Public Facilities Committee Report

City of Newton
In City Council

Wednesday, September 17, 2025

Present: Councilors Danberg (Acting Chair), Getz, Kalis, Kelley, Leary and Laredo

Absent: Councilors Albright and Gentile

Also present: Councilor Wright

City Staff: Chief Operating Officer Jonathan Yeo, Commissioner of Public Buildings Josh Morse, Co-
Director of Sustainability Ann Berwick, Co-Director of Sustainability Sam Nighman, Climate Action
Coordinator Caroline Weiss

All Public Facilities agendas and reports, both past and present, can be found at the following link:

https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-
committees/public-facilities-committee

For more information regarding this meeting, a video recording can be found at the following
link: https://www.youtube.com/live/D3vZZiiDybg?si=Dfg5wTJmwREssgLJ.

Referred to Public Facilities & Finance Committees
#256-25 Appropriate $152,255 for a LED Lighting Project at the Newton Education Center
HER HONOR THE MAYOR requesting authorization to appropriate and expend the
sum of one hundred fifty-two thousand two hundred fifty-five dollars (5152,255)
from the Energy Stabilization Fund to fund a LED Lighting Project at the Newton
Education Center.
Action: Public Facilities Approved 5-0 (Councilor Kelley Not Voting)

Note: Co-Director of Sustainability Sam Nighman explained that this project would fully
transition the entire Education Center to LED lighting along with lighting controls. Since 2014, the
City has done around 24 LED lighting projects within its buildings, many at schools, and this
project continues in this vein. The project’s total cost of two hundred sixty-eight thousand dollars
(5268,000) was reduced thanks to a utility rebate of one hundred sixteen thousand dollars
(5116,000). Mr. Nighman added that the City saves around twenty-six thousand dollars (526,000)
annually in electricity at the Education Center, with some additional savings for maintenance-
related costs.


https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/public-facilities-committee
https://www.newtonma.gov/government/city-clerk/city-council/council-standing-committees/public-facilities-committee
https://www.youtube.com/live/D3vZZiiDybg?si=Dfg5wTJmwREssgLJ
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A councilor inquired about the project’s return on investment. Mr. Nighman answered there was
about a 5-year return on investment when including savings from maintenance-related costs.

Chair’s note: After the meeting, Mr. Nighman clarified that there was an estimated annual
electricity cost savings of twenty-six thousand one hundred ninety-one dollars (526,191) and a
4.9-year simple return on investment for the project.

Another councilor inquired about the project’s timeline. Commissioner of Public Buildings Josh
Morse replied that the Department needs to order materials and coordinate with the Education
Center’s busy schedule, but the project would start as soon as possible.

Councilor Laredo motioned to approve the item, which passed unanimously.

#230-25 Discussion with Green Newton and the Sustainability Team regarding networked
geothermal near the Countryside School
COUNCILOR ALBRIGHT requesting a discussion with Green Newton volunteers
who are generating interest among homeowners regarding networked
geothermal near the Countryside School. The discussion should include the
Sustainability Team regarding a potential networked geothermal system involving
the Countryside School and other neighborhood homes and/or businesses, using
a third-party networked geothermal company that might result in a public/private
partnership.

Action: Public Facilities Voted No Action Necessary 5-0 (Councilor Leary Not Voting)

Note: The Acting Chair introduced the present members of Green Newton: Judy Jacobs,
Peter Barrer, and Julia LaGuette. They presented the attached presentation regarding networked
geothermal.

Peter Barrer, 60 Endicott Street, explained that at its most basic, geothermal is heat taken out of
the ground because the Earth is warm underneath. There are many ways to use geothermal,
including to serve district heating systems, to generate electricity directly, and for networked
geothermal. He noted that networked geothermal is similar to single home geothermal, but
includes many buildings on the same loop. This system is advantageous because it is cheaper to
serve multiple buildings of various types in one system, especially if some need heating while
others need cooling.

He mentioned that two of Newton’s schools, Countryside and Franklin, are all-electric and run on
geothermal. He added that taking advantage of the possibility to connect the neighborhood
homes to the school system would reduce the operating cost of the overall system, as one could
leverage the schools being closed on the weekend to power the homes, and vice versa.
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Judy Jacobs explained that Green Newton works with residents, businesses, and the City to drive

down greenhouse gases in Newton. Green Newton is excited about networked geothermal
because of its potential to achieve results at scale.

She spoke to Green Newton’s outreach to the Countryside neighborhood. The project’s purpose
was to build community interest and educate people about networked geothermal, as well as to
collect basic home data for a technical and cost-feasibility study.

To do so, Green Newton obtained a grant and consulted with City officials and the Department
of Public Utilities (DPU), who ensured there was a legal path for a private operator to develop a
networked geothermal project. They found there was an interest from potential operators,
though more information was requested for them to consider moving forward.

Judy Jacobs explained they undertook broad community outreach within a targeted area of a
thousand (1000) feet radius from the Countryside school, which included two hundred and fifty
(250) households. They held two community meetings and trained volunteers to conduct home
visits to survey residents.

Julia LaGuette, 63 Cynthia Road, acknowledged that the survey was not representative of all
Newton homeowners, as data was only collected from those who agreed to fill out the survey.
She explained there was a total of fifty-one (51) homeowners who requested a home survey,
thirty-two (32) of which lived within the Countryside area, and twenty-eight (28) of which
completed the survey. Green Newton collected information about their homes, electric and gas
bills, and HVAC systems, in addition to questions about their attitudes on geothermal networks.

Survey results showed that homeowners were interested in geothermal because of its
environmental and health benefits and potential to reduce future energy costs. The number one
concern was cost, followed by construction extent and length.

Peter Barrer, 60 Endicott Street, touched upon financing and operating options for networked
geothermal, including utility companies, private operators, and cities. He noted that Green
Newton has primarily focused on private operators as a funding avenue and has identified several
companies who are interested in working with them. He added that there is a role for the City
even if it does not operate the system, as it would need to authorize a private operator to put
pipes in the street.

Finally, Mr. Barrer explained geothermal’s funding problem, whereby customers want to know
its costs before converting, which are uncertain until an operator can finance it, but no operator
wants to do so unless they see interest from customers.

Marcia Cooper, former Green Newton President, 170 Evelyn Road, expressed pride in Green
Newton’s initiative, and hoped that City leaders will show interest and assist this project.
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Stephen Grody, member of the Newton Energy Commission, 41 North Street, commented on the

Energy Commission’s awareness and hopes for geothermal as related to the economics of heat
pumps.

A councilor asked what cost savings the City could see by extending this system to the
neighborhood and replacing other utilities. Mr. Barrer answered that there would be minor cost
savings to the City.

The same councilor asked whether the Countryside geothermal system could be extended to the
community at any time, or whether it would need to happen now. Mr. Barrer answered that the
school will be built and operated as if there were no network to the neighborhood, but it has the
potential to be upgraded to connect to the neighborhood. He noted this could happen in one,
five, or ten years, but is not required.

In response to another councilor’s question, Mr. Barrer clarified that additional boreholes would
need to be drilled for neighbors to tap into Countryside’s network, which the neighbors would
presumably pay for.

The same councilor inquired about cost per household. Mr. Barrer responded that they can
estimate costs for indoor work, but not for other types of expenses. He added that the
Framingham Pilot would provide some answers over the next year or so.

The same councilor raised that uncertainty about costs makes it difficult for the City to go much
further. Mr. Barrer clarified that the City would only need to give permission for a private
operator to make an investment. He added that the operator would need some confirmation
that the City would support their proposal, such as by allowing them to put pipes in the street at
their cost. The councilor noted allowing this may require a change in the City’s ordinances.

The Committee suggested that a member of City Staff speak to the Law department to determine
whether the City’s ordinances would allow for such a change.

Chief Operating Officer Jonathan Yeo noted that home rule petitions may be needed for this type
of work. He raised concerns about the use of City property and how the City would be
compensated for hosting these wells as part of a private utility system.

Commissioner Morse thanked Green Newton members for their work in raising awareness on
networked geothermal and decarbonization in general. He noted that the City is not against
Geothermal — he first discussed the approach with utility companies around five years ago. He
mentioned the possibility for utility companies to backstop costs, at least for some test cases,
which could allow Newton to better understand homeowner capital costs, operating costs, and
rate structure, and move test cases forward.
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Co-Director of Sustainability Ann Berwick expressed support for Green Newton’s geothermal

initiatives. She added that networked geothermal is a tried-and-true method that has been used
on campuses all over the country and world.

A councilor inquired about the Countryside and Franklin School project timelines. Commissioner
Morse responded that the City would start digging wells at the Countryside and Franklin Schools
in three (3) and five (5) weeks respectively.

In response to a councilor’s request, Mr. Barrer provided details about the Framingham Pilot to
the Committee. He explained that the project connects a school administration building, a
firehouse, and some residences. The project took two years to build and has been operating for
one year. He added that Eversource was planning an addition — a testament to the project’s
success.

Judy Jacobs added that bringing the residential homes up to code accounted for a lot of the
Framingham Pilot expenses, however, this would not be needed for the Countryside residents
that Green Newton engaged with, as almost all homes were already suited for a geothermal
network.

Councilor Laredo motioned to vote No Action Necessary, which passed unanimously.

The Committee adjourned at 7:52PM.

Respectfully Submitted,
Susan Albright, Chair of the Public Facilities Committee
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The new Countryside School is being built with a geothermal heating and cooling system—
cutting emissions, lowering energy costs, and helping Newton meet its climate goals.

Green Newton is proud to support and build on this
progress. We're working with residents across New‘ton—
and are especially eager to connect with neighbors in the
Countryside area—to explore community-wide
geothermal solutions that bring clean, reliable energy ©©
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Starts at Home
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28 Countryside Homeowners

Completed a Home Survey

Results
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e Reduce energy costs

2) 4 homeowners signed up, but did not respond to emails to schedule a survey ; 3 homeowners did not want to be contacted
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1) 4 homeowners signed up, but did not respond to emails to schedule a survey

“Why are you interested, or not, in geothermal
e Better for the env

networks?”

# of
Homeowners
who signed up
for a home
survey
# of
Homeowners
who completed
a home survey
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“Please list your most important questions
about geothermal networks”

1) What are the costs?

2) What construction (outside and inside the house) is involved?

3) How long would it take to build?

4) What if | recently switched from gas to an air source heat pump?

CLEAN
Q GreenNewton | ENERGY
Starts at Home

Surveyed Countryside Homes and their Owners’ Attitudes

*Almost all homes (>90%) have ducts for central air

*Almost all homes (>90%) have had Mass Save energy
assessments and maximized insulation

* All owners were interested in geothermal networks (and
decarbonizing, in general), but cost is a priority

CLEAN @
Q GreenNewton ENERGY.
Starts at Home




#230-25

CLEAN
ENERGY.

Starts at Home

Conclusions —
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Interim Conclusions

e Resident interest

e Costis an obstacle
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Moving Forward: Models & Priorities

Possible Financing and Operating

e Utility led
* Private operator
» City led

Priorities:

e City role in legal steps & property owner outreach
e Solve funding “chicken and egg” hurdle
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Additional slides
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Refresher on Geothermal Energy Networks: Pros and Cons

e Pros

Non-intermittent, renewable, low carbon source
of energy

Very efficient relative to other systems*

Reduced burden on/increased resilience of
electrical grid, compared to other systems

Provides heating and cooling
Can expand by connecting individual networks

Well-established technology- already operating in
US and Ex-US

Infrastructure lasts decades with low maintenance
and operating costs

Gas utility workforce can apply their construction
expertise to the geothermal industry

e Cons

Expensive to construct infrastructure and
access to capital/financing required

Expensive retrofitting of older
homes/buildings may be needed

Need company to maintain the
infrastructure

Need company to perform administrative
aspects (e.g., or billing)

Significant stakeholder collaboration
needed

Municipal/state legislation needs to be
supportive

Not applicable for all geographic locations

* Approximate Coefficients of Performance (COPs): Gas furnace <1 ; Air Source Heat Pump (ASHP) 2-3; Geothermal/Ground Source Heat

13Aug25
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