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JUMP
Win or lose, South Burlington’s entrance in a $5 million national competition 

will boost local energy effi ciency efforts, organizers say.  PAGE 2
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A no-brainer: Everyone
who’s on board with South
Burlington’s quest to win a
national energy competi-
tion believes the $5 million
prize would be sweet.

But losing wouldn’t be
so bad either, say mem-
bers of the city’s 10-mem-
ber Energy Committee, a
voluntary advisory coun-
cil.

They’ll find out in two
years.

Meanwhile, they’ll
work overtime to slow the
city’s spinning power and
gas meters.

The Georgetown Uni-
versity Energy Prize, es-
tablished to solicit innova-
tive and replicable means
toward improved energy
efficiency, is limited to
municipalities with 5,000
to 250,000 residents.
(South Burlington’s popu-
lation is about 18,000.)

The university requires
contestants to be serviced
by electric and natural gas
utilities — in order to gath-
er data-backed evidence of
improvement.

South Burlington (hav-
ing secured buy-in from
Green Mountain Power
and Vermont Gas Sys-
tems) is the only entrant
from Vermont.

What the city lacks in a
geographic center of grav-
ity, it makes up with a web
of people with a common,
practical interest in reduc-
ing pollution and energy
waste, committee co-coor-
dinator Keith Epstein said
recently.

From a well-established
stormwater utility (the
state’s first) to a rolling
commitment to low-watt-
age street lights and solar
farms, South Burlington
has “hit the ground run-

ning,” Epstein added.
Can the city emerge as a

pioneering American pow-
erhouse?

To do so, organizers
would need to mobilize
8,000 households to make
substantial changes in how
they heat, cook and un-
wind.

Municipal buildings,
too, would be subjected to
heightened vigilance and,
ultimately, to higher ener-
gy standards.

Epstein seemed un-
fazed.

“We’re a project-based
group,” he said. “If we
don’t win, we’ll have built
an incredible community
effort.”

“This is a good motiva-
tion to do something right
away,” he added. “It has a
much bigger payoff if you
start something now, in-
stead of two years from
now. We’re the guinea
pigs.”

High voltage

The zeal of the convert-
ed stirs to action another
energy committee mem-
ber, Karen McKenny.

Her self-defined role: to
broaden local awareness
of the contest, and to make
sure the contest’s learning
curve is fun.

She offers her own in-
volvement as a template.

“Two years ago I was a
certified novice in all this,”
explained the nurse educa-
tor.

Then she discovered
“Vermontivate,” an inter-
active online game that
pits communities against
each other in sustainabili-
ty throw-downs.

A team’s rank advances
in concert with real-life ac-
complishments in the 

Karen McKenny, a member of the South Burlington Energy Committee, shares a pie chart showing her family’s use of electricity — created before they doubled-down on conservation and
efficiency measures. JOEL BANNER BAIRD/FREE PRESS

South Burlington seeks $5M energy efficiency prize

Measure, then change: Two “Kill-a-Watt” meters measure
energy consumption of a standard incandescent bulb (77
watts, at left) against a CFL (16 watts). JOEL BANNER BAIRD/FREE

PRESS FILE

JOEL BANNER BAIRD
Free Press Staff Writer

MORE ONLINE
The South Burlington George-
town University Energy Prize
group (SBGUEP) might change
its name to something simpler,
but its online location remains
at: http://tinyurl.com/SBGUEP. 
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realms of neighborhood
food, energy, transporta-
tion and economy.

“I fell in love with it,”
McKenny said. “It was like
learning a new language.”

In the game’s first year,
2012, McKenny emerged
as its highest-scoring play-
er.

Shortly thereafter she
joined the statewide “But-
ton-Up” (heat conserva-
tion) and “Way to Go”
(commuter) campaigns.

“I was having a blast,
and so I dragged my fam-
ily along with me,” she
said.

Her husband, Hugh
McKenny, measured and
then charted the electrical
use of various appliances
throughout the course of a
month.

Together with their
three children, the
McKennys embarked on
their own game of “Kill the
(Electric) Bill.”

They tracked down and
arrested the heavy-
weights: the clothes dryer,
which sorely needed its ex-
haust vents cleaned; an
old, inefficient second re-
frigerator in the garage;
and the collective waste of
dozens of smaller appli-
ances and devices that
drew “phantom” or “vam-
pire” loads from the grid
while in standby mode.

“We’re not sitting in the
dark or anything, but
we’re careful now,” Karen
McKenny said. “If there’s
anything in the house
that’s drawing electricity,
and it’s not being used, it
gets unplugged. It’s part of
our family expectations.

“It’s been really fun,
and we’re on track to save
$1,200 this year,” McKen-
ny added. “Now I’ll do any-
thing to get the word out.”

Transformers

A scheduling conflict
kept McKenny from at-
tending the second of the
two South Burlington con-
test “launch parties” in
February.

Fred Kosnitsky, anoth-
er coordinator with the
committee, picked up the
slack. He ushered about 15
members of the public into
the high school cafeteria
on a cold night last month,
signed them in and steered
them toward pizza and des-
serts.

“This contest is about
gathering our collective
wisdom,” Kosnitsky said.
“It’s good for everyone’s
wallets, and it’s good for
the planet.”

Then he set up shop at
an easel, where he docu-
mented questions and
ideas.

The attendees obliged.
Among the concerns,

which Kosnitsky and his
fellow committee mem-
ber, Epstein, fielded:

» Would commercial
and industrial concerns be
able to participate?

(No, but they can sup-
port the effort with spon-
sorships.)

» Will there be a logisti-
cal and informational hub
for the contest?

(A page on the city web-
site solicits ideas; a more
elaborate “dashboard,”
showing progress, is
planned. And, if South Bur-
lington qualifies as a quar-
terfinalist, the city might
receive seed money for a
more substantial location
— or even a staff person.)

» Wouldn’t cities in less
extreme climates have an
unfair advantage?

(Contest organizers will
weight energy use propor-
tionate to local conditions.)

Suggestions

Kosnitsky fielded sug-
gestions, too. Among them:

» Pit neighborhoods
and/or schools against
each other in the pursuit of
energy excellence.

» Offer tours of effec-
tive improvements.

» Encourage Univer-
sity of Vermont students
— particularly graduate
students — to participate
in the project.

» Find ways to encour-
age more low-cost energy
audits, so people can more
clearly set targets for
home performance.

» Update building
codes to reflect more am-
bitious goals.

» Emphasize energy ef-
ficiency to the school cur-
ricula.

Switches

Charting individuals’
progress seems to be a key
to behavioral change, Ep-
stein summarized.

“Discussing energy use
could become like the way
people talk about their ca-
ble bills: They talk, and
they compare notes,” he
said.

“Making your energy
use visible is very power-
ful,” Epstein added. “Ev-
eryone knows what kind of
car you drive, for example
— but your energy use
might also be of interest to
people who live around
you. We need constant re-
minders.”

Committee member
Jessica Louisos brought
one such reminder from
her mom, who couldn’t
make the launch party: 

“Everyone go to bed one
hour earlier.”

Contact Joel Banner
Baird at 660-1843 or
joelbaird@FreePress
Media.com. Follow him
on Twitter at
www.twitter.com/vtgoing
up.

South Burlington Energy Committee members Keith Epstein, right, and Fred Kosnitsky, center, lead an energy efficiency
discussion last month at the city’s high school cafeteria. JOEL BANNER BAIRD/FREE PRESS

“This is a good
motivation to do
something right away.
It has a much bigger
payoff if you start
something now,
instead of two years
from now. We’re the
guinea pigs.”
KEITH EPSTEIN 
South Burlington Energy Committee co-coordinator


