
By Mark S. Laska, PhD,  
President and Founder of Great Ecology

Sustainability means different 
things to different people, but to 
ecologists sustainability is about pre-
serving and enhancing living systems. 
The goal of ecological sustainability 
is to create resilient landscapes and 
improve existing habitats so they can 
withstand pressures such as drought, 
sea-level rise, storm surges, flooding, 
and sprawling urban development. 
Sustainable landscapes are site-spe-
cific, meaning one solution will never 
fit all, and support biologically diverse 
plants and animals. In fact, resilient 
and sustainable landscapes may 
create habitat for a variety of native 

plants and wildlife while still provid-
ing personal, recreational, or business 
opportunities – such as a mitigation 
bank or conserved habitat. 

Great Ecology is a San Diego-
based ecological consultancy focused 
on creating sustainable landscapes. 

By Chuck Colgan 

As you fly into San Diego, you see 
the quality of life that attracts so many 
people to live in the region. 

It’s a vast landscape stretching 
from desert shrublands to sandy 
beaches, with a rich biodiversity and a 
mild, sunny climate nearly year-round 
– a slice of paradise. 

On the ground, you find varying 
degrees of health, wealth and com-
fort throughout the county, its cities 
and neighborhoods, and equally di-
verse and sometimes clashing inter-
ests among citizens, businesses and 
governments regarding the region’s 
future. Thankfully, there’s a nonpar-
tisan policy initiative that provides 
unbiased data that can help inform 
growth plans and resolve conflicts.

Keeping track of the key economic, 
environmental and civic factors that 
influence the prosperity and quality 
of life throughout San Diego County 
is the mission of the Equinox Project, 
an initiative of the nonprofit Center 
for Sustainable Energy. Specializing in 

Equinox Project Delivers Valuable 
Data for County’s Quality of Life
Driving smart, sustainable policymaking and empowering the public

Ecological Sustainability

Solar + Storage 
+ EV Charging 
For Your Office
By Patrick Kelly, patrick.kelly@edf-re.com

Achieve your sustainability goals 
while you save money on your elec-
tricity bill with EDF Renewable Ener-
gy’s combined Solar + Storage + EV 
Charging solution. By combining EV 
infrastructure with solar, storage and 
energy management, we can offer 
the lowest marginal cost of charging. 
This model has the best return on in-
vestment and results in “triple bottom 
line” of cost savings, grid reliability, 
and sustainable energy. We provide 
an end-to-end service to complete 
your energy project including:

Smarter Installation
Financing: We will help you ensure 
the most efficient use of capital – 
whether we own the system or you do

Savings: Install with solar and you will 
save up to 75% on your EV charging 
station construction costs

Driver’s Ed: We’ll make sure you and 
your employees are ready to use the 
new charging stations by provid-
ing an EV policy template and an EV 
test-driving expo
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AB 802 - You Can’t Manage  
What You Don’t Measure
By Josh Dean, CEM, LEED AP O+M 
Program Manager with San Diego Green 
Building Council

California is implementing a state-
wide benchmarking mandate as of 
June 1st this year. In 2015, the former 
Assembly Bill 1103 (AB 1103) was re-
scinded and replaced with Assem-
bly Bill 802 (AB 802). AB 802 requires 
buildings over 50,000 square feet in 
California to benchmark and disclose 
annual energy data, which is to be 
submitted to the California Energy 
Commission (CEC) on an annual basis.

Energy benchmarking is essen-
tially a two-step process: 1. Tracking 

energy consumption for 12 calendar 
months (electricity, natural gas, and 
any other fuel sources) and 2. Com-
paring your building’s data with like 
buildings to understand relative per-
formance. The most-widely used tool 
to compare building usage across the 
U.S. is ENERGY STAR Portfolio Man-
ager, which is also the platform used 
to comply with most state and local 
benchmarking ordinances. Bench-
marking gives building management 
an idea of how well a building is per-
forming, and provide an opportunity 
to pursue ENERGY STAR certification 
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research and analysis that assists pol-
icymakers, community leaders and 
interested individuals in planning for 
a sustainable future, Equinox is best 
known for its annual San Diego Re-
gional Quality of Life Dashboard that 
rates progress in 15 categories related 
to the economy, energy, water, hous-
ing, waste and transportation. 

“Our goal is to arm both citizens 
and decision-makers with the resourc-
es necessary to create and implement 
policies at all levels of government that 
will improve our life in San Diego,” said 
Mikaela Bolling, Equinox Project man-
ager. “We want to broaden the com-
munity’s understanding and appreci-
ation of sustainability and help guide 
the thinking about the economic and 
environmental viability of our region.”

Community Initiative
“We needed a nonpartisan, unbi-

ased information bridge between peo-
ple who have to make decisions that 
affect the environment, and experts 
who have the answers they need,” said 
Aaron Contorer, CEO of FP Complete 
and Equinox co-founder. “This would 
change the way decisions got made in 
our region, moving things away from 
the model of angry conflict and tough-

est fighter wins and toward the model 
of best idea or the truth wins.” 

In 2010, Equinox’s first San Diego 
Regional Quality of Life dashboard 
was rolled out providing a concise 
snapshot of information relevant to 
assessing the state of the local econ-
omy and environment. 

Equinox Today
In 2016, Equinox Project became 

part of the Center for Sustainable En-
ergy and still depends largely on con-
tributions, most recently from Union 
Bank, San Diego Gas & Electric and 

The San Diego Foundation among 
others. The project will unveil its 2018 
dashboard findings on April 19, in 
time for Earth Day 2018. This is the 
second year for an interactive, online 
dashboard that provides public ac-
cess to current sustainability metrics 
and ongoing trends. 

By measuring San Diego’s quality 
of life, Equinox Project serves to pre-
serve it, according to Sean Karafin, 
vice president of policy and econom-
ic research at the San Diego Regional 
Chamber of Commerce.

“Our environment is important to 

San Diego’s identity, to job creation 
and to San Diego families. Our quality 
of life is what powers our economy,” 
Karafin said. “By measuring our qual-
ity of life, the Equinox Project helps us 
to protect and improve it.” 

Research into Action
Water quality issues continue to 

be a major focus of Equinox Project 
research, with a 2017 H2Overview 
report taking on the impacts of sin-
gle-use food service and takeout 
containers made of expanded poly-
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Equinox:

Photos courtesy Center for Sustainable Energy
City of San Diego Fifth District Council member Mark Kersey lunches with Equinox’s Leaders 2020 members. 

Equinox continued on page 20

Great Ecology 
San Diego • Soda Springs • Denver • New York • Madrid

Expanding the ecological horizon
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San Diego Regional

Quality of Life 
DASHBOARD 

How has climate action  
planning affected local  
green jobs?

How has the  
drought impacted  
water consumption?

ECONOMY

WATER

Are solar installations stalling  
in today’s energy market?

Has housing  
become more  
affordable?

RENEWABLES

HOUSING

Is our commuting  
time getting better  
or worse?

Is San Diego’s  
good air quality  
reputation  
in danger?

TRANSPORTATION

AIR QUALITY

Is San Diego’s  
quality of life  
improving?

The Quality of Life Dashboard measures 
and benchmarks 15 environmental and 
economic trends to ensure San Diego 
County is on a path to greater health, 
wealth, comfort and sustainability for 
current and future generations.

Need answers to these questions to move 
your community forward? Don’t miss out 
on the latest findings coming April 19 to 

SDQualityofLife.org
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in California,” said Michael Torti, vice 
president of C&M Motors and Surfrid-
er Foundation executive committee 
chair. “The findings have been used 
during interviews and meetings with 
elected officials and, most important-
ly, aided in the passing of an EPS ordi-
nance in Imperial Beach.”

Cultivating Leadership
Another arena for Equinox Project 

is engaging young adults to partici-
pate in regional environmental and 
economic issues to help ensure future 
generations of informed and civically 
minded leaders. Through its Leaders 
2020 group, 20- to 35-year-olds can get 
leadership training, connect with local 
sustainability leaders and attend edu-
cational and networking events. 

“Working with Equinox Project al-
lowed me to apply my engineering 
skills to analyze a broad range of sus-
tainability and economic topics that 
have long interested me,” said Cecily 
Taylor, a transportation engineer at 
Fehr & Peers and a 2016 Equinox re-
search fellow. “The experience helped 
me to understand the advocacy pro-
cess and inspired me to be a more en-
gaged community member.” 

Into the Future
The work of improving San Diego 

County’s quality of life is never con-
cluded, taking on emerging issues 
and facing new challenges as they 
arise. It’s only by continuous monitor-
ing and measurement that our region 
can adequately manage its growth 
and development, according to Law-
rence Goldenhersh, president of the 
Center for Sustainable Energy.

“Equinox provides high-quality, 
transparent data useful for better un-
derstanding leading societal issues and 
delivers innovative ideas to balance re-
gional growth with available resources 
to help create more vibrant communi-
ties,” Goldenhersh said. “We’re proud 
to sponsor Equinox Project and invite 
local leaders, businesses and individ-
uals to partner with us to sustain and 
expand its impacts.”

For more information about Equi-
nox Project, its quality of life dash-
board and Leaders 2020, visit energy-
center.org/equinox. 

styrene (EPS) foam, commonly, but 
incorrectly known as Styrofoam. 

EPS is nonbiodegradable and prob-
lematic to recycle, so products such as 
EPS food containers end up in landfills 
or often as litter, on land and in the 
ocean. While some U.S. cities and coun-
ties, most of them in California, limit or 
ban the use of EPS food containers, the 
California Legislature rejected a state-
wide ban in 2017. 

The Equinox report, prepared in 
partnership with Surfrider Foundation 
San Diego, focuses on data from en-
vironmental groups, industry associ-
ations and government agencies and 
includes analysis of existing municipal 
policies. It examines how banning poly-
styrene might affect restaurant pricing 
and consumer costs and offers solu-
tions to overcome financial barriers.

“To calculate the costs related to 
banning polystyrene food containers, 
you must first consider the related dis-
posal and litter expenses,” Bolling said. 

“Before passing its citywide polysty-
rene ordinance, Seattle studied the en-
vironmental impacts and found they 
were spending around $620,000 a year 
to clean up, collect and dispose or re-
cycle the popular takeout food boxes.”

The report makes nine recommen-
dations for jurisdictions considering 
EPS food container bans or reduction 
ordinances, ranging from evaluat-
ing whether specific alternatives will 
be required to conducting pre- and 
post-ordinance litter audits.

“Equinox did an excellent job of 
presenting fact-based findings on the 
impacts of polystyrene on the envi-
ronment, businesses and residents 

Submitted by the Center for 
Sustainable Energy  
(energycenter.org). 
Chuck Colgan is a writer at the 
Center for Sustainable Energy.

for high performing buildings (score 
over 75).

Local municipalities and their work-
ing groups, such as the City of San 
Diego Sustainable Energy Advisory 
Board, will likely direct the release of a 
local ordinances and associated train-
ing resources. Organizations partnered 
with local benchmarking ordinance 
delivery are also great resources, such 
as local Green Building Councils or Bet-
ter Buildings Challenge groups. 

Who does AB 802 impact?
u If your building is 50,000 square feet 
or larger, a building is required to sub-
mit 2017 whole-building energy data 
to the CEC by June 1st, 2018 using EN-
ERGY STAR Portfolio Manager.

u Exempted buildings for 2018:
  •  Multifamily buildings (buildings 

with any residential accounts)
  •  Buildings where 50% or  

greater is:
     4 Industrial
     4 Manufacturing
     4  Science experiments with a 

controlled environment
  •  Starting June 1st, 2019, all multi-

family buildings with 17 or more 
residential utility accounts will 
be required to submit for AB 802

u Currently, building owners can 
request whole-building energy data 
from local utilities

  •  AB 802 has required utilities to 
provide this data since January 
1, 2017

  •  The process for requesting ag-
gregated data may vary depend-
ing on your local utility and the 
number of accounts serving the 
building

u  CEC will begin public disclosure 
compliance status and energy data 
for all covered buildings starting in 
2019

u  Visit http://www.energy.ca.gov/
benchmarking/ to see the bill text 
and for more information

Where can benchmarking 
take us? 

As stated in the AB 802 language, 
“it is the intent of the Legislature to 
support strategies that enhance ener-
gy efficiency. Building owners should 
have access to their buildings’ ener-
gy usage information, which enables 
understanding of a building’s energy 
usage for improved building manage-
ment and investment decisions.”

With better information, the qual-
ity of which gets better every year, 
benchmarking at this scale can result 

“Working with Equinox 
Project allowed me to apply 
my engineering skills to 
analyze a broad range of 
sustainability and economic 
topics.” 

– Cecily Taylor, Fehr & Peers 
Transportation Consultants

“Every year, the Equinox 
Project reminds us, with 
real numbers, that our 
quality of life is what makes 
San Diego . . . San Diego. 

– Sean Karafin, San Diego 
Regional Chamber of 

Commerce

“Our goal is to arm decision-
makers with the necessary 
resources to create policies 
that will improve our 
quality of life in San Diego” 

–Mikaela Bolling,  
Equinox Project manager 

Photos courtesy Center for Sustainable Energy
Equinox Project research on single-use food containers is helping cities set restrictions on their 
use.
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Here in San Diego, Great Ecology is 
developing a mitigation bank for a 
former salt pond, Pond 20, owned 
by the Port of San Diego. This will 
lead to restored tidal marshes that 
help protect against sea-level rise. 
Great Ecology joined forces with 
Tellurium Partners, a San Diego-
based mitigation banking firm, to 
develop restoration plans for the 
upcoming Moosa Creek Mitigation 
Bank in northern San Diego County 
(Bonsall) that will restore habitat for 
threatened and endangered species 
while improving flood control and 
creating opportunities for water 
quality improvements. In San Marcos, 
Great Ecology has been involved in 
a multi-year water quality study that 
will be used to develop a sustainable 
lake management strategy.

Great Ecology has developed, and 
won awards for, a sustainable-use wa-
ter project in Colorado, a flood pro-
tection project in Toronto, Canada, 
and multiple awards for sustainable 
projects in New York City including 
Brooklyn Bridge Park. Great Ecology 

works with industry, developers, gov-
ernments, and non-profits to develop 
cost-effective and sustainable solu-
tions to a variety of ecological chal-
lenges as part of our mission to ex-
pand the ecological horizon—and 
help everyone have opportunities to 

interact with resilient landscapes.

and use Miles Per Gallon as a deciding 
factor.

What resources are 
available?

If you are a building owner or oper-
ator of a building over 50,000 square 
feet, check to see if you are required 
to submit data this year. Below is a list 
of useful resources.

u  California Energy Commission - 
http://www.energy.ca.gov/bench-
marking/

u  City of San Diego - https://www.
sandiego.gov/benchmark 
https://www.sandiego.gov  
sustainability/climate-action-plan 

u  Center for Sustainable Energy 
-http://energycenter.org/
CitySDBenchmarking 

u   San Diego Green Building Council - 
http://usgbc-sd.org/ 

u  ENERGY STAR listed partner list 
-https://www.energystar.gov/
buildings/facility-owners-and-
managers/existing-buildings/save-
energy/expert-help/find-energy-
star-service-a-1 

in a number of benefits, thus bridg-
ing the gap between the high-perfor-
mance requirements for new build-
ings in California with a roadmap to 
improve the performance of all exist-
ing buildings in the state. 

u  Building users can make better 
informed decisions on leasing or 
buying a space

u  General public can better under-
stand where they live and work

u  Large-scale benchmarking pro-
grams can incentivize retro-com-
missioning, energy audits, and 
installation of upgraded building 
systems and equipment

u  State and local jurisdictions can 
earmark resources for areas that 
are higher users

u  State, local, and private energy 
users can track energy reduction 
and its impacts (for example: GHG 
emissions reduction at a building 
scale, or city-wide compliance with 
the Climate Action Plan)

u  Energy users can better plan the 
pathway to Zero Net Energy (ZNE)

What’s happening at the 
local level? 

Three municipalities in California 
already have local benchmarking and 
public disclosure programs whose re-
quirements exceed those of the state 
program - Los Angeles, Berkeley, and 
San Francisco. Here in San Diego, our 
exemplary Climate Action Plan sets 
the foundation for our very own local 

Future-proof design: As part 
of the design we leave addi-
tional connection points for fu-
ture EV charging stations. This 
comes at a marginal cost and 
allows for easy expansion. 

LEED Points: Each project will 
add significant points toward 
LEED certification.

Smarter Operation
Optimized Load: We will re-
duce your demand charges by 
optimizing your Solar, Battery, 
EV, and site load

Optimized O&M: Don’t pay 
twice for Operations & Mainte-
nance – we’ll service all of the 
energy systems together

Credits for EV Charging: We 
will help you claim carbon 
credits for the electricity you 
provide for EV drivers 

Sustainability Reporting: We 
provide an annual report of so-
lar production, GHG reduction, 
gallons of gasoline offset, and 
more for easy incorporation 
into your Corporate and Social 
Responsibility metrics. 

ordinance:
“The City of San Diego Climate 

Action Plan (CAP) calls for creating 
more energy-efficient buildings and 
ordinances to conserve and disclose 
energy use. In pursuing its CAP goals, 
the city is planning a potential bench-
marking ordinance for commercial, 
multifamily and mixed-use proper-
ties. The City is in the process of so-
liciting public input on the provisions 
of a potential ordinance in alignment 
with AB 802.” ( https://www.sandiego.
gov/benchmark )

Better public knowledge 
about building performance

Having access and disclosing to 
the public how well buildings per-
form on an energy basis allows the 
public to understand where they live, 
work and play. Commercial and res-
idential tenants can seek out spaces 
that have lower monthly utility bills. 
For the building owners, this bill gives 
them access to data they haven’t had 
in the past due to tenants not sharing 
information. Owners can take this ag-
gregated utility data and pursue en-
ergy efficiency upgrades to the build-
ings with the most need. Once energy 
is disclosed, the public (building own-
ers, operators, and users) will better 
understand terms like Energy Use In-
tensity (annual energy use per square 
foot) the way we already understand 

Submitted by Patrick Kelly 
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Great Ecology has been involved in developing a sustainability plan for Lake San Marcos.
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Submitted by Josh Dean, CEM, 
LEED AP O+M
Program Manager with San Diego 
Green Building Council

Ravi Bajaj, WELL AP, LEED 
AP O+M, BREEAM In-Use  
Licensed Assessor
Marketing Manager with Healthy 
Buildings, Board President with 
San Diego Green Building Council
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Solar:

Having access and disclosing 
to the public how well buildings 
perform on an energy basis al-
lows the public to understand 
where they live, work and play. 
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