
Work Reimagined and sustainability 
The COVID-19 (COVID) pandemic of 2020 had a significant effect on state 
government, including enterprise-wide sustainability efforts and outcomes. From 
commuting to energy use, and equity to employee health, the major implications 
of the COVID outbreak provided agencies both challenges in how to conduct 
operations in a sustainable manner, but also opportunities for considering how to 
do things differently moving forward.  

COVID and sustainability’s three pillars 

Oregon’s definition of “sustainability” in ORS 284.421 means using, developing and protecting resources 
in a manner that enables people to meet current needs and provides that future generations can also 
meet future needs, from the joint perspective of environmental, economic and community objectives1.  

Globally, nationally and in Oregon, COVID prompted decision makers to establish strategies for ensuring 
people’s safety. State employees were directed to stay home when possible. In 2020, with businesses 
folding, unemployment rising, and the economy contracting, the face of Oregon and the world changed 
forever.  

With respect to state government in Oregon, COVID affected all three pillars of sustainability, for 
example: 

• Economic and fiscal health: COVID significantly affected agency
budgets in 2020 through temporary loss of revenue and funding
sources, as well as heighted needs to respond to COVID.

• Environmental stewardship: Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
from staff commuting dropped, as did use of other resources,
such as paper and other office materials, water and electricity use
in state government buildings2.

• Community and staff support: There were impacts of social
isolation on staff health and productivity, as well as temporary
impacts to services provided by agencies.

As agencies transition into a “reimagined” work mode in January 2022, we have the opportunity to hit 
the reset button on our collective sustainability efforts. At the same time, the need to address climate 
change has never been greater, Oregon is in the midst of a significant drought, and staff will need 
ongoing support as agencies transition into the next chapter of work. And yet, there are many success 
stories from the era of COVID – being able to conduct meetings virtually, moving to more paperless 
operations and re-assessing the need for physical office space, to name a few – that in their 
continuation can help the enterprise save money and resources and contribute to agency sustainability 

1 Oregon Laws Oregon Administrative Rules Oregon Revised Statutes, ORS 184.421 “Sustainability” defined Retrieved from the web site June 
17, 2021: https://oregon.public.law/statutes/ors_184.421 
2 Natural gas use actually increased for heating in some buildings that continued to operate due to less body heat to help warm buildings.  

https://oregon.public.law/statutes/ors_184.421
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practices. This paper focuses on the environmental and social pillars, as economic and fiscal costs and 
benefits are integrated into those pillars as discussed below.  

The environmental pillar: environmental stewardship 

Many agencies have realized – through intentional actions or through “trial and error” forced by COVID 
– that there are significant opportunities to reduce agency environmental operational footprints. Among
the most significant findings is the potential to downscale the amount of space needed for employees,
which itself can cut expenses, reduce use of energy and resources and lower GHG emissions. Buildings
account for over 30% of GHG emissions nationally3. Other discoveries include less need for paper and
office supplies, reduced fuel use for fleets and fewer secondary impacts associated with employee
commuting.

An April dispatch from Boston-based communications company LogMeIn estimates that its roughly 2 
million customers avoided up to 63 million metric tons of GHG emissions between April 2020 and March 
2021 through the use of its GoToMeeting and GoToWebinar services, compared with the impact of 
employee commuting and travel for company meetings4. Sourcing data of this nature will become 
essential as businesses, organizations and governments around the world consider the future makeup of 
their workplaces. Fewer than 20 percent of workers will return to exactly how things were pre-
pandemic, according to a Price Waterhouse Coopers survey from January 20215. As a result, some of the 
outcomes companies, agencies and organizations can expect include: 

• Reduced plug load: Plug load
refer to energy used by 
equipment that plugs into an 
outlet. Plug loads can constitute 
approximately 30% of electricity 
use in office settings, much of which can be attributed to parasitic loads (equipment that is 
consuming power when not in use)6. 

• Reduced GHG emissions: Aetna Health Insurance has had a telework program for the past 20
years, and nearly half of its 48,000 employees take part in it. The policy has been useful in
retaining valuable employees, but also in reducing environmental impacts. Aetna’s telework
initiative began as an effort to consolidate office space, but the timing coincided with
environmental concerns. In 2014 alone, teleworkers reduced Aetna’s carbon footprint by
preventing 127 million miles of driving, saving 5.3 million gallons of gas, and reducing GHG
emissions by 46,700 metric tons.7

3 Building Performance Standards: Overview for State and Local Decision Makers (epa.gov) 
4LogMeIn’s GoTo Products Enable Businesses to Make a Meaningful Impact on Their Sustainability Efforts 
5 US Remote Work Survey: PwC 
6 Office Plug Load Field Monitoring Report; Moorefield, L., et al. (2008). Portland, OR, Ecos: 74. Plug Loads - GSA Sustainable Facilities Tool 
(sftool.gov) 
7Heather Clancy 2021. Carbon-valuing virtual work. Retrieved from the web site: 
https://info.greenbiz.com/index.php/email/emailWebview?md_id=22793&mkt_tok=MjExLU5KWS0xNjUAAAF9SGMc_OwqBk2rzKRqbo1LivgEZc
zVxNFXnydaR4_2syVnssXplzTpYZPxoHS9kj4YEcycdeW4_VIMmQxsk7xa_Ozay8yuulDkMxWV2_98dxnHLps 

DAS Building Water Use

Year 2018 2019 2020 
Use in Gallons 4,319,700 4,273,100 2,979,100 

https://sftool.gov/Search?Query=parasitic
https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/files/2021-02/documents/benchmarking_building_performance_standards_section2.pdf
https://www.logmein.com/newsroom/press-release/2021/logmein-s-goto-products-enable-businesses-to-make-a-meaningful-impact-on-their-sustainability-efforts?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=verge&utm_content=2021-05-26&mkt_tok=MjExLU5KWS0xNjUAAAF9SGMc_LkH6K32eHS26tXh7lcV5SQPxEti9ASEPW9BL3W33_y9pGAvtDt1QtPnw6LrT-6sDltGBdW0pf7-TgUjwb5lKmzEiLAeQyOEvBFEWkpbMJQ
https://www.pwc.com/us/en/library/covid-19/us-remote-work-survey.html?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=verge&utm_content=2021-05-26&mkt_tok=MjExLU5KWS0xNjUAAAF9SGMc_LkH6K32eHS26tXh7lcV5SQPxEti9ASEPW9BL3W33_y9pGAvtDt1QtPnw6LrT-6sDltGBdW0pf7-TgUjwb5lKmzEiLAeQyOEvBFEWkpbMJQ
https://sftool.gov/learn/about/426/plug-loads#support-area
https://sftool.gov/learn/about/426/plug-loads#support-area
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• Reduced fleet use: Reduced fleet use equals less wear and tear on infrastructure and reduced
GHG emissions from fewer vehicle miles traveled.

• Reduced building energy consumption due to less building space needed for employees and
reduced operating hours.

• Reduced consumption of goods associated with more work conducted virtually and with
paperless processes.

Is remote work universally sustainable and/or good for the environment? Most signs point to yes, 
remote working is more beneficial to the environment than not. After debating this for years, it became 
clearer when people noticed the positive environmental changes during the COVID pandemic. 
Employees staying out of offices, however, tells only part of the story of the effects on the environment. 
Some reasons why remote work might not always benefit the environment include: 

• Energy and water use shifts from agencies to employees at home, and office building designs
may utilize energy better than homes.

• Lack of “warm bodies” in offices results in increased heating demands if buildings continue to
operate with fewer people in them.

• Materials/transportation to ship supplies or equipment to remote workers also results in
environmental impacts.

• The energy and bandwidth required for video calls can translate into GHG emissions, meaning
that computer and internet usage are not without consequences8.

The social pillar: community and staff support 

Within the span of a few weeks, COVID upended how state agencies conducted business. The most 
significant change across agencies was the rapid transition of many employees from the office to 
working from home.  

As agencies move forward in their post-COVID workspace planning, supporting staff and efficiently 
serving the people of Oregon will be a top concern. As the Happiness Index, an employee engagement 
platform, observed, “Some people prefer to work from home, some people prefer to work from an office, 
[and] some people prefer a blended approach. One hundred percent of people want the flexibility to 
choose.9”   

In May of 2020, a Gallup Poll10 started asking remote workers what their preferred mode of working 
would be once business and schools reopened. Through a sequence of questions, the survey determined 
whether workers would prefer to: 

• Return to their office or workplace location as much as before.
• Work remotely as much as possible because they are concerned about the coronavirus.
• Work remotely as much as possible because they prefer working from home.

8 Gerry McGovern 2020. The Hidden Pollution of Meetings Retrieved from the web site: https://www.cmswire.com/digital-workplace/the-
hidden-pollution-cost-of-online-meetings/ 
9 Thomas H. Davenport and Thomas C. Redman March 23, 2021 Retrieved from the web site, https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/experiments-
and-data-for-post-covid-19-work-arrangements/) 
10 COVID-19 and Remote Work: An Update (gallup.com) 

https://www.cmswire.com/digital-workplace/the-hidden-pollution-cost-of-online-meetings/
https://www.cmswire.com/digital-workplace/the-hidden-pollution-cost-of-online-meetings/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/experiments-and-data-for-post-covid-19-work-arrangements/#article-authors
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/experiments-and-data-for-post-covid-19-work-arrangements/
https://sloanreview.mit.edu/article/experiments-and-data-for-post-covid-19-work-arrangements/
https://news.gallup.com/poll/321800/covid-remote-work-update.aspx
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Initially, Gallup split workers into thirds in their preferences. Since last summer, however, when in-
person work preferences dropped to a low point amid a surge of COVID infections, an increasing 
percentage have said they would, if given the choice, return to their office or other workplace. This 
increased to 39% in January 2021, up from 28% in July 2020. However, more respondents also said they 
would want to continue working remotely because they prefer it, rising from 37% to 44% in January 
2021. 

Social sustainability and telecommuting: the good 

Before the COVID pandemic, research suggested that teleworking could increase employees' job 
satisfaction and commitment to an organization and even slightly improve their performance at work. 
Teleworking can also reduce exhaustion and work-related stress, possibly due to a reduced commute or 
more flexible hours. Other benefits include a reduction in commuting costs and more freedom to work 
independently.  

This freedom increased job satisfaction and made employment for many more pleasurable and 
stimulating. Employees are not the only ones benefitting from remote work. Some organizations have 
seen a dramatic decline in attrition rates, sick leave and expenses, while noting a strong increase in 
productivity11. Some of the observed benefits include: 

11 The National Law Review May 21, 2021. Volume XI, Number 141, Retrieved from the web site https://www.natlawreview.com/article/re-
opening-strategies-and-return-to-work-policies-after-covid-19-pandemic. 

https://www.natlawreview.com/article/re-opening-strategies-and-return-to-work-policies-after-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.natlawreview.com/article/re-opening-strategies-and-return-to-work-policies-after-covid-19-pandemic
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• Reduced sick days and attrition.
• Increased employee satisfaction.
• Improvements in virtual meeting environment effectiveness.
• The ability to attend multiple meetings without travel.
• Increased meeting attendance - 45% of employees reported attending more meetings during

the pandemic than when working in the office, compared to 21% who attended fewer
meetings12.

Social sustainability and telecommuting: the challenges 

With telecommuting, work is no longer somewhere you go from nine to five; rather, it is something you 
do. Subsequently, employees can “do” their job anywhere, including their homes, making it difficult to 
“clock out” and separate their work and professional lives from their personal lives. Some may struggle 
with the ability to clearly delineate and stick to set “work hours”. Others say they work longer hours and 
note a significant increase in stress while experiencing a decrease in time not thinking about work.  

Additionally, telecommuters are more likely to feel socially isolated and removed from the collaborative 
and team-building culture found in today’s organizations. For employers, a sizeable mobile workforce 
also makes accurately assessing performance challenging, making it difficult to provide relevant 
feedback, which can negatively affect an employee’s mobility within the organization13. Among some of 
the challenges are: 

• More difficulties directly managing employees remotely.
• Employers fear that employees may waste time or over report hours.
• Employees may feel socially isolated from team collaboration.
• Potential equity issues if telecommuting is not available to all.
• 40% of employees experienced mental exhaustion from video calls while working remotely
• A full week of virtual meetings leaves 38% of employees feeling exhausted, while 30% felt

stressed.
• A higher data security burden while employees perform work at multiple locations on multiple

devices; 59% of employees felt more cyber secure working in the office compared to at home.

Work Reimagined: suggestions for sustainability moving forward 

Building operations 

Oregon’s Executive Orders (EOs) 17-20 and EO 20-04 direct agencies to make energy efficiency and GHG 
reductions a priority. As agencies are discussing what the future workplace will look like and who will be 
working where, facility managers are encouraged to consider the following opportunities: 

12 Brian Robinson, PHD. Working Remote 2020. Retrieved from the web site: https://www.forbes.com/sites/bryanrobinson/2020/06/19/is-
working-remote-a-blessing-or-burden-weighing-the-pros-and-cons/?sh=6c94ea3240a9 
13 The Mayo Clinic Staff, 2021. Teleworking during the coronavirus: Tips for coping. Retrieved from the web site 
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/coronavirus/in-depth/teleworking-during-coronavirus/art-20487369 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/bryanrobinson/2020/06/19/is-working-remote-a-blessing-or-burden-weighing-the-pros-and-cons/?sh=6c94ea3240a9
https://www.forbes.com/sites/bryanrobinson/2020/06/19/is-working-remote-a-blessing-or-burden-weighing-the-pros-and-cons/?sh=6c94ea3240a9
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/coronavirus/in-depth/teleworking-during-coronavirus/art-20487369
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• Adjust heating/cooling/lighting scheduling: Strategic scheduling of building operations can
result in cost, energy and GHG savings. Can you optimize the operating schedules of your
buildings to use less energy? For example, alternative workweek schedules (such as four-day
operations) can help agencies cut back on energy use.

• Review and re-commit to the DAS Energy and Resource Conservation Policy: For dedicated
office space, re-communicate DAS Energy and Resource Conservation Policy to staff to ensure any
personal devices employees bring back to their office space are efficient and approved per the
Policy.

• Reduce energy use from plug loads: Most agencies that saw significant shifts to remote work
also experienced significant drops in electricity use from plug loads. Electricity use from plug
loads is a growing consideration in building energy efficiency, and, in addition to personal
appliances, IT equipment is a significant contributor to plug loads. As you make transition plans
for workspace, use the opportunity to “reset” your IT practices. This includes ensuring your
agency has implemented a power management for computers and other IT equipment as
required by DAS policy.

• Replace equipment with energy and water efficient types: If your transition back to the office
includes replacing any equipment, Oregon’s EO 17-20 and DAS procurement guidelines direct
agencies to ensure that equipment purchased for use inside buildings meets specific energy and
water efficiency criteria. DAS Procurement’s web site provides specific guidance on what
equipment standards and certifications are desired or required.

• Check overall building energy consumption: Now may be a good time for day/night walks
through your buildings to spot energy waste and address it before occupants and the public
return. Are controls working properly? Are window shades provided to passively cool
workspaces in summer heat? Is HVAC running efficiently and are there hot/cold spots in the
building? Can you re-commission or “tune up” your building using one of Energy Trust’s free audit
programs?

Fleet and employee commuting 

The transportation sector is the largest source of GHG emissions in 
Oregon. During COVID, not only did GHGs associated with employee 
commuting drop, many agencies saw reductions in fleet use during 
COVID as meetings went virtual and other agency functions were 
curtailed. State government realized approximately a 30% reduction 
in fuel use from 2019-2020 while more employees were performing 
their functions remotely. 

As agencies look to transition back to the office, they can consider 
how to carry over fleet-related practices from COVID that proved to be successful. Some of these might 
include: 

• Review your agency’s data on fleet fuel use and costs from DAS Fleet and Parking Services to see
how your fuel use and spending from 2020 and 2021 compares to prior years.

• Develop internal agency policy or procedures to guide when travel for in-person meetings is
essential, and when employees can hold meetings virtually.

• Consider setting GHG reduction goals for your agency’s fleet use.
• Encourage employees use transit, carpooling or biking as they develop revised work schedules.

   Enterprise-wide Fleet Fuel Use, 
2019-2020 

Total Gallons Used 

2019 8,252,306 

2020 5,776,614 

Savings 2,475,692 

https://www.oregon.gov/das/Pages/policies.aspx#Procure
https://www.oregon.gov/das/OPM/Pages/sustainable-requirements.aspx
https://www.energytrust.org/
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As your agency discusses continued remote work operations and telecommuting, DAS Sustainability 
recommends that you factor in reductions of GHG emissions from commuting into decision-making. A 
round-trip in a conventional gasoline vehicle from Salem to Portland for work, as one example, emits the 
equivalent of 80-100 pounds of carbon dioxide equivalent of GHG emissions. A handy tool you may wish 
to share with employees is Map My Emissions, which calculates estimated GHG emissions with vehicle 
travel.  

If travel for work is necessary, DAS Sustainability recommends that your agency review the DAS Statewide 
Fleet Management Policy, which directs agency employees to prioritize use of the most efficient vehicles 
(e.g., electric vehicles (EVs) or hybrids) for agency travel, as well as to prioritize EVs for new vehicle 
purchases. By consistently using the most efficient vehicle sufficient for your travel needs, you can 
reduce agency fuel costs and GHG emissions.   

Finally, agencies should re-consider fuels they use in their light-duty fleet as well as heavier equipment. 
Lower GHG renewable diesel is now available throughout the state through a statewide price agreement 
and has been shown to work well as a diesel alternative.  

Waste reduction and recycling 

Waste reduction and recycling help better manage the solid waste agencies 
generate. Preventing or reducing waste is also an effective strategy for 
reducing GHGs. Together they may: 

• Reduce emissions from energy consumption.
• Reduce emissions from incinerators. Diverting certain materials

from incinerators through waste prevention and recycling reduces GHG emissions to the
atmosphere.

• Reduce methane emissions from landfills. Waste prevention and recycling (including
composting) divert organic wastes from landfills, reducing the methane released when these
materials decompose.

• Leave more trees standing in the forest, continuing to absorb carbon dioxide from the
atmosphere.

As your agency transitions employees back to the office, consider re-communicating guidance to them 
on what can be recycled or composted, as well as refreshing messaging and signage. DAS Sustainability 
can provide guidance to agencies and provide access to signage. Composting is available to all DAS 
tenant agencies.  

If your agency is consolidating space and is looking to re-allocate resources, identify opportunities to 
reuse, donate, salvage or send to DAS Surplus items such as office supplies, carpet, furniture and IT 
equipment. DAS Sustainability and DAS Surplus can also assist with items for which finding a “new 
home” may be difficult, such as workspace divider walls.  

More importantly, consider how COVID allowed your agency to do more with less. For example, what 
processes were you able to complete paperless that you can continue? What lessons learned can you 
apply to other practices that are currently not paperless where there are opportunities to reduce paper? 
Are “wet” signatures necessary, or will electronic signatures suffice?  

https://mapmyemissions.com/home
https://www.oregon.gov/das/Policies/107-011-040.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/das/Policies/107-011-040.pdf
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Procurement 

Oregon’s state agencies have a responsibility to minimize negative impacts on human health, climate 
change and the environment while supporting a diverse, equitable and vibrant community and economy 
in the procurement of goods and services14.  

As agencies reconfigure space and transition employees back to the work place, many will be looking to 
procure goods and services. Procurement is one of the largest impact areas with respect to 
sustainability, and one of the greatest opportunities for improvement. As COVID has taught many of us, 
we can often function very well and do “more with less”- whether it is IT equipment, office supplies, 
workspaces or more.  

Agencies should first ask whether any new procurement is necessary. State Surplus offers many re-
usable goods that may function just as well, and agencies should consider this source as a first priority. 
With agencies consolidating space, it is very likely that resources such as furniture will be available.  

If a new procurement is necessary, the DAS Sustainable Procurement web site provides guidance for how 
agencies should integrate sustainability into procurement. For example: 

• All new equipment agencies purchase to be used inside buildings should meet energy and water
efficiency standards (IT equipment, appliances, copiers, HVAC equipment, lighting, and more).

• Agencies must prioritize purchasing EVs or other efficient vehicles.
• In most uses, office paper should have a minimum of 35 percent recycled content.
• Cleaning supplies should be “green”.

The DAS Procurement Services Sustainability Manager, Adam Helvey, can assist agencies with 
sustainable procurement. Adam.helvey@oregon.gov  

Employee health and productivity 

By offering flexibility choices in where and how employees work, agencies can help their employees find 
the right balance of home and office time that works best for them. This will largely be guided by the 
DAS Chief Human Resources Office and the human resources staff of your agency. Continued support of 
employees working remotely with opportunities to socialize with co-workers and give and provide 
feedback will be important moving forward. It will also be important to support a healthy work 
environment for employees both at home and in the office. In the office, this includes considerations 
like thermal comfort, access to fresh air through ventilation, daylighting and similar considerations 
where facility managers and sustainability coordinators can play a role.  

Agencies can also help employees with sustainability in their home office spaces by encouraging best 
practices related to heating and cooling, lighting and power use, waste reduction, commuting and more.  
There are many guides online that can help employees practice sustainability in the home office.  The 
Oregon DEQ’s personal carbon footprint calculator can help employees assess various practices and 
their impact on GHG emissions.  

14 ORS 284.421-435, Sustainability 

https://www.oregon.gov/das/OPM/Pages/sustainable.aspx
mailto:Adam.helvey@oregon.gov
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/how-to-make-your-home-office-more-sustainable/
https://www.oregon.gov/deq/Residential/Pages/Calculate-Your-Carbon-Footprint.aspx
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Strategic planning 

Finally, agencies are encouraged to integrate sustainability lessons learned from COVID into their 
sustainability plans or other strategic sustainability policies and practices moving forward. Doing so will 
help formalize good practices well beyond COVID. The Oregon Sustainability Board’s Agency 
Sustainability Plan Guidelines can help agencies create or revise sustainability plans.  

Leverage your agency’s sustainability coordinator, communications staff and sustainability teams for 
help. In some cases, teams may have gone dormant during COVID. Consider re-invigorating your 
sustainability teams; DAS can provide a Sustainability Team Toolkit to help jumpstart your efforts.  

For guidance, support or technical assistance: 

Steven R. Markham 
Statewide Sustainability Analyst, Energy Analyst 
Department of Administrative Services  
503-932-6319
Steve.markham@oregon.gov

Dave Wortman 
Statewide Sustainability Officer 
Department of Administrative Services 
971-304-8733
David.wortman@oregon.gov

https://www.oregon.gov/das/Facilities/Documents/2020OSBSustainabilityPlanGuidelines.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/das/Facilities/Documents/2020OSBSustainabilityPlanGuidelines.pdf
mailto:Steve.markham@oregon.gov
mailto:David.wortman@oregon.gov
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