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A Multi-Agency Investment in Zero Net Energy Affordable Homes 
Rhode Island, like so many states in the nation, has a critical shortage of affordable housing. Rhode 
Island residents also face high energy/utility costs in a coastal region struggling with the impact of 
climate change. RIHousing has always worked closely with our development partners to respond to the 
need for affordable housing while considering environmental impacts, utility costs for residents and 
operational benefits for property owners and managers. But in the last few years, we took that 
commitment one big step forward: with the launch of our Zero Energy for the Ocean State (ZEOS) 
program.  
 

In 2019, after years of collaboration, research, listening and learning, RIHousing rolled out our new ZEOS 
program, an effort to respond to the need for affordable housing while also reducing energy 
consumption and costs. We asked ourselves “What if we came up with funding to support a net zero 
effort in affordable housing developments that could be used as a cost-effective and replicable model 
for success?” 
 

Net zero is the balance between the power a home needs and the renewable energy you can generate 
to match the need. RIHousing’s ZEOS program provides innovative financing and collaboration with 
statewide partners to solve a wide range of challenges, including affordable housing, energy 
consumption, reduction of carbon footprint and housing and operational costs. Rather than treating 
these as separate challenges, the ZEOS program is based on a strategy to tackle them comprehensively.  
 

Now in its second funding round, the program has provided $1,365,000 (Round 1: $625,000; Round 2: 
$740,000), for 8 developments (138 units) and has leveraged $39,972,618 while also creating 
replicable models for sustainability.  
 

Program Need 
Household energy use accounts for about 20% of greenhouse gas emissions in the United States. At the 
same time, housing is in short supply. Fortunately, many government entities and industries are 
currently working to reduce energy waste, create cost savings and/or decrease our carbon footprint. 
From President Biden’s Executive Order to cut the nation’s overall emissions to net zero by 2050, to the 
AIA’s 2030 Commitment to create a climate strategy that provides a set of standards and goals for 
reaching net zero emissions in the built environment, the federal government and building and 
construction industries have been trying to develop creative and innovative solutions to tackle the 
problems. 
 

Locally, National Grid and the Rhode Island Office of Energy Resources have been working to develop 
financial incentives to help property owners reduce their costs and make smart choices about energy 
efficiency and consumption.  In fact, our state has committed to meet a net-zero emissions target by 
2050. The ZEOS demonstration program builds upon the momentum of recent successes in growing 
our green energy economy, while expanding affordable housing options for Rhode Islanders and 
reducing utility and operating costs. 
 
Social Equity, Sustainable Development and Net Zero Housing 
The net zero movement is often associated with luxury homes for populations with more disposable 
incomes.  But it is low and fixed-income households who benefit the most from lower energy costs and 
energy efficient building design and construction. These populations often bear an undue energy 
burden, with electricity costs accounting for up to 20% of their incomes, which can perpetuate cycles 
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of poverty. These same populations are also more likely to experience negative health effects such as 
increased asthma and/or allergy symptoms as a result of poor indoor air quality. Addressing the need for 
healthy and affordable housing while reducing housing/utility costs supports social equity efforts, 
increases lower-income populations’ access to high-quality, healthy housing, and results in a positive 
environmental impact. 
 

Building Better 
Net zero housing efforts benefit from the utilization of smart and innovative construction techniques 
and materials that build in efficiencies at every step along the design, development, and construction 
process. Incorporating the most energy efficient materials into new construction and rehab projects 
supports the highest standards of efficiency to keep costs down. Improved heating, ventilation, and air-
conditioning (HVAC) systems, updated appliances, building envelopes, and smart home energy 
management systems can all positively impact energy consumption and costs. Strategic selection of 
materials such as insulation and windows can increase efficiencies to reduce costs and regulate heat.  
 

Impacts of Net Zero Housing 
Net zero: a project that will generate the same amount of energy that it would use on an annual basis. 
 

Net-zero energy properties provide affordable and healthy housing solutions with high quality materials 
and construction techniques and lower utility costs for owners and tenants. Net zero housing efforts are 
not only suitable for single-family homes. In fact, studies show that multi-family housing now produces 
the majority of net zero units in the United States. 
 

RIHousing is committed to developing housing that Rhode Islanders can afford and energy efficient 
features help reduce operating costs for property managers/owners and occupancy costs for residents, 
thereby increasing their disposable income to meet other needs in their lives.   
 

Zero Energy for the Ocean State (ZEOS) 
Launched in 2019 with a second funding round in 2021, RIHousing’s ZEOS program is our response to 
incentivizing affordable homes with innovative, replicable solutions to utilize cost saving, clean energy 
technologies. A public-sector partnership between RIHousing, the Rhode Island Office of Energy 
Resources (OER) and National Grid, we jointly launched the ZEOS program to help develop highly energy 
efficient housing for low- and moderate-income Rhode Islanders.  
 

Established as a “demonstration” program, this multi-agency investment aims to create replicable 
models for sustainable development while also helping to reduce the collective carbon footprint of 
the state, reducing energy costs for residents and creating operational benefits for property owners 
and managers. The effort will help our state accelerate its investment in cost-effective, clean energy 
solutions that reduce energy consumption and costs, shrink our carbon footprint and grow good-paying 
jobs. The principles of this program – to create replicable designs incorporating strategies to reduce 
energy cost burdens, improve thermal comfort, and support the clean energy future – are critical to 
ensuring a reliable, equitable and scalable pathway to decarbonization for all Rhode Islanders. 
 

To qualify for this program, developers must commit to designing and constructing affordable, Zero 
Energy Buildings (ZEBs).  ZEBs are defined as any energy-efficient building with zero net energy 
consumption, meaning the total amount of energy used by a building on an annual basis is roughly equal 
to the amount of renewable energy created on the site.  
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In addition to meeting ZEB standards, developers must also participate in National Grid’s Residential 
New Construction Program (https://www.nationalgridus.com/media/pdfs/resi-ways-to-
save/ee6174_ri_newconsprogram.pdf) and will work closely with program partners throughout the 
design, construction, and data collection phases.  

Outcomes to Date 
Round 1: Funding awards were announced at the December 2019 Board meeting. An RFP was released 
in July 2019 with initial funding of $250,000 available. In response to the strength of applications, the 
RIHousing Board approved an additional $375,000 to fully support the three projects that will produce a 
range of building types in rural, suburban and urban parts of the state.  

Round 2: The 2021 ZEOS funding round sought to expand the program, build upon the lessons learned, 
and further accelerate the adoption of net zero energy homes for the affordable housing market. 
RIHousing and OER committed $740,000 in funding to three developers to produce a range of building 
types.  Round 2 funding awards were announced in December 2021. An RFP was released in May 2021 
with initial funding of $750,000 available. A portion of that amount, $250,0000, was made available 
thanks to the state’s participation in the Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI). 

Round 1 gave us a chance to analyze outcomes and identify the gap funding needed and how to be most 
impactful with these awards. Based on the lessons learned from the initial funding round, we were able 
to make some strategic changes to the 2nd round of funding: we took a more “scientific” approach 
regarding the amount of funds awarded. 

In both rounds, we received submissions that were innovative and illustrated commitment to energy 
efficient projects that would deploy a range of methods, including new and emerging technologies, 
thoughtful design, and sustainable building materials to meet program goals while creating a pathway 
for scaling ZEBs in low- and moderate-income residential sectors as a means of reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions. 

Sheridan Small Homes located in Providence, RI, completed construction of 5 units in December of 2021. 
2 units in Middletown RI are anticipated to start construction on May 15, 2022. 3 units in Jamestown are 
anticipated to start construction later this year.   

Next Steps 
In addition to funding these kinds of developments, our goal is to also Inspire other developers and 
communities to adopt a net zero approach to their work and provide real-world and replicable 
examples. We’ve highlighted the outcomes to date via a range of vehicles, including media 
announcements and the deployment of program signage at funded developments. Developers 
recognize they can reduce long-term operating costs by making the buildings energy-efficient, but 
they need the funding and programmatic support to make these projects happen.  

Looking ahead, we hope to take the lessons learned from these ZEOS-funded developments to: 

• look more closely at construction processes, advanced materials, and novel business practices
related to energy equity;

• share our experiences and lessons learned more broadly to support the program’s goal of
replicability;

• strengthen collaborations; and

• break down existing barriers to developing net zero buildings.

https://www.nationalgridus.com/media/pdfs/resi-ways-to-save/ee6174_ri_newconsprogram.pdf
https://www.nationalgridus.com/media/pdfs/resi-ways-to-save/ee6174_ri_newconsprogram.pdf
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Program Partners 

 
 

 

About RIHousing About the Rhode Island Office 
of Energy Resources 
 

About National Grid 

 

Click here to see all ZEOS funding awards >  

  

https://www.rihousing.com/about-us/
https://energy.ri.gov/#:~:text=OER%20develops%20policies%20and%20programs,a%20vibrant%20clean%20energy%20economy.
https://energy.ri.gov/#:~:text=OER%20develops%20policies%20and%20programs,a%20vibrant%20clean%20energy%20economy.
https://www.nationalgridus.com/our-company/
https://www.rihousing.com/zeos-funding-awards/
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Outcomes to Date 

Sheridan Small Homes 
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Bourne Mill 
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Brookside Terrace 
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Lockwood Plaza 
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E-Blast Communications 
Promotion of available funding shared  
with a broad range  
of partners, municipal entities,  
non-profits and state agencies. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Signage 
Signage at ZEOS funded sites allows us to further 
promote the program and raise awareness of this 
public-sector partnership. 

Media 
 
Read the Press Release here 
 
Select Media Coverage 

• Gov McKee, Office of Energy Resources, 
RIHousing announce zero-energy housing funds 

• R.I. Housing, OER to offer grants for energy-
efficient affordable housing 

• RIHousing and R.I. Office of Energy Resources 
funding awards will support the development of 
zero net energy housing for R.I. 

https://www.rihousing.com/rihousing-oer-announce-request-for-proposals-for-green-energy-efficient-housing/
https://www.abc6.com/gov-mckee-office-of-energy-resources-rihousing-announce-zero-energy-housing-funds/
https://www.abc6.com/gov-mckee-office-of-energy-resources-rihousing-announce-zero-energy-housing-funds/
https://pbn.com/r-i-housing-oer-to-offer-grants-for-energy-efficient-affordable-housing/
https://pbn.com/r-i-housing-oer-to-offer-grants-for-energy-efficient-affordable-housing/
https://nerej.com/print/46314
https://nerej.com/print/46314
https://nerej.com/print/46314
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