
 

August 11, 2021 

 

Dear Members of Congress, 

On behalf of the more than 3 million members and supporters of the Natural Resources 
Defense Council (NRDC) and the 1.7 million educators, healthcare professionals, bus drivers, 
maintenance personnel and other public service professionals represented by the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT), we write to urge your support for robust investments in 
upgrading the health, resiliency, and energy efficiency of the nation’s public education facilities 
in any budget reconciliation package. 
 

The unfortunate reality is that too many of our nation’s public education facilities are in 

desperate need of repair, with students and teachers learning and working in crumbling 

buildings that contain asbestos, airborne polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), water contaminated 

with lead, and mold and mildew. The average school building is around 44 years old, and a 

recent GAO report found that 54 percent of school districts across the country must replace or 

update major systems in more than half their buildings. These conditions exist 

disproportionately in schools with a high percentage of low-income students and students of 

color. 

Aging infrastructure means that our schools are among the largest consumers of energy in the 

public sector, with more than $8 billion in annual energy costs with an estimated 25% of that 

energy being wasted. Nationally, HVAC system replacements and upgrades are needed in as 

many as 45,000 schools across the United States. Upgrading our schools to be more energy 

efficient and use cleaner energy means they would be healthier, with better indoor air quality 

and more comfortable indoor temperatures, and also less costly to run with the Department of 

Energy estimating more than $2 billion in savings every year.   

Schools also utilize the largest mass transit fleet in the country, with 480,000 school buses. 

Most of these buses are powered by diesel engines that emit both toxic and greenhouse gas 

pollutants that exacerbate respiratory conditions like asthma, and make children more 

susceptible to infectious disease like COVID-19. Converting these buses to zero-emission 

powertrains would eliminate buses as a source of these pollutants and save school districts 

around $6,000 a year per bus in reduced fuel and maintenance costs.  

https://edlabor.house.gov/media/press-releases/gao-report-more-than-half-of-school-districts-need-significant-building-repairs-ventilation-systems-are-major-concern


The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the shortcomings of our school infrastructure and disparity 

in local resources to adequately deal with these deficiencies. To create a more equal education 

system, we need federal investment to help schools address these issues.  

The provisions in the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act are a first step in addressing some 

of these issues but are not nearly enough to meet the needs our communities face. To truly 

address these issues, we support funding for the following priorities: 

- Provide the full $45 billion in funding for lead removal strategies. For schools, we 
support additional funds for a Filter First approach, which will prove to be more 
economical and effective than replacing all lead pipes and fixtures within a building. 

- Invest $130 billion to upgrade and build new public schools. Replacing toxic materials 
like asbestos and PCBs, and modernizing HVAC equipment that will reduce energy use; 
improve indoor air quality by preventing the spread of mold, viruses and other 
pathogens; and maintain a healthier, more comfortable temperature.  

- Provide healthy, free school meals for all students; fund improvements to school 

kitchens, enhance student meal reimbursement, and expand Farm-to-School programs 

so school facilities can better provide nutritious meals prepared from local and organic 

suppliers; and reduce food and packaging waste. 

- Provide at least $25 billion in funding to begin the transition of school bus fleets to zero-

emission vehicles and install upgraded support infrastructure, which will save districts 

money in the long run and create cleaner, healthier, more sustainable school 

communities. 

Without these federal funds, these intolerable conditions are likely to continue for years to 
come. Our children deserve better. 
 
We hope you will support robustly funding these initiatives in upcoming legislation so that we 
can help close the opportunity gap and provide all students with safe and healthy schools that 
are equipped to prepare them for success. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
American Federation of Teachers 
 
Natural Resources Defense Council 

https://www.nrdc.org/sites/default/files/faq-removing-lead_in-drinking-water-schools.pdf

