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In 2017, the San Francisco Department of the 

Environment set an ambitious goal – to get 

100,000 LED light bulbs installed in homes 

across San Francisco. 

The focus of this “Going LED” Initiative was to 

support low income, formerly homeless, senior, 

disabled, and veteran residents by getting cost 

saving, long-lasting and high-quality LED bulbs 

installed in their homes at no cost to them. 

In true San Francisco fashion, nothing of this 

magnitude had been attempted or completed 

before. Not just in California or the US, but 

anywhere in the world. 

LEDs significantly lower electricity bills, last 25 

times longer than traditional bulbs, and provide a 

brighter and higher quality light than traditional 

bulbs. These benefits mean that residents can 

save money on their utility bills, see better in their 

homes and experience a higher quality of life.  

For these reasons, the San Francisco Department 

of the Environment carefully selected and then 

purchased 100,000 high-quality LED bulbs.  

Going LED was joined by 45 incredible partner 

organizations and City Departments that 

understood the value of this initiative in 

supporting San Francisco’s disadvantaged 

residents.  

These partners engaged their networks, staff and 

volunteers to bring Going LED to life and get 

these bulbs installed in resident’s homes.  

Through affordable housing and in-home service 

partners, this initiative installed bulbs in the 

homes of seniors, low income, formerly homeless 

and people with disabilities  

Going LED expanded access to LEDs to families 

and the broader San Francisco community 

through partnerships with the San Francisco 

Unified School District and Public Library.  

The 100,000 LEDs distributed by Going LED will 

save San Francisco residents and the 

organizations that serve them over $1 million 

each year in utility bills and over the bulbs 

lifetime, they will lower electricity bills and 

maintenance costs by an estimated $21 million – 

while simultaneously reducing carbon dioxide 

emissions by approximately 100,000 tons. 

The decades-long lifespan of LEDs means the 

significant benefits from this initiative will continue 

to help San Francisco’s most vulnerable residents 

and the organizations that serve them for years to 

come. 

Executive Summary 

“What an amazing 
change a lightbulb can 

have in somebody’s life.” 

London Breed, President 

San Francisco Board of Supervisors  

LED Bulbs 

100,000 125M kWh $1M/Year 
Reduced  

Energy Use 
Energy Bill 
Savings 

22 Years 

LED Lifespan 
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Climate Action Goals  

LEDs use significantly less energy than other 

lighting, which leads to GHG savings. 

Quality of Life  

By providing a higher quality of light, helping 

residents see better, and freeing up much-

needed funds by cutting utility costs, LEDs im-

prove quality of life and safety.  

4 

Funding Source 

From 2015 to the end of 2016, the San Francis-

co Department of the Environment (SFE) led the 

City in the largest energy-focused behavior-

change initiative in its history called Step Up 

and Power Down (SUPD), as a partner with Pa-

cific Gas & Electric (PG&E). The goal of this initi-

ative was to help businesses identify and imple-

ment energy saving behaviors in their opera-

tions. 

To add an additional element of excitement, 

Step Up and Power Down was also set up in the 

form of a collaborative competition between San 

Francisco and San Jose. San Francisco’s goal 

was to enroll 600 businesses in the initiative and 

save 20 million kWh of energy – the equivalent 

of powering 1500 homes for a year. If both San 

Francisco and San Jose reached their goals, 

both cities would win $1.25 million  from PG&E. 

SFE exceeded both goals, and secured the 

award of $1.25 million.  SUPD provided more 

than just funds – it demonstrated the significance 

of the collective impact of individual actions, as 

well as the value of allowing anyone to partici-

pate, regardless of job title.   The principals of 

SUPD served as a launchpad for designating 

how these funds would be allocated. 

Campaign Planning and  Objectives      

A portion of these funds were allocated to create 

a new initiative that would adhere to four central 

objectives: 1) Bring the City closer to achieving 

its climate action goals, 2) Improve quality of life 

in a meaningful way, 3) Drive benefits to vulner-

able, disadvantaged, and hard-to-reach resi-

dents and 4) Create a positive impact that 

would last for a substantial duration and not end 

as soon as the initiative was completed.   

These four central objectives led to the creation 

of Going LED - an initiative to facilitate the instal-

lation of 100,000 LEDs in the homes of low in-

come, senior, disabled, formerly homeless, and 

other San Francisco residents.  Some of the 

ways that Going LED would meet these goals 

were as follows: 

 

Equity  

Lasting Impact  

Not only do LED have immediate energy and 
cost saving impacts, they last decades, so 
continue to provide benefits well beyond the 
duration of the initiative.  

1 

4 

2 

This initiative focused on serving the organ-

izations and residents who could benefit 

the most from LEDs and who are least able 

to afford them. 

 

Background 

3 
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Selection Process 

A vast array of LEDs are available on the market, 

so it was critical to select the right bulb. A mistake 

in any of the 12 criteria 

used to select the bulbs 

would have resulted in the 

City purchasing 100,000 

reminders of that mistake. 

Additionally, for many 

residents these bulbs would 

be their first encounter with 

LEDs – so a positive 

experience was imperative 

as it was most likely to 

encourage LED use in the 

future.   

The SFE Energy and Toxics teams were engaged 

to create specs for an optimal bulb that would last 

the longest, include a warranty to back its 

lifespan, have the best user experience, and 

comply with the widest range of fixture types. 

Purchase 

The chosen bulb was the newest technology 

available for sale, and came with a high price 

point – over $30 for a four-pack.  To negotiate a 

lower price point, SFE staff engaged directly with 

LED manufacturers, resulting in a final price of 

$10.60 for a four-pack.  This was necessary in 

order to achieve both the quantity and quality 

goals set out for this 

campaign.  Further, it 

was negotiated with the 

manufacturer that for the 

LEDs purchased by SFE 

for this initiative, the 5-

year warranty would be 

honored without 

requiring a receipt – this 

would allow anyone 

receiving the bulbs to be 

able to claim the 

warranty in the case of a defective bulb. 

Package Design 

Part of the bulb purchase was to work with the 

manufacturer on packaging.  Four-packs of LEDs 

were chosen over single packs in order to 

provide each resident with a meaningful number 

of bulbs.  The box dimensions were altered so 

that the box could easily fit in someone’s hand, 

and a full panel of the 

box was designed by 

SFE with a focus on 

inclusive messaging in 

multiple languages. 

 

Purchasing the Bulb 

“LEDs not only save energy, they improve quality 
of life…We believe that everyone has the right to 
a safe and well-lit place to live.” 

Debbie Raphael, Director 

San Francisco Department of the Environment 
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The benefits that LEDs provide are only felt if the 

bulbs are actually installed.  The critical step after 

purchasing the bulbs was determining how to help 

ensure they got put into light fixtures; past lightbulb 

giveaways, of CFLs, had shown that simply 

handing bulbs to residents does not necessarily 

translate into their installation. 

Challenges 

Installing tens of thousands of lightbulbs presented 

significant challenges.  Many of the residents this 

campaign aspired to serve were considered very 

hard-to-reach, and many had mobility challenges 

that would prevent them from being able to install 

lightbulbs on their own.   While SFE had funds to 

cover the purchase of LEDs, there were no funds 

available for installation and no similar initiative 

had been done at this large scale so there was no 

precedent to refer to.    

Strategy 

Ensuring that as many LEDs as possible were 

installed on behalf of residents was deemed a top 

priority, in spite of the challenges.  Equity was a 

quintessential goal of this campaign, and it was 

critical to expand SFE’s network to San Francisco 

organizations who served vulnerable, hard-to-

reach residents to ask for their support and 

participation as a partner in this initiative. To 

reach these organizations, SFE staff collaborated 

with City agencies who already had strong 

existing networks in place – Human Services 

Agency Department of Aging and Adult Services, 

Mayor’s Office on Disability, and Mayor’s Office 

of Housing were all engaged.   

SFE demonstrated how the values of Going LED 

aligned with each organization’s mission, 

priorities and audiences and asked for their 

support. As a result, SFE was introduced to an 

incredible network of organizations, and their 

partners, ultimately comprising a network of 45 

engaged partners that directly serve residents. 

LED Distribution and Delivery 

To ensure that 100,000 LEDs were optimally 

distributed, LED Bulb Request Forms were created.  

These forms gathered information needed for 

delivery as well as additional details such as 

whether disposal help was needed.   The reason 

for having a form that needed to be signed and 

printed was to create a moment of pause for 

someone to consider what quantity of bulbs they 

could reasonably commit to getting installed.

Installing the Bulb 

“Residents don’t have to worry 
they’ll be sitting in the dark 
because a bulb went out.” 

Jason Pellegrini, Director of Facilities  

Delivering Innovation in Supportive Housing (DISH)   
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The initiative represented over 45 partner 

organizations, including 5 City agencies, and 

over 175 multifamily properties.  Partner 

organizations varied widely in size from a 13-unit 

senior center requesting 26 bulbs to 1000s of 

LED bulbs going to the largest affordable housing 

providers in San Francisco.  The majority of LEDs 

were distributed to partner organizations in the 

following categories:  Home Visit Organizations 

Affordable Housing Providers, the San Francisco 

Unified School District, and the San Francisco 

Public Library.    

Home Visit Organizations  

These organizations have staff and volunteers 

who visit residents in their own homes, to provide 

everything from delivering hot meals to social 

services and even completing simple home 

repairs.    As a part of these home visits,  staff 

and volunteers were able to install LEDs for their 

clients. 

Owing to health and safety hazards posed by 

changing bulbs, SFE offered staff and volunteers 

trainings on installation safety and disposal of 

replaced bulbs.  It was anticipated that some 

portion of the replaced bulbs would be CFLs 

which are considered hazardous waste; to ensure 

they were disposed of properly, Recology was 

brought in as a partner to offer pickups for bulbs 

that Home Visit Organization staff removed. 

So that residents could understand why the LEDs 

were being installed in their homes, flyers were 

designed that outlined the benefits of LEDs in 

simple, easy to read text available in four 

languages.  

Affordable Housing Providers  

These partners own or manage affordable 

housing properties.  Many of them offer 

additional services, ranging from legal assistance 

to social work and even after-school programs.  

These organizations have property managers and 

maintenance staff who were able to install the 

LEDs.

Partners  

“The residents and organizations that 
benefit the most from LED light bulbs are 
the least able to afford them—which is 

why initiatives like this are so important.” 

London Breed, President 
San Francisco Board of Supervisors  

Affordable Housing 

Library Branches 

Home-Visit Orgs 
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San Francisco Unified School District  

Many low-income families in San Francisco 

do not live in designated affordable housing 

or receive home services.  To ensure that 

these families had access to the LEDs, SFE 

partnered with the San Francisco Unified 

School District (SFUSD) and Education 

Outside.    

SFUSD  serves over 50,000 students - the 

majority of whom are low-income.  The LEDs 

were integrated into environmental 

curriculum, to empower students by giving 

them an action that they could take to save 

energy at home and encourage them to 

share what they learned with their parents.

Improving Family Access 

“It's important for students 

to not only be aware of 

environmental 

problems…” 

“… but also the individual 

power we each have to 

alleviate those problems even 

if in small, simple ways.” 

Danny Palmer, Program Manager 

Education Outside 
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San Francisco Public Library Giveaway 

To expand access to the LEDs beyond affordable 

housing providers, in-home service providers and 

the School District, SFE partnered with the San 

Francisco Public Library to make LEDs available 

at every library branch in the city – all that was 

needed to pick up a four pack was a library 

card.   

Libraries are accessible to any San Franciscan 

and there is a library branch near every 

neighborhood in the city.  Tying the LED pickup 

with a library card limited each individual to a 

single four pack, to ensure they were distributed 

equitably.  In order for an individual to receive a 

four pack of LEDs, a trip to the library was 

required – this involves deliberate intention and 

effort, adding value to the LEDs which made them 

more likely to be installed.   

Bulbs were allocated to all 28 neighborhood 

branch libraries, as well as Bookmobiles, with a 

larger portion given to low-income areas where 

the cost barrier to purchasing LEDs is higher and 

where the cost savings from lower utility bills has 

a more significant impact.  Over 30,000 LEDs 

were distributed via libraries; 20,000 were 

“checked out” by residents on the first day of the 

giveaway alone.  45% of the LEDs were picked 

up directly by senior, juvenile, and teen residents.  

In addition, over 800 San Franciscans signed up 

for new library cards during the giveaway. 

Engaging All San Franciscans 

“This initiative shines a light on the 

incredible benefits we share when we 

work together to help both our climate 

and our community.” 
Michael Lambert, Acting City Librarian  

San Francisco Public Library 
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LEDs provide significant benefits, many of which come from the long lifespan of LEDs.  Many benefits go 

directly to residents, and others reach residents by supporting the community-based organizations that 

serve them.  Some of these benefits were: 

Impacts 

Long-Lasting   

The selected LEDs last 25 times longer than traditional bulbs.  
This means they need to be changed 25 times less often, and 
that organizations will have to buy 25 times fewer bulbs, sav-
ing on costs as well as reducing waste.  The long lifespan also 
benefits residents who are unable to change bulbs themselves—
that equates to 25 fewer times they have to ask for help from 
friends, family and support services. 

Reduced  
Maintenance 

Due to their long lifespan, staff time that would be spent on 
lighting maintenance can be used elsewhere. 

Cost Savings 

LEDs provide cost savings due to 1) their lower cost of labor 
and bulb replacement maintenance and 2) because LEDs use a 
fraction of the energy that older bulbs do, leading to lower utili-
ty bills.  For low-income residents who pay their own utility bill, 
even the estimated $5 per month utility cost savings per four 
pack makes a big difference.  For affordable housing partners 
who pay the utility bills, the cost savings can be used to better 
serve their residents.  

 Reduced Waste  
The long lifespan of LEDs means far fewer bulbs need to be 
purchased and disposed of. 

 Safety 

Changing lightbulbs less often improves safety by reducing risk.  
LEDs also provide brighter light and increase visibility, making 
homes safer.  Further, LEDs break less easily than older bulbs, 
and do not contain mercury like compact fluorescent bulbs do.  

Quality of Life  
In part, the quality of life benefits derive from the much higher 
quality of light provided by the campaign’s LEDs, helping resi-
dents see better and feel more comfortable in their homes. 
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Impacts 

“The money we save goes directly 
back to serve the veterans.” 

Swords to Plowshares provides support services 
and permanent housing to over 400 veterans, 
many of whom were formerly homeless.  The utility 
bill savings from replacing their old lighting with 
LEDs frees up funds that can be used to serve their 
veteran clients. 

Kevin Miller, Media Relations Specialist 
Swords to Plowshares 

Ruchi Shah, Sustainability Manager 
Tenderloin Neighborhood Development Corporation 

“Even $5 a month savings on their 
utility bill makes a big impact.”  

TNDC provides affordable housing and services 
for San Francisco’s most vulnerable residents.  
For seniors on fixed income, even small monthly 
electricity bill savings have a noticeable impact 
on quality of life. 
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Sharing the Story 

Press Event 

SFE held a press event to announce the library 

giveaway to all San Franciscans, and recognize 

the partner organizations for their support.  The 

event was held at the Eddy Street Apartments, 

owned and managed by the Tenderloin 

Neighborhood Development Corporation (TNDC) 

where its low-income senior residents benefit from 

the brighter lighting and utility bill savings from 

the initiative’s LEDs.  The event was held on the 

building’s roof which provided an expansive view 

of San Francisco, serving as a reminder of the 

impact the LED giveaway had in homes across 

the city. 

Speakers included San Francisco Board of 

Supervisors President London Breed, Director of 

SFE Debbie Raphael, and TNDC CEO Donald 

Falk. 

The press event was covered in print, digital, and 

televised content including The San Francisco 

Chronicle and Bay Crossings, as well as in 

Cantonese and Mandarin on KTSF TV, KNTV-TV 

and SFGOVTV. Spanish language coverage 

occurred as well by Smart Lighting news. Multi-

lingual coverage greatly expanded the 

population size reached.  The total broadcast and 

online publicity value was over $20,000. 

Video 

A video was created featuring staff and residents 

of two organizations that provide housing and 

services to low-income and formerly homeless 

residents—the Tenderloin Neighborhood 

Development Corporation and Swords to 

Plowshares.  

The video put faces to this campaign and distilled 

a complex initiative into a succinct, easy to 

understand, and shareable story.  The video was 

promoted on social media to community partner 

organizations, other City departments, national 

sustainability partners, and San Francisco 

residents; it received 97,000 views across 

Facebook, YouTube, LinkedIn, and Twitter.   

The video can be seen here:  

SFEnvironment.org/Lights 

Media Channel Video Views 

Facebook 1,481 

Youtube 571 

LinkedIn 1,641 

Twitter 93,553 

TOTAL 97,246 
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Key Takeaways 

Going LED is a shining example of San Francisco 

creating initiatives that drive the City closer to its 

Climate Action Goals while improving the quality 

of life for all San Franciscans.  

When we use fewer resources, whether less 

energy, less waste, fewer toxic components - we 

directly benefit not just the environment but 

human health, safety, and well-being while 

lowering costs. 

Working at the intersection of climate and 

community means exemplifying the City’s values 

of equity, affordability and resilience in 

collaboration with the community to support its 

most vulnerable residents.  

Collaboration built on a foundation of these core 

values was the heart of Going LED’s success.  The 

support of community organizations and City 

departments was key. By demonstrating how the 

values of Going LED aligned with each 

organization’s mission, priorities and audience, 

this initiative was able to gain the traction and 

support needed to flourish.  

Through affordable housing and in-home service 

providers this initiative was able to support the 

residents who could benefit the most – senior, low

-income, disabled, and formerly homeless San 

Franciscans. 

By partnering with the School District and the 

Libraries, Going LED was able to expand access 

to LEDs to families and the broader San Francisco 

community.  

By effectively distributing over 100,000 LEDs 

across San Francisco, Going LED was able to 

save San Francisco residents over $1M each year 

in utility costs and countless hours of maintenance 

requests and calls for help to friends and families 

to change lightbulbs. Beyond these savings, these 

LED bulbs improved the quality of life and safety 

of many residents who were able to see more 

clearly in their homes.   

The environmental impacts of this initiative should 

not be understated with an annual reduction of 

over 5,000 tons of carbon dioxide  emissions – 

bringing the City a step closer to achieving its 

greenhouse gas reduction goals.  

Owing to the long-life span of these LEDs, 

residents and the City can expect to continue to 

receive these benefits for over two decades – 

saving a total of $21 million and reducing the 

City’s carbon dioxide emissions by close to 

100,000 tons.  

Going LED serves as a reminder of what can be 

accomplished through collective action at the 

intersection of climate and community. Thank you 

to everyone involved in Going LED for their 

support and dedication in creating a more 

affordable, resilient, and equitable future for all 

San Franciscans.  

“‘Going LED’ demonstrates our city’s continuing commitment to fight climate 
change with solutions that improve the quality of life for San Francisco’s most 

vulnerable residents.”    

London Breed, President 
San Francisco Board of Supervisors  
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City and County of San Francisco 

Human Services Agency - Department of Aging and Adult Services 

Mayor’s Office of Housing and Community Development 

San Francisco Public Library 

San Francisco Public Utilities Commission 

San Francisco Unified School District 

 

Community Partners 

Asian, Inc. 

Baker Places 

Bayview Senior Services 

Bernal Heights Neighborhood Center 

Caritas Management Corporation 

Catholic Charities Aging Case Management 

Central City SRO Collaborative 

Chinatown Community Development Center (CCDC) 

Curry Senior Center 

Delivering Innovation in Supportive Housing (DISH) 

Education Outside 

Ellis Hotel 

Episcopal Community Services 

EPMI 

FPI Management 

Hampstead/Banneker Homes 

Homebridge 

Independent Living Resource Center San Francisco (ILRCSF) 

Jewish Family & Children's Services - Seniors at Home 

Thank You to Our Partner Organizations 
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John Stewart Company (JSCO) 

Kimochi, Inc. 

Little Brothers-Friends of the Elderly 

McCormack Baron 

Meals on Wheels 

Mercy Housing 

Mission Economic Development Agency (MEDA) 

Mission Housing Development Corporation 

Morning Sun Hotel 

Northern California Presbyterian Homes & Services (NCPHS) 

One Atmosphere 

Rebuilding Together 

Richmond Senior Center 

San Francisco Community Land Trust 

San Francisco In-Home Supportive Services (IHSS) 

San Francisco Village 

Self Help for the Elderly 

Senior and Disability Action 

SF Marin Food Bank - Home Delivered Groceries 

Shanti Project 

Sutter Apartments 

Swords To Plowshares 

Tenderloin Housing Clinic (THC) 

Tenderloin Neighborhood Development Corporation (TNDC) 

TODCO 

 

A special thank you to Pacific Gas and Electric for generously funding this initiative. 

Thank You to Our Partner Organizations 
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Appendix 

LED Bulb Specifications 

The exact criteria for the LED bulb distributed via this initiative were very carefully selected to optimize 

user experience, safety, energy efficiency, quality of light, fixture compatibility, and longevity.  The spe-

cific criteria chosen were: 

 

Color Temperature: 2700 kelvins  

A “warm” color temperature was chosen to be similar to the amber-like color that comes from 
traditional incandescent bulbs (as opposed to a cold, bluish white that can come from bulbs with 
a higher color temperature). 

Color- Rendering Index (CRI): minimum 90  

CRI value essentially describes how well colors appear under the light; numbers below 90 can 
render reds as brownish in hue for example. 

Lifespan: 25,000 hours  

Used 3 hours per day, a bulb with this lifespan is estimated to last over 22 years. 

Warranty: 5 years  

If any bulb fails before 5 years, the manufacturer will replace it at no cost—and in the case of 
this initiative, without requiring a receipt. 

Recessed-Fixture Compatible: Required 

This means the bulb will last longer in a range of fixtures, rather than going out prematurely if it 
is put in a recessed fixture. 

Dimmable: Required 

This maximizes the number of fixtures with which the bulb will be compatible, as it will work in 
fixtures that dim.  

RoHS Compliant 

This compliance means they meet the European Union Directive on Restriction of Hazardous Sub-
stances. The RoHS Directive restricts the use of certain heavy metals and flame retardant chemi-
cals in electrical and electronic equipment, including lighting products. 

Additional specs: 

• Energy Star Version 2.0 certified 
• Equivalency: 60W 
• Form Factor: Light Emitting Diode (LED) / Omni-directional / A19 / Medium-base (screw) 
• Light Output: 800-900 lumens 
• Efficacy: >90 lumens / watt 
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Safety and Disposal Factsheets  

Informational factsheets in multiple languages were created to educate campaign participants about 

safe LED bulb installation and disposal of older lighting. 
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LED Benefits Factsheets 

In many instances, staff or volunteers of partner organizations would be interacting with residents who 

might not be familiar with the benefits of replacing their lighting with LEDs.  To address this, and help 

residents understand how the LEDs would benefit them, the flyers below were created in multiple lan-

guages. 



iv| Going LED Ini�a�ve - Appendix  

 

LED Request Form 

To standardize requests of LED bulbs, as well as create a moment of pause to carefully consider the 

quantity of bulbs requested, the following LED order form was created and distributed to partner organi-

zations. 
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LED Package Design 

The design for the front panel of the LED four-pack box included a welcoming message in multiple lan-

guages, illustrated that CFL bulbs do not go in San Francisco’s blue, green or black bins, and pointed 

campaign participants to visit SFE’s website which provides further lighting-related information. 

The box design packaged each set of four LED bulbs in a single row, making the box narrow and there-

fore easier to hold (as opposed to a more cube-shaped box). 
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The San Francisco Department of the Environment provides solutions that advance 
climate protection and enhance quality of life for all San Franciscans.  


