
 
Staff Report 

 
DATE:  December 4th, 2008 
 
TO:  City Council 
 
FROM:   Mitch Sears, Sustainability Manager 

Kim Vincent, Sustainability Intern 
 
SUBJECT:  City of Davis Low Carbon Diet Pilot Program Summary 
 
 
Recommendation 
Staff recommends that City Council receive this report including a summary of pilot program 
results. 
 
Fiscal Impact 
This is an informational report only.  There is no fiscal impact.    
 
Background and Analysis 
From October 12th thru November 10th, the Sustainability division under Parks and General 
Services challenged 100 households to participate in a 30 day pilot program to reduce their 
carbon emissions by 5,000 pounds each.  Over 100 households answered the challenge, with 
participation ranging from City Council and staff, UC Davis campus administrators, faculty, 
staff, students, and local business owners to general community home owners and renters. 
 
The program was based on a workbook published by the Empowerment Institute entitled 
“Low Carbon Diet:  A 30 Day Program to Lose 5000 Pounds.” The workbook outlines actions 
to improve household energy efficiency and assigns a carbon value savings to each action 
taken.  Participants calculated their baseline carbon footprints using a California-specific 
carbon calculator called CoolCalifornia (Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory, Berkeley, 
CA), and developed and implemented individual plans of action to reach their household 
carbon reduction goals.  Over the course of the 30 day program, participants were offered 
support by their peer households and assistance from the City to address questions.  
 
Households were given an initial orientation and met midway through the program.  Within 
these meetings neighboring households broke into groups of ten, led by a facilitator, and 
discussed opportunities and challenges associated with the program.  The feedback from these 
meetings was compiled and posted to both the City Low Carbon Diet (LCD) website and a 
Google Blog created specifically for participating households of the LCD.   
 
Households reported their results through an online reporting tool at the end of the 30 day 
program.  From the 47 reports received, households pledged to save a collective 253,723 
annual pounds of CO2, or 5,516 lbs/household on average.  While only half of the participants 
reported their results, the resultant trend suggests that households were, on average, able to 
achieve a 5,000 lb minimum carbon reduction.   
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Of those to report their results, 37 were homeowners, 9 were renters, and 1 declined to state.  
The reported income per household $120,000 or more and the average family size was 2.7 
persons.  Most participants in this program were high income families and homeowners.  
 
Davis, CA is a unique city in that many offices are located on campus or within the city limits.  
Furthermore, many LCD participants were early adopters of GHG reduction; roughly 40% 
reportedly bicycle (18), 45% drive an automobile (22), 10% walk (4), and 5% take public 
transit (3).  The average round trip commute for these participants was 15 miles.  The survey 
revealed that participants were willing to give up driving if their round trip commute was 10 
miles or less.  
 
The average baseline carbon footprint using the CoolCalifornia carbon calculator was 33 
annual tons of CO2 per year.  Households ranged evenly from 10 to 53 tons of CO2 per year.  
Figure 1 shows the average carbon footprint broken down by category.  

Average Carbon Footprint = 33 tons CO2/year 
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Housing, 30%
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Services, 9%

Transportation, 
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Figure 1.  Average carbon footprint of households who reported results, broken down by 
category. 
 
The nineteen actions presented in the workbook were split into practices that required simple 
changes in behavior (e.g. reducing hot water usage) and actions that required changes in the 
system (e.g. installing water heater insulation).  To our surprise, participants were already 
practicing about 50% of actions listed in the workbook prior to the program.  Approximately 30% 
of the actions listed in the workbook were newly adopted as a result of the program, and 20% of 
actions were not adopted at all despite aid offered by the program (Figure 2, Attachment 1).   
 

    
Figure 2.  Percentage of actions that were already being practiced, were adopted through the 
program, or were not adopted despite the program.  
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Table 1 lists the top five most popular actions to be adopted within the program.  Not 
coincidentally, all of the most popular actions involve changes in behavior.  Behavioral 
changes were reportedly easier and cheaper to adopt. 
 
Rank Action Lbs CO2 Saved # of 

Households 
1 Turning appliances all the way off 19600 34 
2 Switching from meat to vegetarian meals one or 

more days a week 
28000 28 

3 Reducing hot water used in showers 15600 26 
4 Reducing warm or hot wash loads per week 6800 26 
5 Reducing miles driven in a car or truck by 20% 30513 22 

Table 1.  Most popular actions to be adopted as a result of the Low Carbon Diet Program. 
 
While Table 1 lists the most popular actions that were taken, these individual actions did not 
necessarily render the greatest carbon savings.  Table 2 lists the five actions that were the 
most efficient at reducing carbon emissions given their popularity to be adopted. 
 
Rank Action Lbs CO2 saved # of 

Households 
1 Reducing solid waste to a smaller container 30680 14 
2 Reducing vehicle miles traveled by 20% 30513 22 
3 Switching from meat to vegetarian meals one or 

more days a week 
28000 28 

4 Implementing fuel efficient driving practices 23500 19 
5 Turning appliances all the way off 19600 34 

Table 2.  Actions that were the most efficient at reducing carbon emissions given the number 
of households who adopted them. 
 
On the opposite spectrum were actions that were least likely to be adopted.  Each of these 
actions involved system level changes and were either cost-prohibitive or too energy-
intensive to adopt.  Table 3 lists the five least popular actions to be adopted. 
 
Rank Action Lbs CO2 Saved # of 

Households 
1 Installing storm or high-efficiency windows  800 2 
2 Insulating walls & attic  2400 3 
3 Purchasing an energy-efficient furnace 4800 3 
4 Replacing old refrigerator with a new, Energy 

Star® model 
1500 3 

5 Installing a solar water heater 7500 4 
Table 3.  Least popular actions to be adopted as a result of the Low Carbon Diet program 
 
Overall, households expressed that they had a positive experience with the program.  They 
reported that the workbook was a great tool to help construct an action plan, asserted that the 
program made them more aware and more committed to taking action, and felt that the 
discussions amongst participating community households were helpful and motivating. 
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The pilot program was critiqued for not imbedding sufficient collaboration and accountability 
amongst team members, for setting program meetings at inconvenient times, and for not 
recognizing that certain actions would be adopted only if additional information and/or 
economic incentives were made available (Attachment2).  To this end, households suggested 
that the City take four actions to improve the program:  
 
• Hold meetings in casual settings and amongst natural groupings of people (and hold an 

additional meeting to increase accountability) 
• Make it easier for the whole family to become engaged by the LCD 
• Provide information on economic incentives for installing PV and energy efficient appliances 
• Give incentive to reduce waste by persuading waste management to offer lower rates for 

smaller trash receptacles  
 
Comments were also made regarding the CoolCalifornia carbon calculator (Attachment2).  
Overall, households thought that the calculator was an adequate tool for understanding how 
carbon emissions are generated and calculated in addition to being fun and easy-to-use (except 
for a few save and print functions).  Participants felt, however, that the calculator made too 
many assumptions in its calculations and that the options available to select from were too 
limited in scope to accurately reflect the source of household GHG emissions. 
 
Because a significant portion of the participants within the pilot program were early adopters 
of GHG reduction and were hence already practicing many of the suggested actions prior to 
their involvement in the LCD, they recommended that an addendum to the workbook be 
created for future participants to benefit from (Attachment2).  Reporting households requested 
the following six actions to be included in future LCD programs as additional suggested 
practices to reduce carbon emissions:  
 
• Compost/Worm bin 
• Purchase locally grown food (or grow own vegetables) 
• Practice good habits (e.g. close windows and draw drapes/blinds) 
• Decrease consumption (e.g. reusing clothes/appliances) 
• Reduce outdoor water usage (e.g. drip irrigation, reduce run-off, decrease size of lawn) 
• Install whole house/ceiling fan 
 
Conclusion 
The staff feels that the pilot program was a success and received widespread support: 
 
• Participants are on pace with meeting their reduction goals and have become more aware 

and committed to taking action to reduce their carbon emissions as a result of the 
program.   

• The feedback from participants and facilitators was exceptional and was key to further 
developing the program for future participants.   

• Improvements to the CoolCalifornia calculator have been made because of the feedback 
provided through this program.  
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Next Step 
The next step is to return to the council in early January with a plan to scale up the program 
and challenge 500 Davis households with the Low Carbon Diet come early February 2009.  
 
Attachments 

1. Total Actions Taken Already/Taking/Not Taken 
2. Summary of Participant Feedback for Davis Low Carbon Diet Program 

 


