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Students Launch Effort to Counter Energy Inefficiencies in Rentals

Boulder – The financial incentive to reduce energy use is missing in the rental property market, causing renters to live in energy inefficient properties that have unnecessarily high energy bills, according to a new report by a CU-Boulder student group.  The group announced plans to counter the problem by helping to audit 500 rental units through door-to-door community service and creating a rating system that improves the ease with which renters can identify the energy efficiency of rental properties when they are apartment hunting.  

“Renters are facing unnecessarily high energy bills because there is no incentive to reduce energy use in a majority of rental properties,” says Christina Aalto, a junior at CU-Boulder and author of the new report Retrofitting Rentals, Retrofitting Boulder: Improving the Market for Energy Efficient Rentals. “The cheapest and cleanest energy is the energy we don’t have to use so we need to work with renters and landlords to make sure the financial incentive to reduce energy exists.  It will be good for consumers and will also reduce the amount of global warming pollution we create.”  

According to Aalto, there are lots of ways to increase energy efficiency but the best way is through upgrades to the actual rental unit like purchasing more efficient appliances, increasing insulation and making sure windows are well-sealed.  These investments cost money up front but can save consumers a lot of money over the long run.  

The report by the CU-Boulder chapter of CoPIRG, a statewide public interest group, points to the split incentive as the primary reason for why there is little financial incentive for landlords and renters to make the most beneficial energy reduction investments.  The split incentive refers to the lack of financial incentive for either tenants or landlords to make investments in energy efficiency programs.  Landlords do not have an incentive because many do not pay the energy bills so would not recoup their investment through the energy savings.  Renters also lack an incentive because despite paying their own energy bills, they usually do not stay in the unit long enough to recoup their energy efficiency investments.     

“Xcel has just increased their rates and has plans to increase them again.  If we don’t fix this lack of incentive to reduce energy use in the rental market, renters will be stuck in units with energy bills going up,” says Aalto.  “This impacts the low income, elderly and college students at a time when they are struggling to afford major expenses like college and paying their bills.”

To correct the split incentive, CoPIRG is recruiting and training college students to go out and perform energy audits on at least 500 rental properties in the city of Boulder in the fall to determine energy efficiency improvements that can be made and to educate renters and landlords about their options. In addition, CoPIRG is launching an effort to create a system that allows renters to see and compare the energy efficiency of properties.  Not only will this benefit renters but this would reward landlords who make energy efficient investments and can tout their energy efficient units.

“As a landlord that has made some costly investments I want to be able to advertise my units are energy efficient,” says Mike Stengle, a Boulder landlord. “If there was more transparency about the energy efficiency of all rentals, I could better advertise my rentals and would have a financial incentive to continue to improve them because I think renters would want to rent units that have lower energy bills.”

“Beyond the immediate financial impact that correcting the split incentive will have for renters, increasing energy efficiency is critical for our country to tackle global warming,” says Laura Farris, EPA Region 8 Climate Change Coordinator and former Mayor of Nederland.  “Most of our energy production creates global warming pollution and in order to make the large reductions to avoid the worst impacts of global warming, we can’t overlook any avenue.  These CU-Boulder students have not only identified an important avenue but are not waiting for any one else to fix it.  They are rolling up their sleeves and heading into their community.”

CoPIRG Students is the student organizing arm of the Colorado Public Interest Research Group.  Its mission is to recruit and train students to be civically involved in their communities and make a difference.  There are chapters at CU-Boulder and CU-Denver.
