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	A VEHICLE FOR CLEARING THE AIR

Middlesex County fleets using hybrids

Home News Tribune Online 02/21/07

By GENE RACZ
STAFF WRITER
gracz@thnt.com 
MIDDLESEX COUNTY — More and more municipalities across Middlesex County are purchasing hybrid vehicles for their municipal fleets — a trend that is proving to be not only environmentally friendly, but economically sound. 
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Woodbridge is the latest township to "go green" in its automobile-buying habits. The township is poised to announce the single-largest purchase of hybrid vehicles to date in the county. A dozen 2006 Ford Escape hybrid vehicles are expected to be added to the township's fleet which already has one in its inventory. 

"Government should lead the way in environmental initiatives like this," said Woodbridge Mayor John E. McCormac. "We bought a car last year, monitored the usage, the mileage and the costs, and it was, in fact, cheaper. So now we've committed to 12 cars for our Code Enforcement Division. We are energizing our environmental commission to look for more opportunities like the hybrid-car purchase." 

McCormac has also put together an environmental commission in his township and its members are planning to soon roll out a range of environmental initiatives. 

Old Bridge, North Brunswick and Edison also have recently added hybrid vehicles to their fleets, and Highland Park has long held the distinction of being the county's trailblazer in terms of ecologically-friendly initiatives. 

Highland Park was purchasing hybrid vehicles over three years ago, and its mayor, Meryl Frank, has been at the forefront of advocating for programs and policies promoting clean and efficient use of energy. Several years ago, Frank announced her "Highland Park 2020" plan which had among its goal the creation of a community that was both economically and environmentally sustainable. 

Highland Park currently has hybrid vehicles for code enforcement and also one hybrid police vehicle. Frank says the borough recently looked into purchasing hybrid trucks, but balked after weighing the costs against the benefits. 

"We didn't find efficiencies there," Frank said in regard to the decision not to purchase the trucks. "We're a borough, and so it's not just the effect on the environment, but it's also finding efficiencies, and economics matter." 

Deborah Kole, staff attorney for New Jersey State League of Municipalities, said there is no hard data yet on files regarding hybrid vehicle acquisitions by cities in-state, but she feels that cost-benefit economics will drive the decision-making process. 

"I guess the only concern of a municipality, of course, would be cost," said Kole. "If it turns out to also be cost efficient, like these hybrids may be, then it's all good. There's no negative." 

Frank says that her borough has made use of a variety of grants to help fund green initiatives, and she's pleased to see that interest in environmentally-friendly projects has spiked in the county. Frank also recently wrote a grant for funding to measure the impact of her borough's environmental policies in quantitative terms - as in how much CO2 emissions were actually reduced. 

"For me, it's been a mission for the last four years to get people to listen to us," said Frank, who has been recipient of several awards from the state for her ecological efforts. "There's been sort of a weather change and whether it has to do with Al Gore's movie, or Katrina or global warming, or oil and gas prices — for some reason this sort of "perfect storm' has been created. People are suddenly interested. 

"We were making a commitment to being a green community and nobody was talking about it only four years ago. I'm telling you, people thought it was nutty." 

Green initiatives for municipalities touch on a host of issues besides purchases of hybrid vehicles. Among environmentally-friendly measures towns can adopt are things like green redevelopment plans, green master plans, environmentally-preferable purchasing, geothermal heating and cooling, solar panels and rain gardens which clean the water runoff before it returns to the river. Tree plantings can help as well. 

Frank lamented the lack of federal direction for programs such as these. 

"I think there is an absolute void by the federal government in leadership and what it's done is put us so far behind rest of world in dealing with issues," said Frank. "We need the federal government to step up." 

Meanwhile, Middlesex County government is doing its best to fill the void, providing not only technical and educational assistance on how to adopt green initiatives, but a cash incentive as well. The county is offering $500 per vehicle in grant money to its municipalities toward the purchase of hybrid vehicles through its Middlesex County Showroom of Environmental Technology (MCSET) program. 

The county also has a policy mandating that a minimum of 10 percent of vehicles it purchases each year be alternative-fuel or hybrids. 

Tuesday morning, county Freeholder H. James Polos held a meeting with officials from the state Board of Public Utilities and Department Environmental Protection Agency as well as other community leaders. They spoke about numerous ecological initiatives and finalized plans for a spring conference to be held on May 2 at the Clarion Hotel on Edison. 

A series of six workshops will be held in a half-day session, with details still forthcoming, on how community leaders and education officials can acquire and implement green initiatives in their municipalities. 

"No question, there isn't any county in New Jersey that's doing what we're doing to help our communities integrate green technology and sustainablilty programs — not only through grants and incentives, but through the technical assistance and guidance that we're providing to the communities to initiate the programs," said Polos. 

"There clearly is no other county in New Jersey doing what we're doing." 


