
Why did Tompkins County start a Business Energy Advisors Program? 
 
• Business owners are focused on and experts in running their businesses, but usually not on the 

latest energy innovations. Even when they want to “do the right thing” to save money and reduce 
their carbon footprint, they’re usually too busy to figure out alternatives on their own. 

• The commercial sector is the largest energy user and greenhouse gas emitter in Tompkins County.  
• In terms of “emissions saved per decision made,” helping the owner of a commercial or multi-family 

building to cut GHG emissions gets a bigger bang for the buck than convincing a homeowner to take 
action.  
 

With these facts in mind, in August 2018 Tompkins County launched the Business Energy Advisors (BEA) 
program to help business owners and facility managers as they consider new construction, expansion, 
or major renovation of facilities within Tompkins County. We bring them into the program during the 
earliest stages of project conceptualization and design, when it is the easiest and most cost-effective to 
incorporate energy efficiency improvements and renewables. We help them to set energy goals, 
understand their energy options, and connect with the incentives that are available. Through the 
program, businesses, non-profit organizations, multi-family housing developers, and government 
entities are eligible to receive free energy expertise tailored to their specific project. 
 
A robust partnership is funding this effort with support coming from: Tompkins County government; 
NYSERDA, through the County’s Clean Energy Communities grant and a grant to local non-profit 
HeatSmart Tompkins; the local economic development agency, Tompkins County Area Development; 
and a recently announced grant from the Park Foundation. In its first year the program nearly doubled 
original projections of interest, providing energy options reports to 22 businesses and demonstrating 
the importance of providing technical assistance in a “one-stop shop.” As one business owner noted, 
“Our participation in the BEA program was transformational for our project – it enhanced both the 
energy and financial performance of the building.” 
 
One area of Tompkins County – the Town and Village of Lansing – is under a gas moratorium, creating 
particular challenges for businesses there. Building on the BEA program’s resounding success in its first 
year, Tompkins County is launching a one-year pilot “BEA Lansing” program in October 2019 with 
funding through NYSERDA. While the original BEA Program addressed major expansion or renovation 
projects, not improvements for existing space, BEA Lansing will provide this technical assistance to 
owners of existing buildings without major expansion or renovation plans. To address the moratorium, a 
specific goal for BEA Lansing is to help gas customers reduce their demand for gas, including converting 
to heat pumps.  
 
The original BEA (new construction) and BEA Lansing programs are housed within the Tompkins County 
Department of Planning and Sustainability and managed by Senior Planner – Energy Specialist Andrea 
Aguirre (gaguirre@tompkins-co.org). To learn more about the program, join the email list for updates, 
and download the program overview, please visit http://tompkinscountyny.gov/bea.  
 
Tompkins County Green Capital Plan:  Evidenced by 20 years of action in reducing our government’s 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and risks associated with climate change, Tompkins County 
government has continually worked with a sustainability approach to facility improvements and 
operational policies. Our collaborative efforts span across municipalities, businesses and the community 
to reduce GHG emissions collectively. In August 2019, the Tompkins County Legislature adopted a new 
Energy Strategy which provides the vision and leadership to move both County government operations 
and the overall community toward achieving net-zero emissions.   

mailto:gaguirre@tompkins-co.org
mailto:gaguirre@tompkins-co.org
http://tompkinscountyny.gov/bea
http://tompkinscountyny.gov/bea


 
The first priority in the Energy Strategy outlines that: “The County will undertake an inventory and 
analysis of our facilities and fleet to determine a financially sound path to net-zero emissions.  A high-
level analysis is occurring now as part of the County’s capital planning and those numbers will inform 
whether the County can responsibly commit to net-zero or other more aggressive GHG emissions goal by 
2030, 2040 or 2050.  We will strive for the largest reduction in the shortest timeframe possible while 
remaining financially solvent.” 
 
While similar goals have been discussed at the national, State and local levels, to date few governmental 
entities, if any, have taken the step of quantifying the financial investments needed to achieve the goals 
and laying out a path for financing necessary projects. The proposed Capital Plan provides a funding 
strategy to achieve the goal of net-zero emissions in County operations by 2035 by committing 
substantial investment over the next fifteen years to make the elimination of greenhouse gas emission 
in County operations as close to a reality as possible. 
 
Green Facilities – The Capital Plan identifies $32 million over a 15-year investment period to make 
needed improvements to existing County facilities with the ultimate goal of achieving net-zero 
emissions. The proposed Capital Plan lays out investments that allow the County to achieve this goal by 
2035. Over the past several months, staff has worked with engineers to develop a very high-level 
understanding of potential investments and estimated costs to create a placeholder for the Capital Plan.  
 
The Legislature has committed to invest significant resources so that all new buildings and large-scale 
retrofits will achieve net-zero emissions. Near-term, three major projects collectively represent nearly 
$100 million of infrastructure investments that will contribute to achieving net-zero emissions by 2035. 
Our airport expansion, which is nearing completion, will use geothermal heating and cooling, with a 
solar canopy over the parking lot. We’re planning a new “center of government” office building, as well 
as major improvements to our Public Safety building; both will involve a net-zero approach.  
 
Improvements to existing buildings include but are not limited to: LED lighting, building envelope 
sealing, plug load controls, controls optimization, boiler replacement, transformer replacement, solar 
canopies, geothermal, solar PV, distributed battery storage, and fuel cells. Preliminary research suggests 
that such investments could achieve approximately a 90% reduction in current emissions and, with new 
technologies and efficiencies anticipated in the next 15 years, could get the County very close to its net-
zero emissions goal. The Capital Plan also includes funds to hire expert consultants to assist in the 
detailed engineering work required to move these projects forward. It is envisioned that planning work 
will occur in 2020/21 with investments commencing in 2022/23. 
 
Green Fleet – Complementing the Green Facilities initiative is a commitment of $2 million in the Capital 
Plan to convert the County’s passenger vehicle fleet to electric vehicles. In total, the County has just 
over 70 passenger vehicles, including 10 electric vehicles. The Capital Plan outlines an annual $400,000 
investment over five years (2021-2025), replacing all gas-powered passenger vehicles with electric 
vehicles. This commitment includes purchasing and installing charging stations for County vehicles at 
their respective departments. More research will be needed to expand the scope of this capital program 
to all vehicles in the County fleet, but the Capital Plan provides a strong starting point for the capital 
needed to reach the important milestone of establishing an EV fleet of 70+ passenger vehicles.  
 
For more information on Tompkins County’s Green Capital Plan, please contact Jason Molino, County 
Administrator, 607-274-5551 or jmolino@tompkins-co.org. 
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