in order to make theix operations
more energy efficient, Bradford was
eager to hear Horn's ideas.

“With energy efficiency, it can be
hard to know where to start,” Bradford
said. “Building retrofits are pretty expen-
sive and you're not always sure they’ll
pay off”

Hotn did offer support with energy
audits and retrofits. However, she also
offered a complementary approach — a
contest that would motivate firefighters
to reduce energy use while living and
working at the stations.

Bradford saw the potential to spark
an important departmental change.

“As a chief, T don’t want to go around
locking thermostats,” he said. “What [
want is to raise awareness, sustain change
and establish a culture where people
want to save energy. Energy and conser-
vation behavior change aren’t sustainable
from the top down. It’s only sustainable
if the employee wants to do it”

However, neither Bradford nor Horn
foresaw how the shori-term contest
would spark new questions about how
the fire service can save energy.

Getiing Past the Skepticism
Bradford turned the contest over to the
department’s Green Team, whose vol-
unteers come from throughout —— dif-
ferent ranks, different stations and dif-
ferent shifts. They worked with Horn to
integrate the energy-saving competition
with the fivefighter culture.

Horn’s specialty is developing com-
munity-level solutions for saving energy,
with experience in commercial, indus-
trial and munieipal applications. The
Energy Smackdown idea came from
her previous success in implementing
the award-winning Take Charge com-
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petition, which recently was featured
as a national best practice by Lawrence
Berkeley Labs.

However, this was Horn’s first close
fook at a fire station. Leaving aside the
fuel inefficiencies inherent with appa-
ratus — which literally made her shud-
der — many of the buildings also were
problematic,

“My first gut reaction?” Horn said.
“Wow, fire stations use a truly incredible
amount of energy. Of course, the flip
side is they have huge opportunities for
energy savings,”

Horn did see a serious barrier —
the same one she sees in other sectots.
“When the building occupant is not
the one paying the bills, they don’t bear
any direct consequence for their energy

“Fire stations use a truly
incredible amount of energy.
Of course, the flip side is
they have huge opportunities

for energy savings.’

— EILEEN HORN,
SUSTAINABILITY COORDINATOR

behavior,” she said. “And while building
and maintenance staff might see oppor-
tunities for savings, they often don’t have
a way to communicate to the building
occupants.”

But Horn also saw an opportunity.

“Firefighters have a pretly unique
training and mentoring culture,” Horn
said. “They have protocols and a built-in
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sense of how to do things, and they're
a group used to structure and perfor-
mance. Actually, if any work culture can
successfully adopt energy-saving behav-
iors, then it's probably firefighters.”

At first, though, Lt. Scott Seratte, a
Green Team member, was skeptical.

“Twas pretty hesitant,” he said. “First,
firefighters can be very stubborn and
they doi't like change very much. I also
know there are guys who don’t have
their thermostats set at home like they
set it at the fire station. Second, we’re
there 24/7 — and with three shifts, we're
like three different families at one sta-
tion, Like most families, we all do things
a little differently”

Still, Seratte thought there might be
hope.

“The idea of a competition really
made all the difference,” he said. “It was
worth a try. And having food as a reward
for winning made it even better.”

Indeed, food plays a major part in
Horn’s program-design tips.

“First, find your staff’s specific moti-
vation,” she said. “Free food? Bragging
rights? Paid time off? Donations to a
fivefighter charity? If you dor’t have the
right prize waiting at the end, then no
one will care” '

Second, develop clearly understood
rules, “Ask the firefighters,” Horn said.
“What would help keep this fair?”

The Green Team faced a big challenge
in this regard: How could it craft the

“competition’s rules to ensure that inef-

ficient buildings weren’t penalized? The
solution was to compare each station’s
energy use in 2011 to what it used in 2010
the station with the largest percentage
reduction was to be declared the winner,

Education zalso was important. Horn

-visited every station to offer informa-

tion on major behavioral changes —
such as turning off lights, treadmills and
other appliances; raising thermostats
two degrees; and installing smart power
strips for office equipment,

Another key was measurement and
feedback. “You need clear metrics, so
stations know where they stand,” Horn

said. She also sent out regular e-mails
with updates on contest standirigs.

Horn tracked the overall results, but
Green Team members and other volun-
teers actually ran the competition at the .
stations, This meant that the Smackdown
occurred outside of the usual command
structure.

“It didn’t come down from the cap-
tains,” Seratte said. “If this push had come
directly from the adminisiration, I don’t
think it would have been as successful”

Impressive Results

Even so, competition leaders did encoun-
ter some resistance. For example, some
firefighters heard about the contest and _
immediately came up with reasons why
they wouldn't succeed. However, others
instantly started plotting ways to win,

Team leader Seratte outlined his
approach to motivating shift members
at his station.

“Set clear goals, point out places
where you can do better — and make
sure people have the tools and the infor-
mation they need to actually make a
difference,” he said. “Firefighters need
tools, they get into that, Give them room
to experiment, give them accountabil-
ity, feedback and encouragement, and
a reward for getting results. That'll get
them on board.”

However, Serrate advised that not
every firefighter will care about saving
energy.

“Saving the world works for some
people, not for others.” he said. “You're
not actually going to get everyone, but
you'll get enough to make a difference.”

In fact, even one motivated person
per station can make a difference, he
said. “You don’t have to make a big deal.
Just go around a couple tinies of day and
make sure things are unplugged. When -
everyone is in bed, bump the thermostat
up a notch or two.”

Even in the early stages, the con-
test provided some unexpected results.
Competition did work to motivate fire-
fighters — maybe a little too well.

“I would drive by at night and guys
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had turned off every single light in the
apparatus bays,” Bradford said. “I was
worried that if they got up for a call,
they'd fall down and knock themselves
out. If we'd held this contest in the win-
ter, we'd have had busted pipes.”

There also were instances of sabotage
— for instance, when the stations that

were leading the competition went out

on calls, the other stations would sneak
over to turn on their lights and lower
their thermostats.

On the other hand, the competi-
tion caused firefighters to start notic-
ing the energy features and deficiencies
of their buildings. For example, Brad-
ford received multiple reports of lights
permanently left on due to missing on/
off switches, missing window shades
or awnings on south-facing windows,
HVAC systems not working properly,
and so on. A pile of building mainte-
nance requests was the result,

Even with a few bumps in the road,
the Energy Smackdown results wefe
impressive:

5 Over four months, the five stations
reduced energy conswmption by more
than 10%.

7+ The winner reduced usage by more
20% {Station No. 2, led by Seratte},
and the second-place winner (Station
No. 3, Jed by Engineer Heath Betherd)
reduced usage by 18%.

= All five stations saved a total of 41,720
kw hours of energy, or enough to
operate 43 houses for a month.
Merrian Goggio Borgeson, an energy

researcher with Lawrence Berkeley Labs,

was impressed by the results.

“Since competitions seem to work
well for this group, maybe they could
take it to the next level — ask the fire-
fighters themselves to compete to come
up with more ideas on how to save
energy, she said.

Horn also was impressed and added
that the Bnergy Smackdown easily can
be replicated. “The nice thing is that you
don’t even need a sustainability person
liké me to help with the contest,” she
said. “It’s so simple that anyone can rep-
licate it, at any fire department.”

Perhaps most important, the Energy
Smiackdown successfully raised aware-
ness throughout the departiment, accord-
ing to Bradford.

“Top to bottom, the organization
started thinking about saving energy,” he
said, “Tt was the beginning of a culture
change.”

Sustainability is a Challenge
Time will tell. Right now it’s too early

to determine whether the new energy

behaviors will stick. Indeed, early fol-
Iow-up shows that while the winning
stations continue to their reduce energy
use, usage at losing stations has stayed

Clrcle 331 or visit freeproductinfo.net/fire
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flat or has increased since the competi-
tion ended.

“Short competitions are great for
raising awareness,” Horn said, “The real-
ly hard work, though, comes in institu-
tionalizing the changes.”

Borgeson agreed. “No one can sustain
heroic, extreme acts in saving energy,”
she said. “It has to become standard
operating procedure, a new normal. This
kind of culture change is hard and takes
a while”

Indeed, over the course of the contest,
Seratte noticed potential barriers to fur-
ther savings.

“No one on any shift at any station
has centralized knowledge about the
buildings — what energy-efficiency tech-
nologies they already have installed, how
they operate,” he said. “If we had some-
one like an energy manager, we would
have an institutional memory for that
stuff, and they would have the technical
expertise to answer our questions. Fire-
fighters tend to have a lot of technical
questions, and they really need to under-
stand and trust technology before they
will use it”

Seratte also pointed to the need for
more energy training.

“It would really help to have Eileen
come in yearly, give us a rundown on
énergy use for each station, and where
we could save,” he said. “Then she
needs to be really clear about where the
savings go ~— who or what gets those
extra dollars?” ,

Bradford agreed that training and
mentoring would play a big role. “We
need constant marketing on this topic
from the city coordinator,” he said.
“We need Eileen reminding us how our
actions make a difference, and we need
the Green Team for their leadership”

Bradford also started to wonder about
other ways to institutionalize energy efii-
ciency into the fire culture,

“Why not make energy efficiency
part of our operational goals?” he asked.
“Why not add it into our protocols, poli-
cies and strategic plans? Why can’t we
make energy use part of the accredita-
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tion process? ... Operations, budget,
capital costs, consumable costs, contrac-
tual costs — energy decisions are part of
all of these” )

Borgeson suggested another alternative,

“Some cities and other units of gov-
ernment have signed energy pledges,
where they promise to reduce energy use

»

by a certain percentage by a certain date;
she said. “Also, a leader in this area is the
Department of Defense. In the last few
years, the armed services have radically
transformed their approach to energy.
They would make a great model for the
fire service) m

Manil Hazlett is a freelance wiiter based in Kansas.
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