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The School Building Task Force has continued its pace over the summer, meeting weekly in our quest to get to a viable solution to our elementary schools.  Residents are invited to ask the Task Force questions in a live cable forum held monthly; the last one was on September 6 and is being rebroadcast over Channel 9 throughout September.  We will continue to hold these sessions the first Wednesday of each month in the Warren Room of Town building at 7pm—the next date is October 4.  We invite the public to come with their questions and concerns, or to submit questions for consideration in advance via our website or town mailbox.  We will be holding a town wide community discussion on Monday, October 16, where residents will get a chance to discuss their issues regarding the school building issues with each other.  Watch the local papers for more information, but save the date.
Recently, the Northeast Energy Efficient Partnership (NEEP) gave us a presentation on High Performance Schools.  Though many would call these schools “green”, we learned there is more to it than that.  Carolyn Sarno, Program Manager for NEEP, walked us through what this nationwide initiative is all about and why we should care.  Where we think of green as solar panels and tight windows, Ms. Sarno also discussed water efficiency and building site selection to maximize natural lighting.  This program, which is funded by the state’s utility companies, is also looking at an integrated decision making process that makes the logical but often overlooked connections between, for example, choice of lighting fixtures and reduced HVAC needs (fewer, better designed lights reduces cooling needs and therefore reduces overall energy needs).  This led to one of  Ms. Sarno’s strongest messages: get high performance school design involved early in your process.  
The financial factor is real: up front costs could be slightly higher, though the payback is great, and reductions in operating costs are shown to have a fairly solid track record.  On average, the single highest expense for school districts after labor is utilities.  And if utility costs go up, which we all expect they will, there are two options: more taxes or reduce costs in programmatic areas such as teachers and materials.  Managing this cost center can start with cost effective, sustainable construction, be it renovation or new construction.

Sarno pointed out that if we start now, we give ourselves time to research various options for offsetting any upfront costs of construction: there are numerous manufacturer incentives for purchasing “environmentally friendly” materials, our utility company may be able to work with us on discounts in utility costs and there are some federal grants available to school districts embracing this High Performance model.  Sarno also was confident that the payback in operating savings will be there.  For example, of the fourteen schools involved in the NEEP pilot program, savings on energy ranged from a low of 18% to a high of over 44%: Newton South had a 30% reduction which translated to a $200,000 annual savings in reduced energy needs.  
In addition to all the possible sources of cost offsets and grants, the most important information for the Town of Stow is that green construction is now part of the Mass. School Building Authority guidelines.  If we follow the High Performance School program, we are eligible for an additional 2% state aid on the cost of construction.  This may in fact cover the cost of any up front incremental increases, while allowing Stow to realize operating savings in the years ahead.

We also learned about the importance of securing a commissioning agent throughout the construction phase.  The role of this person is essentially quality control—he or she is responsible for doing an operations audit of all systems installed during construction before occupancy to ensure everything is working according to plan.  The purpose is to ensure that any defects in the construction are found as soon as possible so that the builder/engineer will be held responsible for correcting it, rather than the owner (Stow residents) having to pay later to fix what never worked in the first place.  The committee will be discussing this further when we get a designer on board.

Our next steps as a Task Force on this question will be to educate ourselves further on the program requirements, to talk to architects,builders and vendors who have been involved with the program, and to visit schools that were part of the pilot program.  We invite you to visit the NEEP website (www.neep.org) to learn more about the program, and to the Stow web site www.stow-ma.gov to learn more about what the Task Force has been doing.  As always, questions and concerns are welcome at e.sturgis@gmail.com.
