
August 16, 2022

To the Energy Efficiency Advisory Council
Via email
Re:  Draft “Massachusetts Strategic Renters Plan”

Dear Energy Efficiency Advisory Council,

Thank you for your work in drafting the Massachusetts Strategic Renters Plan to ensure renters
have access to weatherization and energy efficiency upgrades.  Sierra Club is invested in the
Mass Save program equitably delivering services to renters, low and moderate income, and
language isolated residents.  To this end, below we offer specific comments on the plan with
recommendations to better measure the PA’s successes and ensure accountability.

Sierra Club Recommendations to Strategic Renters Plan:

Section One: Executive Summary

1. Program Administrators are tasked with increasing renter participation in residential
programs by half a percentage point each year:
- 7 percent in 2022,
- 7.5 percent in 2023, and
- 8 percent in 2024.

Sierra Club recommendations:  We applaud the Program Administrators for including a
participation KPI in their renter’s plan.  Especially for low-income renters “participation” is not to
distribute “education” materials or low-cost, but low-savings, measures (e.g., self-installed high
efficiency light bulbs, “kits' ' with low-flow aerators) to a large percentage of low-income renters.
The purpose of participation is to engage low-income households in whole home energy
efficiency treatments.

Establishing a participation KPI thus requires setting a Mass Save program objective of the level
of desired participation by renters.  The KPI then measures the extent to which that objective
has been achieved. We recommend that the Program Administrators set that program objective
and then measure their 2022-2024 renter participation to keep them on track to meet that
long-term objective.
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The results of the 2020 Residential Non-Participant Market Characterization and Barriers Study
showed that program awareness was lowest for low-income customers. Low-income renters
stand to benefit the most from access to Mass Save programs and offerings from decreased
energy burden and increased comfort and positive health impacts in the home.  Because of
these distinctions between low-income renters and moderate- high income renters we
recommend that there be a separate Mass Save program objective for the level of desired
participation by low-income renters and a low-income renter participation KPI that will measure
the extent to which that objective is being achieved.

Low-income participation is often impeded by the presence of health and safety problems with a
home.  Health and safety issues associated with old and lower quality housing often prevent the
delivery of energy efficient products and services (“walkaways”) for both single-family and
multi-family buildings.  Health and safety issues might include roof repair, asbestos removal,
mold removal, water infiltration repair, knob and tube wiring replacement, structural repairs, and
pest control, amongst others.

The Program Administrators should consider reasonable expenditures on health and safety
remediation needed to proceed with low-income energy efficiency investments.  These
remediation expenditures should supplement and not supplant dollars that are otherwise
available for energy efficiency measures.

2. For the 2022-2024 term, the Program Administrators will leverage existing and establish
new community relationships to access renter populations.
- Establish 2-3 partnerships in 2022,
- Establish 2-3 partnerships in 2023, and
- Establish 2-3 partnerships in 2024.

Sierra Club comment/recommendation:  What was the rationale for Program Administrators
decision to set a goal of establishing 2-3 partnerships per year?

We recommend that the Program Administrators determine their objective for fostering
community partnerships and then create KPIs in order to achieve that long-term objective. (i.e.
in ten years we want to see x% increase in customers who request an energy assessment
through an established partnership by using a specific referral code)

Section Two: Progress to Date

1. Increased the incentive for program insulation to 100 percent.
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Sierra Club recommendations: Insulation and air sealing are two key upgrade measures
that lead to better-performing buildings. Unfortunately, some of the materials used in EE
upgrades contain chemicals that can contribute to adverse health impacts. These chemicals of
concern can pose threats to a building’s residents and to the workers who manufacture, install,
and dispose of the products, as well as to the communities adjacent to the manufacturing
facilities.

An Energy Efficiency For All report,” Insulation and Air Sealing in Low-Income Multifamily
Energy Efficiency Programs” provides a summary of current recommendations for healthier
insulation materials.  We recommend that Program Administrators consider these safer
alternatives in Mass Save programs if they are not already being used.

● Prefer fiberglass, formaldehyde-free mineral wool, and cellulose building
insulation

● Prefer formaldehyde-free fiberglass or polyethylene foam pipe insulation
● Use formaldehyde-free duct insulation
● Prefer unfaced insulation when possible
● Avoid foam insulation, whether board or spray-applied
● If board insulation is required, prefer expanded cork, halogen-free

polyisocyanurate, or rigid mineral wool insulation
● Use mechanical installation methods, such as fasteners, to avoid unnecessary

use of adhesives

Section Four:  Planning For Future Progress

Eight Strategies for Increasing Rental Unit Participation in the 2022-2024 Term

1. Target environmental justice communities.
Target Population: Renters
Barrier to Customer Participation Addressed: Lack of Understanding/Awareness of Offers

Sierra Club recommendations: We recommend that in addition to promoting webinars that
Program Administrators consider additional approaches to reach environmental justice
communities.  Many renters living in environmental justice communities may not have reliable
internet access and/or be seniors (a key demographic experiencing energy burden) that are not
comfortable with accessing information via computer.

Community-based social marketing offers a different, multi-layered approach to providing
information. The techniques of social marketing and its cousin, community-based social
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marketing, provide tested means to influence behavior in favor of social goals such as energy
efficiency. Prominent non-energy examples of social marketing in recent years have included
anti-smoking, anti-drug, and HIV awareness campaigns. Community-based social marketing
(CBSM) builds upon social marketing principles, incorporating the strengths of community
characteristics in order to foster actual behavioral changes (McKenzie-Mohr and Smith 1999).
CBSM works by identifying the barriers and benefits that people perceive to be associated with
the behavioral change that is desired and then working to lower the barriers and promote the
benefits.

A variety of tools are used by CBSM in order to change behavior, including commitments,
prompts, community norms, effective communication, and incentives. The community emphasis
of CBSM makes use of the finding that energy-efficient technologies and practices tend to
diffuse along the lines of social group membership; that is, individuals learn about energy
efficiency from friends, family and professional contacts (Stern 1992).

The information can take a wide variety of forms-flyers, billboards, workshops, print and TV ads,
and hotlines-as well as a large number of approaches-strictly factual, persuasive,
reminder-based, role model-based, etc. Simply providing information is not sufficient to create
behavior change, however; the information must be presented in a particular way in order to be
effective (Schultz 2002). Evaluations of information campaigns have elucidated the features that
contribute to success: for example, information should be vivid, attention-grabbing, uncluttered,
personalized, well-timed, and come from a credible source (Stern 1986). The visible
participation of multiple organizations capable of winning the trust of a diverse set of
participants-for example, a government agency, an environmental nonprofit, a local community
group, and/or the local utility company-is also likely to aid in program success. Moreover,
community-based entities are more likely to inspire trust from energy consumers, resulting in
more effective programs.

We also recommend partnering with community based organizations and assistance hubs (i.e.
food banks) in environmental justice communities to share information and foster awareness
on-the-ground, especially for those renters that may be hard to reach.

2. Partner with first-time homebuyer courses.

Sierra Club recommendations: We recommend that Program Administrators find ways to
integrate HERS ratings education into their partnerships with first-time homebuyer courses and
education.  Having the ability to compare the efficiency of homes and factor that into their
selection is a great introduction to how energy efficiency can result in lower bills and higher
home comfort.  The HERS ratings education should be paired with information regarding
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Massachusetts’ residential efficiency programs to first time homebuyers so that the potential
homebuyer can access additional energy efficiency benefits or if a home with a low HERS rating
is outside of their budget they can access resources to make their home more energy efficient.

3. Reach out to Commonwealth healthcare initiatives and organizations for potential
Partnerships.

Sierra Club recommendations: We recommend that Program Administrators prioritize
healthcare initiative and organization partnerships in environmental justice communities and/or
those that provide services to environmental justice communities.  The negative health impacts
of fossil fuel pollution and poor housing conditions are disproportionately felt by members of
environmental justice communities.  We also recommend that in these partnerships that
Program Administrators prioritize referral support over marketing, online webinars and general
outreach.

There are great models across the country of utility partnerships with healthcare initiatives that
have improved people’s quality of life through energy efficiency.  We recommend that if there is
not an existing partnership with the non-profit Green and Healthy Homes Initiative (GHHI) that
Program Administrators develop that relationship.  GHHI is dedicated to addressing the social
determinants of health and the advancement of racial and health equity through the creation of
healthy, safe and energy efficient homes.  They have worked on programs across the country
that have combined healthy homes and energy efficiency programs for thirty years.

In Massachusetts, GHHI worked with Montachusett Opportunity Council to build out a
comprehensive asthma program and implement an asthma pilot for 12 families. Three of the
homes needed major modifications, all of which were paid for by funding from Weatherization
and a local utility, totaling $38,000 in repairs. As a result of this work, MOC received funding
from a healthcare payer to provide asthma-related home modifications to families with children
that have asthma as part of the Massachusetts Medicaid Flexible Services Program.

Below are two more examples of utility program and healthcare initiative partnerships:

In Chicago, AMITA Health, Elevate Energy and GHHI collaborated on a program offering
asthma education and home-based asthma prevention measures, including minor construction
such as mold remediation and health and safety repairs. The program helped uninsured and
Medicaid patients with severe asthma.  The home visits included referrals to additional
resources, including energy efficiency.  Through program referrals, a program participant
received a new furnace, two new water heaters, and roof cavity insulation through the ComEd
Energy Efficiency Program.
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In Tennessee, GHHI worked with an energy nonprofit, utility company, and health clinic in
Chattanooga to map the gaps and assets of healthy housing services in the city. GHHI
collected publicly available health data from the Department of Health and analyzed health
outcomes by zip code.  They also performed a landscape analysis of funding,
programming, and other healthy housing resources locally.

It was identified that while resources existed, especially from the utility company, they were
not being adequately deployed to meet the health and safety needs of the community.
GHHI worked with the partners to align and coordinate services and funding streams to
create a comprehensive program where households that qualify for the utility’s energy
efficiency program and the health clinic’s healthy housing program receive coordinated
services. The utility’s energy auditor provides a full comprehensive home assessment (for
energy and health) and the clinic’s community health workers provide home visiting
services.  The utility prioritizes applications from households referred from the healthy
housing program and the community health workers help families through the utility’s
energy efficiency application process.

5. Establish partnership with Residential Assistance for Families & Transition.

Sierra Club recommendations: In addition to referral support we recommend that the
partnership with Residential Assistance for Families & Transition focus on coordination of
services and funding streams to create a comprehensive program where households that
qualify for RAFT resources and Mass Save programs receive coordinated services.

The loss of utility service is one of the primary reasons for homelessness, especially for families
with children. The lack of working utilities is also a common reason that child welfare agencies
remove children from their home. Individuals with unaffordable utility bills may be forced to take
out high-interest payday loans to pay their bills, contributing to a cycle of debt that is hard to
escape. According to ACEEE, for renters, nearly all of their excess energy burden could be
eliminated by making their homes as efficient as the average.  Coordination of RAFT program
funds and Mass Save program resources could have a huge impact on reducing energy burden
and keeping families in homes that are safer and more energy efficient.

6. Create how-to-videos on energy efficiency.

Sierra Club recommendations: We recommend that as a part of the how-to-videos strategy
there be a primer video on what is energy efficiency.  Many renters may not have a basic
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understanding of energy efficiency, this will be pertinent information so that the other
how-to-videos can be beneficial to the audience.

In addition to leveraging existing Community First Partnership organizations and partners in
outreach we recommend that they be included in the how-to video creation.  The visible
participation of multiple organizations capable of winning the trust of a diverse set of
participants-for example, a government agency, an environmental nonprofit, a local community
group, and/or the local utility company-is also likely to aid in program success.

Any web-based strategy like a how-to-video should be in addition to grassroots education in
coordination with community partners.  We want to ensure that we are able to reach renters who
may not have reliable internet access and/or be seniors (a key demographic experiencing
energy burden) that are not comfortable with accessing information via computer.

8. Engage landlords directly.

Sierra Club recommendations: In addition to the strategy to engage vendor resources we
recommend that Program Administrators consider partnering with government programs as a
way to combine as many incentives and services as possible to ensure high participation by
landlords.

Minneapolis, MN provides an example of a partnership between an energy efficiency program
and an Affordable Housing Incentive program.  There are elements of this collaboration that
could provide a useful model for the Mass Save Program as they determine how best to engage
landlords.

The City of Minneapolis Green Cost Share program provides matching funds for energy
efficiency and solar.  When Green Cost Share initially launched, the city was offering a 20%
incentive match to local utility energy efficiency program offers to encourage property owners to
pursue deeper energy-saving measures than those the utilities offered at no cost (including
efficient light bulbs, faucet aerators, and low-flow showerheads). This offer received very little
interest from rental property owners, but program staff were presented with an opportunity to
combine their offers with those of the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive program to increase
participation.

When the 4d Affordable Housing Incentive program launched, Community Planning and
Economic Development (CPED) staff reached out across city government to see if other
municipal programs could be integrated into a package of offers for prospective 4d applicants.
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Staff were motivated to offer 4d applicants as many incentives and services as possible to
ensure high participation. In addition to providing rental property owners with a more robust
package of incentives, Green Cost Share staff were also able to leverage CPED’s long-standing
relationship with a local rental property owners group to better promote the 4d Energy Efficiency
program.  At the same time, Green Cost Share 4d Energy Efficiency program staff members
also revised their incentive structure so that participants received a total utility and city incentive
worth up to 90% of energy efficiency upgrade costs.

Please feel free to reach out with any questions. We look forward to working with the EEAC and
the PA’s to aid in lowering the barriers to the equitable delivery of Mass Save’s services to these
currently underserved ratepayers.

Sincerely,

Deb Pasternak Sharonda Williams-Tack
State Director Associate Director, Healthy Communities
Sierra Club Massachusetts Sierra Club
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