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SUSTAINABLE TWIN PORTS  

2009  EARLY ADOPTER PROJECT  

CASE STUDY REPORT 

Duluth Transit Authority 

Background 

As the public transit provider for the cities of Duluth, Hermantown and Proctor, Minnesota, as well as Superior, 

Wisconsin, the Duluth Transit Authority (DTA) is responsible for serving the mobility needs of approximately 120,000 

residents and visitors in the Twin Ports area.  Of the 150 employees, 27 are administrative staff, 24 are mechanics and 

the remaining majority are full- and part-time bus operators.   

Public transportation is, at its core, a foundational element of community sustainability.  The DTA would rightfully 

argue that public transportation provides jobs and/or a way to a job, lower accident rates, lower rates of respiratory and 

heart disease, critical support during emergencies and improved quality of life.  It fosters more livable communities, 

encourages neighborhood interaction, expands transit choices, generates financial returns and savings, reduces 

congestion and travel time and protects mobility rights for citizens.  The way in which any transit authority operates may 

or may not be sustainable.  The Duluth Transit Authority sees both the services it provides and the methods by which it 

provides those services as avenues for approaching sustainability. 

The DTA first introduced hybrid buses to its fleet in 2007.  It currently owns and operates six hybrids in its fleet of diesel 

buses.  In October 2006, the EPA mandated that all on-road diesel engines use ultra-low sulfur fuel.  The DTA began 

using this fuel, sometimes referred to as ôclean dieselõ, six months prior to that mandate, as it aspires to operate beyond 

compliance with environmental regulations.  The DTAõs most successful initiative to date is the UPASS and Employer 

Pass Program.  Universities and businesses can purchase a package for all their employees or students, allowing them to 

ride the bus for free.  In 2009, the three-million rider mark was surpassed for the second consecutive time since 2002.  

DTA ridership has steadily improved over the past few years and is up 21.8 % since 2005.  A long list of sustainability 

initiatives were underway prior to the DTAõs participation in training in The Natural Step framework, giving evidence of 

its commitment to moving toward sustainability. 

Beginnings 

A cross-departmental team was organized to participate in the Early 

Adopter Project.  Included were upper-level administrators from the 

maintenance, marketing, operations, planning and IT departments.  

Having the full support of the General Manager proved key to the 

success of implementing newly-developed strategies.  The table below 

outlines initiatives that were underway when The Natural Step training 

began, as well as key assets and building blocks that could support a 

transition toward sustainability.  The columns to the left indicate which 

ôsustainability principlesõ are supported.  The four principles of 

sustainability were developed by The Natural Step, and are explained 

below.  

Team members (l to r): Brad Erickson, Tom 

Elwell, Jim Heilig, Phil Torgerson, Aleda Johnson 
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The Natural Step ~ Four Principles of Sustainability 

To become a sustainable society, we must eliminate our contribution toé 

¶ the progressive buildup of substances extracted from the Earth's crust (e.g., heavy metals, scarce minerals, fossil fuels), 

¶ the progressive buildup of chemicals and compounds produced by society (e.g., dioxins, PCBs, DDT ), 

¶ the progressive physical degradation of nature and natural processes (e.g., over harvesting, paving over critical wildlife habitat) 

¶ and conditions that undermine peopleõs capacity to meet their basic needs (e.g., unsafe working conditions, unfair wages). 

 
Baseline Analysis ð Sustainable Practices, Key Assets and Building Blocks 

SP1 SP2 SP3 SP4 Sustainable Practices: 

X    Shutting off lights when room is not in use 

X    Shutting down computers and monitors when not in use 

  X  Faxing from computers instead of printing 

  X  Reducing printed materials at meetings (using projector) 

X X X  Purchasing office supplies with recycled content, refillable ink pens, replacing styrofoam 

with paper, etc.  

   X Providing lunchroom for employees 

 X   Using thermal printers, eliminating the need for ink 

X X X  Recycling batteries, oil filters, roof tar, cardboard, paper, aluminum, glass, fluorescent 
lights, paint and all toxic materials 

 X   Recycling and reusing anti-freeze (in-house recycling unit purifies & fortifies anti-freeze) 

X    Recycling air-conditioning fluids in-house (recycling unit purifies fluid for reuse) 

 X   Dissolving styrofoam parts  (like fuel filter cores) with lacquer and recycling the lacquer 

X X   Crushing and recycling oil and fuel filters ð Como Oil Recycler 

X    Upgrading garage lighting 

X    Using automated boiler controls 

X    Replacing all lighting when needed with energy efficient lights & fixtures 

 X  X Using low V.O.C. paint 

X X   Recapping bus tires (DTA sends tires to Firestone, which recaps and returns them to 

DTA. Recapping is done up to five times before they are returned for recycling.) 

X    Using blowers at bus garage doors to keep heat in 

X    Using ultra-low sulfur diesel in all buses (15PPM) 

X    Requiring high-efficiency motors for all procurements 

X X   Reducing bus idling (three minute maximum) 
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X    Using energy-efficient bus air conditioning (disengages when temperature is reached, 
reducing fuel consumption) 

X    Using LED lights for interior bus lighting 

X    Using synthetic fluids instead of oil-based 

X    Using energy-saving garage doors (fast opening and closing) 

X   X Providing bike racks at Park & Ride lots and bike racks on buses 

X   X Offering UPASS & Employer Pass program 

X    Utilizing scheduling software to improve efficiency 

  X  Using rechargeable cards for bus passes instead of single-use passes 

  
After identifying key assets, the team worked to discover current practices that were not in line with The Natural Step 

principles.  The table below highlights opportunities where more sustainable actions could be implemented. 

Baseline Analysis ð Unsustainable Practices 

SP1 SP2 SP3 SP4 Unsustainable Practices: 

X    Use of oil heat in main facility 

X X   Use of salt for ice melting on pavement 

 X   Buses generate significant amount of GHG emissions 

  X  High water use & waste water from bus washer 

X    High use of fossil fuels for buses 

 X   High quantity of batteries used 

X    Bituminous roof 

X    Bus garage heated to 55oF 

 X   High use of sulfuric acid 

X    Office equipment always on 

 X   Use of styrofoam and aerosols 

  X  Use of paper hand schedules and bus passes 

   X No rural routes offered 

   X Bus shelters not heated/lighted 

   X Schedule/transfer locations donõt meet needs of all customers 

 X   High use of paint, wraps in bus advertising 

X X   High use of steel, glass, copper, rubber 

X X   Degrading impact on roadway 
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A New Vision for a Sustainable Future 

In 2009, the DTA Board of Directors adopted a vision statement to reflect their new focus on sustainability:  

òThe DTA will strive for sustainability both in the use and production of our services.ó 
 

General Manager Dennis Jensen is providing key support for the team and this initiative.  òThe DTA's Early Adopter 
Team deserves great credit for instilling a culture of change at the DTA which will guide our efforts towards achieving 
the goal of a sustainable future.  As a result of the Team's efforts, we have implemented an ambitious program that 
involves a close analysis of every aspect of the DTA's operations and administration for its impact on our sustainability 
goals.  We are excited about the successes that we have achieved and will continue to explore new ways to benefit our 
environment.ó 
 
In developing a vision for sustainability, the team identified four key strategic goals as focus areas over the next five years. 

 

The DTA will strive to achieve an environmentally sustainable operation,           

including facilities and services, by: 

Promotion 

 ̍ The use of the DTA services is, in itself, sustainable.  Promotion of services will be done in a sustainable 

manner. 

Recycling/Waste 

 ̍ The DTA will maximize on-site recycling as well as ensuring that equipment is recycled off-site. Waste, 

recycled content and reduced consumption will be considered in purchasing decisions. 

Carbon Footprint 

 ̍ The DTA will look for ways to minimize its carbon footprint both in terms of the vehicles we use and the 

operations of our facilities. 

Community Leadership 

 ̍ The DTA will be a community leader in efforts towards sustainability, including those in our immediate 

neighborhood.  Example: The DTA is ethically responsible to track dumping and will take ôGood Neighborõ 

measures to keep Miller Creek clean. 

 

 

Actions ð Outcomes ð Metrics 

Using a standard planning template, the DTA team 

constructed a clearly delineated model of goals, 

strategies, actions, and timelines to move their vision 

forward. The table below shows a sampling of their plan.  

  

Aleda Johnson, IT Director, has expanded her 

involvement by acting as the DTAõs point-person for 

sustainability initiatives as well as participating on 

the Marketing Committee for Sustainable Twin Ports. 
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Goals Strategies Actions 

Goal 1 

Reduce Energy 
Consumption 

 

Strategy 1 

Energy audit 

Action 1: Plan, order, access 

Action 2: Evaluate, analyze , interpret recommendations 

Action 3: Research future actions 

Strategy 2 

Education 

Action 1: Establish posters, reading materials, etc. 

Action 2: Incorporate practices into yearly newsletters, company picnics, 
etc. 

Strategy 3 

Reduce fuel 
consumption 

 

Action 1: Replace inefficient heating/cooling systems with more efficient 
systems 

Action 2: Increase hybrid technology and other technology to come 

Action 3: More WebEx, in-house training 

Action 4: Replace staff &  maintenance vehicles with hybrids 

Goal 2 

Reduce 
Community 
Carbon footprint 

 

 

 

 

 

Strategy 1 

Marketing program 
to increase mass 
transit 

Action 1: Website promotion 

Action 2:  Promotion with passes, employee outreach program, etc. 

Action 3: Health/science/energy fairs 

Strategy 2 

Education 

Action 1: Posters 

Action 2: Reader boards, on-street signs 

Action 3: Marketing 

Strategy 3 

Reduce single-
occupancy commuter 
trips 

Action 1: Install bike racks on buses and Park & Ride lots, year-round 
bike racks on buses 

Action 2: Ride-share project coordinator 

Goal 3 

Recycling 
Initiative    (low 
hanging fruit) 

Strategy 1 

Make it easy for 
everyone 

Action 1: Accessibility 

Action 2: Availability 

Action 3: Marketing for recycling, no-print message on e-mails, hand 
schedules, on-street signs 

Strategy 2 

Education 

Action 1:  Posters, reading material 

Action 2: Encourage internal efforts 

Action 3: Marketing for recycling, no-print message on e-mails, hand 
schedules, on-street signs 

Strategy 3 

Smarter purchasing 
to reduce waste 

Action 1: Pen refills, eliminating styrofoam 

Action 2: Encourage bulk buying, reduce amounts 

Action 3: Purchase more recycled products 



Watch their video at www.youtube.com/sustainabletwinports 
6 

S
u

s
ta

in
a

b
le

 T
w

in
 P

o
rt

s
 2

0
0

9
 E

a
rl
y
 A

d
o

p
te

r 
P

ro
je

c
t 

C
a

s
e

 S
tu

d
y
 R

e
p
o

rt
  
 

Lessons Learned, Challenges Faced, Barriers Overcome 

Here are some final words from the team as they considered the overall training, its benefits and challenges, as well as 

their journey moving forward.  

 
 ̍ This was a great project, although we were very nervous about the terminology and 

what was expected. We learned quickly that it is a lengthy process, in fact one which 

never ends.  We learned about being sustainable and what it all entails - itõs not as easy 

as saying the word or recycling a soda can, but about all the trade-offs, repercussions, 

etc.  Also, learning about planning to be sustainable in all purchases, in all visions was 

valuable.    

  
 ̍ This is something you learn and keep learning; there will be no end to it.  As soon as you 

òget itó itõs time to start educating and informing your co-workers.  Changing current 

processes and introducing new ones was challenging.  It is easy to say òdo itó and hope 

everyone does.  We found out the hard way that you have to educate people about 

ôwhyõ to change, not just mandate change.  Making it important by showing savings in 

time and money helped us build stakeholder interest and win people over.  As a team, 

we took a positive approach with all our projects and took the time to learn and change 

together. 

  

 ̍ One important way to prove its value to stakeholders is to show measureable progress.  

If we could show them it was a better way to do things, it was easier to introduce new 

practices and enforce policies.  Establishing measuring tools was a great motivator for 

the project.  Showing time savings, money savings, etc., helped the project progress 

faster. Weõre still looking for the best system of measurement for our organization. 

 

 ̍ Writing requirements into our purchasing process has helped us become more 

sustainable as well.  We are requiring our vendors to follow suit or they do not qualify. 

 

 ̍ Through the TNS Early Adopter Project we have gained the knowledge to make smarter 

choices in regards to purchasing products used at the DTA, be it cleaning supplies that 

are more environmentally friendly and easier to dispose of, or higher-efficiency motors 

and lighting products. The bottom line is, before we purchase something, we look at 

end-of-life and how we will dispose of the product. This is a win-win for the DTA as a 

business, and in helping to do our part in conserving our natural resources. We will 

continue to move forward in our quest to become more sustainable. 

Next Steps & Updates 

With leadership from an Early Adopter team member, who now serves as the internal point-
person for sustainability initiatives, the DTA continues to make progress on many of its 
sustainability action plans and goals. This list includes those initiatives and the outcomes 
achieved to-date. 
 

 ̍ Automate all brochures, newsletters to employees, retirees, board members, etc. 

 ̍ Work toward going paperless 

 ̍ Outcome: shop achieved a ôpaperlessõ operation in December 2009, office is in progress 

 ̍ Install more efficient heating/cooling system  
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 ̍ Outcome: heating system installed October 2009 (nearing completion of air conditioning installation) 

 ̍ Retrofit exhaust systems to be more efficient  

 ̍ Outcome: not eligible for special funding because the buses were too new to meet criteria 

 ̍ Replace bus washer with one that uses less soap and water, and has a water recovery system  

 ̍ Outcome: scheduled for installation 2010 

 ̍ Purchase new buses, incorporating more hybrid technology into fleet  

 ̍ Outcome: ten new ôclean dieselõ buses (equipped with engines that meet the EPAõs 2010 emissions standards) scheduled for 

delivery in summer 2010 

 ̍ Purchase snow removal equipment (passenger safety, convenience, ease of using bus) 

 ̍ Outcome: purchased fall 2009 

 ̍ Repair hoists (extending useful life of equipment, eliminating contamination of soil) 

 ̍ Outcome: two hoists repaired, three more scheduled for repair by December 2010 

 ̍ Replace staff automobiles (considering hybrid technology, researching in 2010) 

 ̍ Install fueling system to monitor fuel efficiency of vehicles 

 ̍ Outcome: three new fuel dispensers to be installed in fall 2010 

 ̍ Purchase and launch Trapeze software suite (automated system for more efficient scheduling of trips, vehicles, 

personnel) 

 ̍ Outcome: purchased software, training initiated, 75% operational 

 ̍ Purchase and launch Continental upgrade (more efficient information available, passenger amenities) 

 ̍ Replace electric lights 

 ̍ Outcome: local firm (LHB) working on RFP (possibly 2010, storage/shop dependent on funding) 

 ̍ Schedule energy audit  

 ̍ Outcome: scheduled for 2010 

 ̍ Purchase and install new fare boxes to expand use of rechargeable fare cards 

 ̍ Outcome: four new GFI systems in 2010 

 ̍ Replace phone system (to automate office more efficiently) 

 ̍ Replace storage/shop lighting with new efficient technology 

 ̍ Outcome: completion scheduled for 2010 

 ̍ Replace office lighting with new efficient technology 

 ̍ Outcome: completion scheduled for 2011 

 ̍ Upgrade ôTransit Center Eastõ heat system 

 ̍ Outcome: replacing with high efficiency HVAC units in 2010 

 ̍ Replace existing equipment with more efficient equipment 

 ̍ Outcome: work in progress 

 

As the Twin Ports community becomes more aware of and involved with sustainability efforts, the DTA will have a front 

row seat.  A new discussion regarding the possible use of a common metrics tool for large, public organizations such as 

the DTA has drawn the attention of the General Manager.  The DTAõs ability to act as a community leader is clear, as is 

its commitment to continue on the journey toward sustainability. 
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Attachment A 
These posters were created to share the DTAõs training results at the Early Adopter Project Public Showcase in October 2009. 

 


