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Polk County officials expect
energy savings of $300,000
By Beth Dalbey 
Polk County received a $78,000 grant to implement an environmental management system 
Polk County expects to reap savings of $300,000 through energy-efficiency measures being implemented in five buildings it owns.

The county received a $78,000 U.S. Department of Energy Rebuild America grant to make county-owned facilities more energy efficient. The overriding goal of the program is to reduce waste at its source, said Bruce Greiner, manager of the county's Department of General Services. 

Cost-control measures include everything from installing more energy-efficient lighting in buildings to educating county workers about the energy savings that can be realized by turning off their office lights when they leave for short periods during the day and shutting down their computers at the end of the day, he said.

The federal money is funneled through the state Department of Natural Resources for its Rebuild Iowa program, which currently has six government partners: Cedar Falls, Centerville, Hamilton County, Muscatine, a joint partnership between Winnebago and Worth counties, and Polk County, the largest of the program participants.

Polk County is initially targeting the administration building, the courthouse, the jail, the central maintenance facility, and the public works and planning building. Other facilities will be added to the program if the grant is renewed in subsequent years. A one-time expenditure is necessary to implement improvements, and Greiner said the county won't recoup the investment until after three years. "But in the fourth year, it's money in the bank," he said.

Simple measures, such as selecting the correct utility-rate schedule for buildings, disconnecting service to unoccupied buildings, installing motion sensors in restrooms and conference rooms, and turning off the lights in corridors after hours have already saved Polk County $10,000, said Chris Frantsvog, the county's energy resource coordinator who was hired with part of the Rebuild Iowa grant money. But the savings aren't just in dollars and cents, he said. A reduction in electricity use results in a corresponding decrease in harmful emissions from power plants.

Greiner and Frantsvog also plan to look at contracts to manage waste streams, which currently are negotiated on a department-by-department basis, to see where money can be saved. They're coaching county employees on when to print e-mails and when to refer to them onscreen. Frantsvog offers tips on energy conservation and other waste-reduction efforts in a weekly newsletter called "Weekly Waste Not."

"It makes it fun, yet they're really great facts that get us thinking," Supervisor Angela Connolly said. "It's a fun way for us to keep in the loop. People are talking about it, and it appears to be working."

Connolly said the energy conservation measures are especially important during an era of lean budgets. "Having an environmental management system of some sort will save us tax dollars," she said. "In order to get there, we needed the federal dollars to help steer us in the right direction."

Greiner and Frantsvog are optimistic the program will get more money in the Rebuild Iowa program's next round of funding. Proposals to the DNR are due Oct. 31, and grants will be awarded around Dec. 1.

Environmental management systems are used by more than 10,000 companies, primarily manufacturers, worldwide, but are still rare in the public sector. Polk County is one of the first local governments in the Midwest working on an EMS.
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