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Project Background

According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, there are an estimated 230 tons of mercury in thermostats currently in use nationally. Millions of mercury thermostats are discarded annually, but only a small portion are currently recycled due to low heating/cooling equipment contractor participation in an industry take-back program. This project will determine whether providing a financial incentive to these contractors will improve participation rates and associated thermostat collection and, if so, how best to establish and sustain the incentive on a nationwide basis.

Project Funding

The Oregon Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) contributed $10,000 for the design of the project. The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency contributed $50,000 for the implementation and evaluation of the pilot. Other contributions came from Portland General Electric ($20,000) and Thermostat Recycling Corporation ($39,000) to cover the cost of the financial incentive.

Project Deliverables

The Product Stewardship Institute has completed its work on the design of the Thermostat Incentive Pilot Project, which commenced in Oregon on January 17, 2006. To complete the design, PSI facilitated 12 workgroup conference calls. Each of these calls included an agenda, conference call notes, and draft materials for review. Final deliverables include the following (see attached):

· Team contact list

· Promotional Materials

· Flyer

· Poster

· Contractor coupon

· Thermostat Contractor Incentive Pilot Project Outline

· Thermostat Contractor Incentive Data Needs

· Profile of three incentive pilots

· Thermostat Contractor Incentive Draft Flow of Program Functions

Project Overview

PSI is conducting two pilot projects - in Indiana and Oregon - to test the degree to which providing a financial incentive to HVAC contractors will increase their participation in the TRC thermostat collection program. The pilots work as follows. HVAC contractors receive a coupon for each new Energy Star thermostat they purchase upon their return of an unwanted mercury switch thermostat. The coupons are redeemed for cash through a program administrator that the participants have hired. The amount of the incentive varies between the two pilots ($4 rebate in Oregon and $3 rebate in Indiana) to identify the most cost effective incentive amount that achieves significant collection improvements.

The project consists of the following phases:

· Phase I – Design (funded by OR DEQ)

· Phase II – Implementation (funded by U.S. EPA, TRC, and PGE)

· Phase III – Evaluation (funded by U.S. EPA)

· Phase IV – Recommendations/Next Steps (funded by U.S. EPA)

Phase I includes the conceptual design elements and logistics for the pilots through five workgroup conference calls and additional follow up phone calls to coordinate efforts in the two states. PSI convened all calls, and provided conference call agendas and post-call summaries. During this phase, PSI assisted the states and other stakeholders in creating a consistent rebate scheme across the states, secured the services of a program administrator to manage the incentive rebate transactions and assist in program promotion, coordinated promotional materials and program start-up, and managed overall logistics. PSI consulted with, and gained consensus among, all key stakeholders in the pilot project states, including TRC, HVAC contractors, and federal, state, and local government officials.

Performance Measures

Project participants have already agreed on the performance measures that will be used to determine the effectiveness of the financial incentive, which is to increase the number of thermostats collected and recycled. The following goals estimate the environmental results we expect to achieve: 

· Increase by five-fold the number of mercury thermostats collected in Oregon.

· Double the number of mercury thermostats collected annually in Indiana (reflecting the larger number of thermostats already collected in that state).

If these goals are achieved, PSI expects that 13,500 thermostats will be collected in the two pilot project states (9,500 in Indiana, and 4,000 in Oregon). Using the simple assumption that each thermostat contains four grams of mercury (some thermostats have multiple switches), we estimate that the amount of mercury to be taken out of the solid waste stream that would have been potentially available for release into the environment from these three states is 119 pounds during the year-long pilots (84 pounds in Indiana and 35 pounds in Oregon). If the incentive proves successful and we are able to replicate these results nationwide and double the amount of mercury collected through thermostat collection, the amount of mercury that could be captured nationwide from an incentive program would be 1,459 pounds annually.

This project is structured to reduce mercury emissions both through improved waste management and environmentally preferable purchasing. The financial incentive will be in the form of discounts on new Energy Star thermostat purchases, which will further reduce mercury emissions by encouraging the increased use of the most energy efficient non-mercury thermostats available. Energy Star thermostats are one-third more energy efficient than mechanical thermostats if programmed correctly. Since one Energy Star thermostat will be purchased for each mercury thermostat returned (in order for HVAC contractors to be eligible for the incentive payment), PSI expects that 13,500 Energy Star thermostats will be purchased in the two pilot states as a result of this one-year pilot program. These anticipated purchases would produce energy savings and associated reductions of mercury emissions.

Other Measures of Success

The ultimate goal for this project is to show that the amount of mercury from thermostats that would be available for release into the environment is decreased. One initial measure of progress toward reaching this goal is the number of HVAC contractors who are participating in the program. If the financial incentive is successful, the number of participating contractors should significantly increase. Project participants have agreed to the following performance measure as a way to evaluate project progress:

· Double the number of HVAC contractors participating in the TRC program in the two pilot states.

Project Outreach

This project has an education/outreach component directed at HVAC contractors called "Green for Green." It consists of a variety of elements, including promotional signs and discount coupons provided to wholesalers; mailings to wholesalers and visits by manufacturer sales representatives to encourage participation; meetings with HVAC trade associations; mailings to contractors; posting information on the PSI and TRC websites; submitting articles to local trade newsletters; and providing contractors with collection bins (Oregon). The project will inform the HVAC contractor community about the risks posed by mercury thermostats, the benefits of recycling unwanted mercury thermostats and purchasing non-mercury Energy Star products, and the availability of the financial incentive to encourage the desired behavior.

This activity will leverage existing HVAC contractor outreach activities underway through other priority projects. In Indiana, a contractor pledge program and ongoing relationships with key trade associations, will be the principal initiation point (see www.in.gov/idem/mercury/programs/hvac/index.html.) The Oregon outreach effort will tap into the state professional licensing program that has an existing communication channel to the HVAC sector, as well as to trade association leaders active in the PSI stakeholder process.
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