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The EPA's Low Carbon IT Campaign

Lowering Your Energy Consumption & Carbon Footprint By Enabling PC Power Management

The last tab of the EPA’s Excel-based savings calculator is a form summarizing the estimates and is what companies use to make a formal pledge.

SOURCE: U.S. EPA

The convergence of escalating energy prices and societal concern over human-caused climate change has renewed interest in energy efficiency and conservation for many businesses. According to the Energy Information Administration, commercial electricity rates have increased almost 12% since 2005, and at many companies, IT is a major contributor to the bill.

Data centers account for about 2% of the total electricity consumption in the United States, according to Greg Schulz, founder of Storage IO (www.storageio.com) and Greendatastorage.com, while PCs and office equipment account for another 5%. Thus, when looking for places to save energy, PCs are an obvious target.

Jonathan Livingston, vice president of product and service innovation at Ecos Consulting (www.ecosconsulting.com), says that if the nation’s stock of PCs were all Energy Star-compliant and implemented idle state power management, it would cut electricity use by 1 to 2%.

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency has long sponsored the Energy Star program chartered with developing product efficiency standards, helping vendors produce compliant products, and promoting their use. PCs, monitors, and printers have incorporated power-saving modes for many years, yet most users still leave them disabled. According to Steve Ryan, program manager for EPA’s Energy Star, only 10% of computers have enabled power management. The EPA’s latest initiative, the Energy Star Low Carbon IT Campaign (www.energystar.gov/lowcarbonit), hopes to increase that figure substantially.

Program Overview

According to the campaign’s Web portal, “The Energy Star Low Carbon IT Campaign is a nationwide effort to assist and recognize organizations for reducing the energy consumed by their computers and monitors.” Ryan sums up the goal as getting enterprises to configure power management on desktop and notebook PCs and monitors.

The EPA is also working with the Climate Savers Computing Initiative, an industry-led nonprofit founded to promote the use of more energy-efficient computers and increase the use of computer power management. Schulz also points out a more comprehensive EPA program, Climate Leaders, that works with companies to reduce total energy usage and greenhouse gas emissions across their infrastructure.

While the campaign leads with the environmental benefits of decreased energy use—reduced air pollution, lower greenhouse gas emissions, and a lower risk of global warming—the carrot for businesses is the cost savings from smart PC power management. The EPA launched the campaign in April after two years of preparatory work, and Ryan notes that charter participants include many industry heavyweights, such as Dell, HP, and Microsoft. He emphasizes that the campaign isn’t designed just for giant corporations, adding, “It’s perfect for small and medium businesses since it’s often easier for them to implement changes.”

Power Management Benefits

Aside from reducing electricity usage and greenhouse gas emissions, Livingston of Ecos says energy-efficient computing offers a number of other advantages. He notes Energy Star PCs using power management run cooler, minimizing the wear and tear on system components and indirectly reducing the load on air-conditioning systems. Similarly, he says, efficient systems improve the working environment by running quieter, as they require smaller fans and are powered off when idle systems enter standby mode.

As part of the Low Carbon IT Campaign, the EPA developed a spreadsheet model allowing businesses to estimate the energy savings accruing from power management and by purchasing Energy Star PCs. For example, an SME with 50 desktops and 50 laptops implementing the EPA’s recommended settings for monitor shutdown and system standby would save almost $4,000 per year using a national average electricity rate of 9 cents per kilowatt hour—about $74 per year for each desktop PC. This translates to elimination of more than 100 tons of CO2 emissions over three years, or roughly the same as what 17 cars produce.

Getting Started

Enterprises participate by making a pledge via the campaign’s Web site, but Ryan stresses that the program is entirely voluntary, noting that the pledge mechanism isn’t focused on compliance but rather used to generate cumulative statistics and to publicly recognize outstanding participants. To date, companies have pledged more than half a million systems, resulting in an estimated 169 million kilowatt hours of electricity savings annually.

Prior to making a pledge, organizations complete the savings calculator spreadsheet with information about the number and types of systems they plan to reconfigure, preferably tailoring the default values for electricity cost, sleep settings, system wattage, and usage patterns for their specific circumstances. The resulting energy savings estimate is used to generate a pledge form, which participants complete with their contact information before submitting to the EPA (see the “Low Carbon IT Savings Calculator” graphic for more information).

As part of the campaign, Ryan points out a number of implementation and deployment resources available on the Energy Star Web site to assist enterprises in rolling out power-saving configurations. While many people realize that the Windows Power Options Control Panel is used to configure settings on individual PCs, for IT departments it’s more effective to centrally push configurations to all systems simultaneously. The EPA has released a free utility, EZ GPO, allowing network administrators to control and monitor power management for all Win2000/XP systems in a domain using Group Policy Objects (Vista natively includes this capability).

The campaign’s implementation Web page offers other options for system administrators wishing to centrally manage power settings, ranging from logon scripts to the Windows Task Scheduler. Ryan also highlights links on the Energy Star site to commercial power management software vendors, adding that these packages typically offer finer control over sleep parameters and provide more detailed compliance and usage reports on client systems. The EPA has also contracted with technical support experts to assist IT admins with questions or problems as they implement their pledge.

Ecos Consulting’s Livingston says configuring power management software is a quick energy win, but companies should ensure all new PC purchases are Energy Star 4.0-compliant. Although the Energy Star Web site lists hundreds of qualified models, buyers shouldn’t assume that all new systems are compliant. With rising electricity rates and heightened environmental awareness colliding with a tight economy, SMEs have more incentive than ever to make more efficient use of IT infrastructure. By promoting the power management features already built into all PCs, the EPA's Low Carbon IT Campaign offers low-hanging fruit for IT admins looking for a quick, painless, yet effective means of reducing energy consumption.



URLs For More Information





Climate Savers Computing Initiative


An industry-sponsored initiative to promote development, deployment, and adoption of smart technologies to improve the efficiency of a computer’s power delivery and reduce the energy consumed when the computer is in an inactive state.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.climatesaverscomputing.org" ��http://www.climatesaverscomputing.org�





Energy Star Computers Database


The EPA maintains a database of PCs meeting the Energy Star standard; a user can search its Web-based database and filter results using a variety of criteria to find the best machine for his requirements. � HYPERLINK "http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=find_a_product.showProductGroup&pgw_code=CO" ��http://www.energystar.gov/index.cfm?fuseaction=find_a_product.showProductGroup&pgw_code=CO�





EPA Climate Leaders Program


A comprehensive, voluntary program sponsored by the EPA, Climate Leaders works with companies to measure greenhouse gas emissions and to set aggressive long-term emissions reduction goals.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.epa.gov/stateply" ��http://www.epa.gov/stateply�





EPA Low Carbon IT Campaign Portal


The home page for the EPA’s campaign outlines the process for joining the campaign and technical/support information on implementing power management.


� HYPERLINK "http://www.energystar.gov/lowcarbonit" ��http://www.energystar.gov/lowcarbonit�








