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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This report serves as a tool to help California cities think about how they can take basic steps forward to  

create an environment that supports early adoption of electric vehicles (EV’s) — on a city and individual constituent 

level.  It also aims to serve as a discussion framework, to help city leaders evaluate their own efforts and to work to 

ensure that their elected strategies serve as an actionable component of an overall sustainable transportation plan  

to help reduce their carbon footprint.  

Essential to the creation of this report, we sat down for discussions over the past year with local governments,  

infrastructure providers, and industry thought leaders to better understand the challenges and opportunities tied 

to the adoption of alternative fuel vehicles. As part of this effort, we targeted key stakeholders in city governments, 

including California Mayors, City Council members, City Managers’ offices, Sustainability Directors, City Fleet  

Directors and local champions.

Our goal is that this report will highlight some initial best practices, while helping foster dialog and collaboration 

across these key audiences that will help their collective initial efforts develop into a meaningful and long-standing 

change across their communities.

A summary of findings is outlined below. We will further expand on these components in the subsequent pages.

TEN STEPS FORWARD AT A GLANCE

 1 Develop an overarching sustainability plan with clear performance measures. 

	 2	 Establish a committed team with one lead champion.

 3 Secure commitment from the fleet director.

	 4 Proactively drive policies that support early EV adopters.

	 5	 Partner with select organizations, including infrastructure providers, who can help you achieve your vision. 

	 6	 Lead by example to encourage constituent adoption.

	 7 Advocate for innovative companies to break current technology barriers in designing alternative fuel 

  vehicles that fit the needs, and financial resources, of the city.

	 8	 Take small steps as needed while embracing a progressive vision.

	 9	 Pursue grant and funding opportunities.

	 10	 Share best practices.



THE TIME IS NOW

We all are familiar with the risks at stake. This includes the imminent threat of US dependence on foreign oil,  

the potential of catastrophic climate change, and fuel price volatility shaking our economy. These issues are real  

and compounding at a daily rate. One of the ways in which local California cities address these issues head on is  

by taking steps forward to adopt sustainable transportation measures that support their overarching sustainability  

or climate action plans.

Pioneering the move to greener transportation, in 2006 California Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger unveiled  

greenhouse gas reduction targets to 1990 levels by 2020 and to 80% below 1990 levels by 2050 —some of the  

most aggressive levels in a major world economy. In May 2009 President Barak Obama announced new standards  

to increase America’s fuel-economy standards on a nationwide level to an average of 35.5 miles per gallon by 2016,  

a 40 % increase over the current average of 25 miles per gallon. It’s clear that cities across California, and now the 

greater US, are facing some of the most ambitious emission goals in the world economy today. 

Building on these goals, President Obama has established the goal of putting 1 million plug-in hybrid electric cars  

on the road by 2015 and most recently the administration invested $2.4 billion in electric vehicles and charging  

infrastructure across the United States. This investment will have a direct impact on California through efforts  

including the “EV Project” — a massive deployment of electric vehicles and charge infrastructure across the US led  

by the Electric Transportation Engineering Corporation (eTec), a subsidiary of ECOtality, Inc. In support of this  

effort, eTec the was awarded a $99.8 million grant in the fall of 2009 from the US Department of Energy to work 

with Nissan North America in deploying 4,700 zero-emission electric vehicles and 11,210 charging systems in  

strategic markets across California, Arizona, Oregon, Tennessee, and Washington.

Politics aside, the reality is that the best way for cities, and their citizens, to reduce carbon emissions, minimize air  

pollution concerns and ultimately reduce energy costs, is to start using renewable energy to power transportation.  

Cars leveraging the smart grid can help our cities move towards a long term goal of greatly diminished emissions.  

And of all the alternative transportation fuels, only electricity is becoming infrastructure-ready with tens-of-thousands  

of electric vehicles expected to be made available in the US in late 2010, including the Nissan Leaf —which has  

targeted California as a retail launch market. The combination of these national, federal and local movements is  

creating a perfect storm and driving an environment ripe for change.



OVERCOMING HURDLES

While the promise of electrified vehicles, or “plug-ins”, is apparent, increasing market adoption of alternative fuel  

vehicles across California cities is hampered by numerous hurdles highlighted by project participants.

These include:

 Budget and resource constraints 

 Concern regarding who will pay for energy

 Infrastructure considerations

 Initial constituent demand

 Concern regarding the automobile industries commitment to mass produced 

 fuel efficient vehicles

 Nascent battery technology

 Large proportion of city fleets composed of low fuel-efficient public safety 

 vehicles with few replacement options

 State mandates but no clear local roadmap

 Uncertainly regarding life cycle of electric vehicles 

 Other priorities / unknowns prompting a “wait and see” attitude. 

So how can a local government with limited resources work to overcome such challenges? The answer starts with our 

city leaders. Local leaders have the power to proactively drive efforts today that ensure we as a state take the right steps 

forward in pursuing a clean-energy future. 

Californians are trailblazers, operating ahead of the curve and willing to embrace innovation. Moving to fuel efficient 

vehicles is no exception. 



TEN STEPS FORWARD

Now is the time for cities and individual champions to pioneer this movement in their own communities. There is  

no doubt budgets are tight these days, however there are basic steps that all California cities can take to move forward 

today. These steps, highlighted by project advisors, include: 

Build	a	Foundation

1	 Develop an overarching sustainability plan with clear performance measures.

This focused plan should identify goals, objectives, and performance measures that can be used to evaluate 

progress towards greater sustainability—while always keeping an eye towards reducing overall costs through 

more efficient use of energy and resources. A critical piece of this plan is a sustainable transportation strategy 

that prioritizes around major initiatives, including EV adoption and infrastructure development. 

 The City of San Leandro has created a Climate Action Plan, aimed at reducing the City’s Greenhouse Gas 

(GHG) emissions 25% by 2020. In support of this plan they are pursuing sustainable transportation  

measures — including creating a pedestrian friendly city center with a new parking garage with one level 

dedicated to EV’s. An auto oriented town, they also work with neighboring cities to address challenges and 

opportunities tied to commuter trends. 

2 Establish a committed team with one lead champion.

In order to successfully move a program forward, it’s essential to establish a team of key stakeholders commit-

ted to the vision. This team should include representatives from city council, the city manager’s office, city fleet 

department, local chamber of commerce, local utilities, reputable “green” organizations, and influential private 

citizens. Designate a champion to lead the stakeholder team. This can be an influential citizen, a non-profit 

leader, a rotating job in local government, or a privately funded city position. 

 In Palo Alto, they designate an existing city employee to take on the role of sustainability lead, as a side project 

to their regular efforts, on a 6 month rotating basis.  By doing so, it becomes part of the day to day fabric for 

everyone. Looking beyond California —In Toronto, Ben Marans, Manager of Grants & Special Projects at 

the Toronto Atmospheric Fund, a group created by the Toronto City Council to combat global climate change 

and improve air quality, is successfully spearheading the effort to adopt sustainable transportation measures. In 

Rhode Island, Albert Dahlberg, Director of Government Relations and Community Affairs at Brown Univer-

sity, leads the statewide effort. Building upon his time on Capitol Hill working on energy issues, along with his 

passion for national security, Dahlberg has united leadership from the local utilities, chambers of commerce, 

Save the Bay environmental group and the Rocky Mountain Institute to ensure that Rhode Island is infra-

structure ready for the adoption of electric cars in 2011.



Focus	on	Early	Adopters

3 Secure commitment from the city fleet director.

Regardless of pie-in-the-sky vision, the rubber hits the road when it comes to the fleet. The fleet director  

best understands the needs of its government constituents, drives purchase decisions and can work to educate  

internal audiences on alternative fuel options. The fleet director must also commit to replacing older vehicles 

with alternative fuel vehicles when possible and identify charging station needs with a view to fleet evolution 

over the next 3–5 years. 

 The City of San Jose has 147 electric vehicles dedicated to supporting operations at the Water Pollution Control 

Plant and Department of Transportation.  Currently 40% of their fleet runs on alternative fuels with plans to 

reach 100% by the year 2022. Additionally, the General Services Director meets quarterly with transportation 

representatives from their main “user groups”, including parks and recreation, police and fire department and 

union groups to understand fleet needs and look for opportunities to incorporate alternative fuel vehicles. He 

suggests avoiding “green teams” that are too conceptual in nature. In Bakersfield, the fleet department leverages 

electric cars in the Parks Department and in the fleet yard. Their fleet supervisor offers advice, “Walk carefully 

and look for grants to get new technologies on board and then figure out what will work best for you.”  

4 Proactively drive policies that support early EV adopters. 

Implement effective policies now that allow for new building and electric codes to be expedited in support of 

city and citizen EV infrastructure needs. Cutting red tape will further encourage early adoption. It is estimated 

that once a citizen purchases an EV, they will need to have an available charge spot in approximately four days. 

Make it easy for citizens to install a changing station at home and also access one at their local shopping center.

 Alameda County has a dedicated working project where they will choose one local city and work with their 

permit office to look at how to best streamline the necessary permit process from approximately two weeks  

to a few days. 

Embrace	Strategic	Partnerships

5 Partner with select organizations, including infrastructure providers, who can help you achieve 

your vision.  

Get out and talk to key innovative players in this space, and then focus your time and energy on a few select 

partners who can help you move the needle on priority items. This includes infrastructure providers who can 

create a network of charge and battery swap stations to support mobility. To save time and energy, reach out to 

the progressive, big cities such as San Francisco, San Jose, and San Diego, as well as local coalitions that have 

already vetted these outside players and can help point you in the right direction. 

 San Leandro is working with Better Place, a leading infrastructure provider, in support of their sustainable 

transportation efforts. “Better Place pushes us to think and act bigger” said one San Leandro city leader  

working closely with the organization. In Sonoma County, where their goal is to have 1000 EV’s on the road 



by 2010, the fleet director is working closely with local utilities, the Renault-Nissan Alliance, and Coulomb 

Technologies to establish seven charging stations for the county, six of which will be available for public charg-

ing during daytime hours. The Bay Area EV Corridor group, a collection of nine counties, Oakland and San 

Jose, sponsored by Clean Cities Coalition of Silicon Valley, brings together public and private groups to drive 

joint sustainable transportation efforts. 

Walk	Before	You	Run

6 Lead by example to encourage constituent adoption. 

100% of city leaders agree it’s essential that local government needs to model behavior and lead by example to 

increase citizens comfort level with these new cars and encourage community adoption. This includes placing 

city officials in EV’s and offering charging stations in front of city hall, parking centers or other central city 

locales where citizen and fleet vehicles may park from 1–3 hours.

 In San Carlos, the city is embracing areas of maximum impact with limited resources, including having their 

Police Chief drive a Ford Hybrid Escape. San Francisco has installed 3 charging stations in front of their City 

Hall to be leveraged for fleet and private citizen EV use. 

7	 Advocate for innovative companies to break current technology barriers in designing alternative 

fuel vehicles that fit the needs, and financial resources, of the city. 

Numerous cities including San Carlos and San Jose pointed to the challenge of emergency vehicles which 

dominate their fleets and lead to the greatest city transportation carbon emissions. Unfortunately there is not  

a fuel efficient option today that supports police or firemen. There is a need here that has yet to be met— 

suggesting new economic and job opportunities as well. 

 The City of San Jose is collaborating with electric vehicle manufacturers, and Alameda County with AAA, 

regarding potential demonstration projects geared toward retrofitting existing vehicles from diesel or gasoline 

powered to 100% electric powered.   

8 Take small steps as needed while embracing a progressive vision. 

Encourage awareness through the deployment of a few visible charging stations that can service the fleet and 

citizens. Work with local companies who are deploying charging stations for corporate use — that are also 

willing to let local citizens charge their cars at no cost on weekends or non-business hours.  In the city fleet, 

look to deploying sedans and light pick-up trucks which are cost effective and can be leveraged for multiple 

fleet usages. Work with partners to proactively market and promote sustainable transportation programs  

to local citizens. 

  “You need visionary leaders and a willingness to say not everything we try will work,” said a Santa Rosa city 

official. “People are ready for change and they want to do the right thing when it comes to the environment.  

It’s just a matter of pursuing sensible, reasonable solutions.”



9 Pursue grant and funding opportunities. 

Work across the stakeholder team and outside partners to pursue the numerous funding and grant  

opportunities currently available via federal, state, local and corporate groups. Partner with other local  

cities to strengthen proposals and work with private sector groups to drive submissions. Incorporate  

lessons learned from failed Department of Energy grant applications in 2009.  

 In Sunnyvale, the Fleet team secured grant money to purchase two new EV trucks: an arial basket for cutting 

trees and a dump truck. In looking at 2010 priorities, Alameda County is working closely with a local  

 “Gov-to-Gov” group, which includes representatives from local cities, to share ideas and work in parallel  

to pursue grants such as AB 118 - the Zero-Emission Vehicle and Plug-In Light-Duty Vehicle Rebate Project.  

Offer	Lessons	Learned

10 Share best practices. 

Every city is different and there is no right answer for all. Leverage local groups, non-profits, and online portals 

to share your experiences, lessons learned, and best practices. Smaller cities should look to the larger cities to 

test the waters with pilot projects, report back and see where there might be areas of common ground. 

 Report advisors are working with reputable national and local organizations such as the Rocky Mountain 

Institute’s Project Get Ready, Joint Venture Silicon Valley, Bay Area Stakeholders, Silicon Valley Leadership 

Group and Sustainable San Mateo for idea sharing.  

ADDITIONAL RECOMMENDED RESOURCES FOR LOCAL CITIES:

  Rocky Mountain Institute (Project Get Ready): http://www.rmi.org/rmi/

  Plug In America: http://www.pluginamerica.org/

  US Department of Energy Clean Cities: http://www1.eere.energy.gov/cleancities/

  The EV Project:  http://www.theevproject.com/

  California Air Resources Board:  http://www.arb.ca.gov/homepage.htm

For more information on this report please contact Lindsey Held at lindseyheldbolton@gmail.com.


