
Local governments and their leaders are playing a mounting role 
in the fight for resiliency to combat increasing extreme weath-
er-related issues wreaking havoc on local economies, its resi-

dents, and infrastructure. Texas county leaders and city managers 
can overcome many of our current grid-related issues by increasing 
energy efficiency in our buildings and training facility operators to 
properly manage these energy-consuming structures. During peri-
ods of peak demand, of which ERCOT set 11 new records in the sum-
mer of 2023, the main contributors are often small commercial (and 
residential) buildings, contributing up to 70% of the load during those 
vital hours. Lack of energy efficiency measures such as adequate in-
sulation, proper duct work, and sealing gaps in windows and doors, 
are often the root of the cause, however this is not the only source. 
Many of these buildings are old and were built prior to energy code 
implementation. Unless steps have been taken to retrofit these build-
ings, they most likely do not have proper controls and automation 
that can aid in reducing energy consumption. Potential solutions in-
clude installing smart devices, such as smart thermostats, heat pump 
water heaters, sensors and automatic controls, while also ensuring 
the workforce receives suitable training to fully utilize their benefits.

When well trained and educated facility managers can effec-
tively improve the operation of buildings through energy efficiency 
implementation the results  lead to more sustainable, efficient, and 
cost-effective public infrastructure. Let’s dive into several actionable 
steps that can reduce energy consumption, lower operating costs, 
and ultimately alleviate strain on the grid.  

1. Energy Audits and Benchmarking: Cities can and should 
conduct regular energy audits to identify inefficiencies. The first step 
to saving energy at your building is to benchmark, and a great place 
to start is benchmarking your building with ENERGY STAR’s Portfo-
lio Manager, which measures and compares your building’s energy 
use to similar buildings, past consumption, or a reference perfor-
mance level. This will help identify operation gaps. 
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to upgrade facility infrastructure with little or no capital outlay. Ap-
proved by State legislation and established by local governments, 
building owners gain access to private, affordable, long-term (typi-
cally 10-20 years), low-cost fixed rate financing that is not available 
through traditional funding avenues.

The need to enhance energy efficiency, reduce operational 
costs, and maintain feasible, effective practices spotlights the es-
sential role facility managers play. Applying the right measures 
can yield significant and immediate benefits. While we touched on 
several steps cities can take to help improve their community’s ef-
ficiency and energy waste, several measures stand out to further 
shift energy usage and help build a more resilient grid. 

Switching to LED lighting systems, particularly for street light-
ing, is a straight forward and impactful measure. LED technology 
is known for its superior energy efficiency and long lifespan com-
pared to traditional lighting options. This upgrade not only reduces 
energy consumption but also significantly cuts maintenance costs 
due to the longer intervals between replacements. For instance, El 
Paso, Texas, implemented an LED streetlight retrofit and antici-
pates $2.4 million in annual savings from avoided costs and main-
tenance. The energy savings and durability of LEDs make this an 
attractive option for facility managers aiming for quick wins in en-
ergy efficiency and cost reduction.

Effective temperature management and adjusting indoor tem-
peratures during peak demand periods, often through incorporating 
demand response technologies, has a significant impact on efficien-
cy and utility savings. Even buildings designed for maximum effi-
ciency can experience significant energy wastage due to improper 
occupant behavior and inefficient operation of building systems.  

Not turning off lights when a room or building is not in use or failing 
to program thermostats correctly can lead to unnecessary energy 
consumption. Former ASHRAE president Gordon Holmes highlight-
ed in the “2009 Energy Efficiency Guide for Existing Commercial 
Buildings: The Business Case for Building Owners and Managers” 
that operational changes could result in a 10-40% reduction in en-
ergy use. As mentioned earlier demand response is a demand-side 
strategy that helps to optimize energy use, reduce peak demand 
charges, and enhance overall building performance.

The adage “You can’t manage what you don’t measure” under-
scores the importance of energy benchmarking. Energy bench-
marking allows facility managers to identify inefficiencies, track 
improvements, and set performance goals. Free resources are often 
available through regional energy efficiency organizations (REEO) 
and state energy offices. Benchmarking tools, such as the Texas 
Benchmarking Toolkit, can be found on SPEER’s website, and the 
Texas State Energy Conservation Office (SECO) offers remote au-
dits and onsite preliminary energy assessments. By utilizing these 
tools, facility managers can gain insights into their energy use, 
identify cost-saving opportunities, and effectively manage energy 
and water consumption. 

To conclude, implementing LED lighting systems upgrades, 
adjusting temperatures during peak demand, conducting energy 
benchmarking, and the adoption of PACE are highly effective mea-
sures for facility managers. These strategies not only provide imme-
diate impacts in terms of energy efficiency and cost savings but also 
ensure the long-term sustainability and optimal performance of facil-
ities. By adopting these practices, local governments can achieve sig-
nificant improvements with minimal disruption and investment. 

4STEPS
TO REDUCE GRID STRAIN

2. Upgrading Building Systems: According to the U.S. Gen-
eral Services Administration, commercial building space cooling 
and heating systems represent 44% of energy consumption in U.S. 
buildings. Replacing outdated HVAC systems, lighting, and insu-
lation with energy-efficient alternatives is a guaranteed way to 
not only increase your building’s comfort and efficiency, but also 
lower utility bills. To further increase savings, you can implement 
smart building technologies for real-time energy management.

3. Maintenance and Operations: To help combat grid strain 
often caused by the built environment, building owners and cit-
ies can adopt preventive maintenance practices. This will ensure 
equipment runs efficiently and staff is trained on energy-efficient 
practices and the importance of regular maintenance. A national-
ly recognized training program that does just this is the Building 
Operator Certification (BOC). BOC teaches building operators 
to competently manage many moving pieces from HVAC and 
electrical systems, to lighting, code compliance, data collection  
and more.  

4. Funding and Grants: The Property Assessed Clean Ener-
gy (PACE) model is a great way to help fund efficiency upgrades 
in commercial buildings and other structures. As of 2022, more 
than 38 states and the District of Columbia have enacted PACE 
enabling legislation for commercial buildings. For example, Tex-
as’s program is known as Texas Property Assessed Clean Energy 
(TX-PACE). When local governments approve and adopt PACE 
statutes they help reduce peak demand, enhance grid reliabili-
ty, expand distributed generation as resilient power source, and 
improve their community’s air quality and water conservation. 
PACE programs enable building owners to lower their operating 
costs and use the savings to pay for eligible water conservation, 
energy efficiency, resiliency, and distributed generation projects. 
PACE is a proven financial tool that incentivizes property owners 
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