
Energy Policy Initiatives Center, USD 
12/09/2019

JULY 2022

Zero Net Energy Action 

Bulletin
Funding Climate Equity in San Diego 
In March of 2021, the City of San Diego voted to 
create a pioneering Climate Equity Fund (CEF) to 
finance infrastructure projects in disadvantaged 
communities. The city will use its Climate Equity 
Index, which compiles environmental, health, 
economic, and other data to determine eligibility 
for funding. Many of the eligible neighborhoods 
are areas of historical disinvestment and have 
suffered from discriminatory policies such as 
redlining, which contributed to racial segregation. 

Climate Equity Index

“We not only accomplished the goal of 
increasing the equity infrastructure 
investment to our disadvantaged 
communities and addressing our 
Climate Action Plan goals, but 
we send a strong message to our 
underserved residents that it is a 
new day in the City of San Diego,” 
said Councilmember Vivian Moreno. 

The fund will be used for infrastructure to bolster 
climate change adaptation and resiliency, such as 
parks, bike lanes, and pedestrian improvements.

The CEF will be funded by allocation of a 
percentage of the Gas Tax, Transnet, and Annual 
Gas and Electric Franchise Fees. According to 
SDG&E’s 2021 Sustainability Strategy Update, 
they will contribute $30 million (shareholder/
SDG&E equity-funded) for initiatives focused on 
infrastructure improvements and solar adoption. 
The city’s General Fund will receive $20 million 
for its climate action and climate equity goals. 
The remaining $10 million will fund solar energy 
rebates in the target neighborhoods. 

https://www.sandiego.gov/climatefuture
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/2019_climate_equity_index_report.pdf
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/2019_climate_equity_index_report.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Redlining
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/2019_climate_equity_index_report.pdf
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/cd8-newsrelease210309.pdf
https://www.sdge.com/sites/default/files/documents/Sustainability_2021.pdf


New Report Highlights Health 
Benefits of Building Electrification 
Electrification of buildings, transportation, and industry 
is a critical means to avoid the worst impacts of climate 
change and improve health outcomes. A new report by 
RMI, Decarbonizing Homes: Improving Health in Low-
Income Communities through Beneficial Electrification, 
draws the connection between equitable electrification 
and housing that provides a safe and healthy indoor 
environment. 

Electrification refers to using electricity as the sole energy 
source in a home or building, eliminating the on-site 
combustion of fossil fuels. Prioritization of low-income 
communities in the transition to electrify buildings is 
critical for multiple reasons, including health impacts. 
RMI’s research found “that energy insecurity—the inability 
to adequately meet basic household energy needs—
affects a wide range of health issues, from stress and 
mental health to poor sleep and cardiovascular and 
respiratory health.” Authors of the report use “beneficial 
electrification” to underscore the benefits of electrification 
to the end-user, such as improved health, in addition to 
the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), and 
improving building grid-interactivity. 

A significant source of health issues in buildings is 
the combustion of fossil fuels in appliances such as 
stoves and ovens, which releases pollutants into homes 
such as nitrogen dioxide (NO2), can lead to decreased 
lung function, asthma exacerbation, and other health 
concerns. Children have greater risks from indoor air 
pollutants due to higher breathing and activity rates, and 
immature respiratory and immune systems. For example, 
high levels of NO2 increase children’s risk of asthma by 
42%. Research shows that low-income and communities 
of color are more likely to experience poor health due to 
indoor pollution and outdoor sources of pollution related 
to proximity to power plants and industry.

Beneficial electrification can help address health 
inequity through new construction and retrofits. These 
projects reduce energy loads with high-performance 
building envelopes, ensure adequate ventilation, include 
all-electric equipment and appliances, and provide 
on-site renewable energy with storage. A holistic, 
and potentially phased approach to electrification is 
emphasized by the authors: “housing deficiencies such 
as structural issues, asbestos, mold, or inadequate 
wiring must be addressed before or in conjunction 
with moving from fossil fuel equipment ensure that all 
Americans have access to a carbon neutral future.” 

As Americans spend 90% of their time 
indoors, buildings are inextricably linked 
to health. Beneficial electrification that 
prioritizes low income and communities of 
color is a key solution. 

For more information:  
https://rmi.org/insight/
decarbonizing-homes/
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Beneficial electrification of housing 
should lower housing cost burdens and 
improve housing quality to create a safe 
and healthful indoor environment, while 
reducing GHGs and improving how 
buildings interact with the electric grid.

1
Reducing energy load with safe, high-performance 
building envelopes and safeguarding indoor 
environmental quality by controlling indoor air 
movement through air sealing, compartmentalization, 
and balanced mechanical ventilation

2
Installing highly efficient, all-electric equipment and 
appliances, such as heating and cooling equipment, 
domestic hot water heaters, stoves, and clothes 
dryers, and ensuring adequate electrical service

3
Using demand controls, on-site renewable energy, 
and energy storage to manage the amount and timing 
of electrical energy consumption

Source: https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/

https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/
https://www.greentechmedia.com/articles/read/so-what-exactly-is-building-electrification
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/
https://newbuildings.org/improving-health-and-resilience-through-better-building-design/
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/ 
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/ 
https://rmi.org/insight/decarbonizing-homes/


Is Efficient Hot Water Heating the 
Solution to Climate Change? 
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Water heating accounts for up to 32% of energy use in single and 
multifamily homes. Heat pump water heaters (HPWH) have been called 
a “secret weapon in the climate change fight” due to their ability to save 
energy, serve as thermal storage for the grid, and create good-paying 
green jobs. Transitioning all hot water heaters in the U.S. to HPWH has the 
potential to save almost 100 million tons of CO2, which is roughly equivalent 
to the energy used by 12 million homes in a year.  

HPWHs work like a refrigerator in reverse by moving heat from the air 
into a water tank using an electric compressor. Ambient air warms a cold 
refrigerant which is then compressed, increasing its temperature and 
heating the water. HPWHs are two to four times as efficient as standard 
water heaters and are available both for replacement scenarios and new 
construction in the residential and commercial markets. 

Several California IOUs are researching HPWH’s ability to save and store 
energy to support the electric grid. For example, when renewable energy 
production peaks in the afternoon, grid operators can activate grid-
connected HPWHs to heat and store hot water for use in the evening 
when hot water demand spikes, effectively transforming them into thermal 
batteries. Similarly, HPWH can be “charged” before a planned power 
outage due to wildfire threats or extreme weather events. 

The Advanced Water Heating Initiative, a national partnership of over 
160 partner organizations focused on making HPWHs universal in every 
home and business, highlights the workforce development component 
of HPWHs. A massive effort to manufacture, sell, and install HPWHs 
will create desirable jobs across the supply chain, potentially increasing 
investment in underserved communities. 

As California Energy Commissioner  
Andrew McAllister said, 

“Not only can we help 
decarbonize buildings with 
heat pump water heaters, but 
we will also help develop a U.S. 
workforce to manufacture and 
install these products, creating 
good-paying jobs to get it done.”

Credit: Alexi Miller

https://www.bloombergquint.com/technology/how-your-water-heater-can-be-a-secret-weapon-in-the-climate-change-fight
https://www.advancedwaterheatinginitiative.org/
https://www.advancedwaterheatinginitiative.org/
https://www.epa.gov/energy/greenhouse-gas-equivalencies-calculator
https://www.advancedwaterheatinginitiative.org/
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605d0aa46f4b6f47e0ab88af/t/60a29d8708554025bfc4a850/1621269895464/Press+Release_AWHI+Final.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/605d0aa46f4b6f47e0ab88af/t/60a29d8708554025bfc4a850/1621269895464/Press+Release_AWHI+Final.pdf


Hines La-Jolla-Commons | San Diego, CA
Credit: Justin Moore Scott

ZNE Project 
Spotlight
Tower II La Jolla 
Commons

ZERO NE T ENERGY ACTION BULLE TIN • JULY 2022 |  4

In 2014, Houston-based Hines sought to develop 
the largest ZNE building in the country. The result 
was Tower II La Jolla Commons, a modern 13-story, 
415,000-square-foot Class A office tower in San Diego’s 
University Town Center. 

When designed, Tower II reflected Hines’ commitment to sustainability, 
optimizing energy efficiency, reducing carbon emissions, and minimizing 
waste and water impacts. LPL Financial, the sole tenant, viewed their 
lease as a means to support their sustainability goals and create an 
environmentally friendly workplace that fit the culture and values of their 
1,900 San Diego employees. 

The design focused on four pillars: Sustainability, Health and Wellness, 
Connectivity, and Flexibility. Sustainability measures include insulated, 
double-paned glass, LED lighting, energy meters on each floor, and a water 
reclamation system. In addition, the design featured three on-site fuel cells 
(500kW total) that could convert biogas into electricity. The tower was a 
2% incremental cost over the standard Hines office building. The upfront 
costs were reduced in part by minimizing ductwork and using an underfloor 
air distribution and reducing sewer capacity fees ($90,000) with water 
efficiency measures. Implementation of these (and other) energy and water 
efficiency measures from this ZNE design estimated a total annual cost 
savings of $310,000. 

Overall, the sustainability features offered a six-year payback on the 15-year 
lease, resulting in a successful ZNE investment for Hines without the carbon 
emissions and a sustainable work environment for LPL Financial. In 2019, the 
towers were purchased by American Assets Trust Inc. for $525 million. 

Source: ZNE for Developers and Real Estate Professionals

https://localenergycodes.com/download/881/file_path/fieldList/ZNE%20for%20Developers%20and%20Real%20Estate%20Professionals.pdf


Resources
NBI maintains a collection of ZNE 
resources, including case studies, research, 
and tools and guides for getting your project 
to ZNE. Visit gettingtozeroforum.org.

© New Buildings Institute, 2022.

This program is funded by California utility 
customers and administered by San Diego 
Gas & Electric® Company under the auspices 
of the California Public Utilities Commission.

New Buildings Institute (NBI) is a nonprofit organization driving better energy 
performance in commercial buildings. We work collaboratively with industry 
market players—governments, utilities, energy efficiency advocates and 
building professionals—to promote advanced design practices, innovative 
technologies, public policies and programs that improve energy efficiency. 
We also develop and offer guidance and tools to support the design and 
construction of energy efficient buildings.
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http://gettingtozeroforum.org

