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Introduction 
 

In August of 2019, Dominion Energy Virginia (Dominion) announced its plan to partner with school 
districts across Dominion’s Virginia service territory to replace over 1,000 of Virginia’s diesel school buses 
with electric school buses (EV Buses) in multiple phases. In September 2019, during a United States 
Climate Alliance event with the governors of California, Maine, New Jersey, New Mexico, and Washington, 
Virginia Governor Ralph Northam confirmed Virginia’s commitment to accelerating the deployment of EV 
Buses across the Commonwealth.  However, there currently are no opportunities to purchase EV Buses in 
Virginia under the Virginia Department of General Services (DGS) statewide cooperative procurement 
contract.   

 
The initial phase (Pilot) of the Dominion Electric School Bus Program includes the deployment of 

fifty (50) EV Buses among a select group of Virginia school districts. The Pilot is a first of its kind in Virginia 
and one of the largest and most financially aggressive investments in electric school bus programs in the 
United States. Pilot participants will be offered an opportunity to acquire EV Buses and charging 
infrastructure at a fraction of the technology’s cost. Their participation will help Virginia lead the nation 
in electric school bus conversions. 
 

The Program 
 

EV Buses offer cutting-edge transportation technology, but the initial investment in the buses and 
charging elements can be a deterrent to their deployment. An EV Bus normally costs approximately 
$350,000, compared to approximately $100,000 for a typical Type C, 77-seat diesel bus. Charging 
equipment purchase and installation are additional expenses. That is why Dominion has committed to (i) 
funding the steep cost difference between electric and diesel buses and (ii) providing each partner school 
district with a turnkey EV Bus solution that also guarantees battery performance for the useful life of the 
Pilot.  

 
By acquiring buses through the Pilot, the partner school districts will not have to separately source 

buses, charging equipment and equipment installation. Each participating school district will be offered 
the opportunity to purchase a limited number of EV Buses from a select vendor for the same price they 
would pay for a conventional diesel bus under the DGS cooperative statewide contract. As an added 
benefit of Pilot participation, each school district will receive a comprehensive lifetime warranty on all bus 
batteries and installation of the related charging stations and associated infrastructure at no additional 
cost to the school districts.   

 
Replacing diesel buses with electric ones will reduce carbon emissions, improve air quality, and 

save school districts money in fuel and maintenance costs. When not in use, the bus batteries can be 
tapped as an energy resource for the power grid through pioneering vehicle-to-grid (V2G) technology 
installed with the EV Buses. V2G technology will further modernize and harden the Virginia electrical 
distribution grid and will promote the development of renewable energy and battery storage 
technologies across Virginia.   

 
The Buses 

 
At present, there are no EV Bus options available under the DGS statewide cooperative 

procurement contract.  For this reason, Dominion, consulted with the Virginia Department of Education 
(DOE) and DGS to develop EV Bus specifications that are acceptable to DOE at pricing that is consistent 
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with the DGS statewide contract for diesel school buses.  Thereafter, Dominion conducted a multi-phase 
Request for Proposal (RFP) in conformity with existing school standards found in 8 Va. Admin. Code 20-
70-460 (General Requirements for School Buses in Virginia), with the addition of an electric propulsion 
and charging system sufficient to enable V2G capability.   

 
As part of the RFP process, Dominion received indications of interest from six (6) different bus 

manufacturers and determined that three (3) manufacturers were qualified to participate.  After a two-
round evaluation and negotiation process, Dominion chose Thomas Built Buses based on several factors 
including safety, service, experience, and cost.  Thomas Built Buses may only be purchased through its 
Virginia-based dealer Sonny Merryman, who also is currently the largest provider of school buses across 
the Commonwealth of Virginia 

 
The Thomas Built EV Bus model to be provided by Sonny Merryman (i) will feature a Proterra 

battery system and V2G technology, (ii) will include an exclusive industry-leading guarantee on the battery 
and charging components, (iii) will comply with all applicable DOE bus standards, and (iv) can be 
purchased from Sonny Merryman pursuant to a sole source procurement in compliance with the Virginia 
Public Procurement Act (VPPA). 

 
Virginia Public Procurement Act (VPPA) Compliance 

 
After careful consideration, DGS recommended that each school district pursue a sole source 

procurement in order to purchase EV Buses from Dominion’s select vendor and receive all other benefits 
under the Pilot. Neither opportunity is available under the statewide cooperative procurement contract. 
Chapter 8 of the Agency Procurement and Surplus Property Manual (APSPM), published under the 
authority of Va. Code Section 2.2-1111, establishes the policies and procedures for public bodies to 
follow for sole source procurements under Section 2.2-4303 E of the Code of Virginia.1 The procurement 
policies and manuals of many public bodies are consistent with the APSPM. 
 

The sole source procurement of EV Buses from Sonny Merryman, as part of the Pilot, will be 
legally compliant if the purchase (1) complies with the requirements of the VPPA; and (2) complies with 
the procurement policies and procedures of the public body seeking the purchase.   

 
Compliance with the VPPA’s competition requirements may be achieved under Va. Code § 2.2-

4303(E), which authorizes sole source procurement if certain findings are made.  That Section provides: 
 

Upon a determination in writing that there is only one source practicably available for 
that which is to be procured, a contract may be negotiated and awarded to that source 
without competitive sealed bidding or competitive negotiation. The writing shall 
document the basis for this determination. The public body shall issue a written notice 
stating that only one source was determined to be practicably available, and identifying 
that which is being procured, the contractor selected, and the date on which the contract 
was or will be awarded. This notice shall be posted on the Department of General 
Services' central electronic procurement website or other appropriate websites, and in 
addition, public bodies may publish in a newspaper of general circulation on the day the 
public body awards or announces its decision to award the contract, whichever occurs 

                                                           
1   Virginia Dep’t of Gen. Servs. Div. of Purchases & Supply, https://dgs.virginia.gov/procurement/policy-consulting-
-review/policy/ (last visited Apr. 9, 2020). 



 

3 
 

first. Posting on the Department of General Services' central electronic procurement 
website shall be required of any state public body. Local public bodies are encouraged to 
utilize the Department of General Services' central electronic procurement website to 
provide the public with centralized visibility and access to the Commonwealth's 
procurement opportunities.   

 
Emphases added. 
 

DGS pointed out that sole source awards are designed for situations like this when only 
one vendor can meet the requirements of the public body’s procurement. Here, only Sonny 
Merryman can supply the EV buses that are key components of the Pilot. Once an award is made, 
it may only be challenged within a short ten (10) day period which is unlikely in this instance 
because no other electric bus manufacturer offers a model that can be integrated with and 
support the other features of the Pilot. 
 

Sole source procurement of EV Buses from Sonny Merryman, as part of each school 
district’s participation in the Pilot Program will meet the requirements of the VPPA and the 
requirements of the APSPM, because the following four (4) conditions can be found by the School 
Boards to be satisfied: 
 

Four Conditions under the VPPA and the APSPM 
 

1. Explain why this is the only product or service that can meet the needs of the purchasing 
agency. 

 
The Thomas Built Bus, which is sold exclusively by Sonny Merryman and equipped with the 

Proterra battery system and Dominion’s proprietary V2G technology, is the only possible product and 
service that can meet the need of the school districts to procure EV Buses at the same price as diesel 
buses and receive all other benefits of the Pilot Program as a whole.  In this case, Dominion is the 
exclusive retail electric energy provider across its Virginia service territory and is the only service provider 
that offers a complete EV Bus program for the school districts.  There is no other option available at any 
price or from any vendor other than Sonny Merryman that will afford the school districts the opportunity 
to voluntarily participate in this Pilot Program.  The Sonny Merryman EV Buses meet the requirements 
of, and have been approved by, DOE. 
 

2. Explain why this vendor is the only practicably available source from which to obtain this 
product or service. 

 
Sonny Merryman is the only practicably available source from which to obtain an EV Bus with 

these features and at this cost anywhere in the Commonwealth of Virginia.  Only Sonny Merryman EV 
Buses are approved by DOE and Dominion for participation in the Pilot Program and were selected for this 
Program after a competitive procurement process with Dominion.  School districts still will be able to 
purchase conventional diesel or other conventionally fueled buses under the statewide cooperative 
contract, but Sonny Merryman is the only vendor approved by DOE and Dominion for sale of EV Buses.  
Only EV Buses procured from Sonny Merryman will be eligible for the cost offset and the other benefits 
of participation in the initial phase of the Pilot Program. 
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3. Explain why the price is considered reasonable. 
 

The price is reasonable because the cost of a Sonny Merryman EV Bus, after offset, is 
approximately 28.5% of the cost of any other EV Bus purchased on the open market.  Both the EV Buses 
and charging companies were competitively sourced by Dominion from multiple qualified vendors.  The 
companies selected were identified as those vendors who would provide the highest quality product 
including safety, warranty, service and price.  Furthermore, the Virginia State Corporation Commission 
(SCC) will review aspects of the complete program to ensure costs and expenditures are “just and 
reasonable” in accord with the electric customers of Dominion.  
 

4. Describe the efforts that were made to conduct a competitive negotiation to get the best 
possible price for the taxpayers. 

 
Competitive negotiation was conducted by Dominion to ensure the best possible price for the 

school districts.  Dominion met with all interested vendors multiple times before and after the RFP was 
issued to ensure all offerors understood the process.  Qualified offerors were required to provide details 
of similar vehicles currently operating.  Following submission of their proposals, Dominion conducted a 
technical review of the proposals with the potential vendors.  Following these meetings, Dominion 
permitted the offerors to modify their proposals to ensure the best possible price was achieved for 
Dominion and the school districts.   

 
Additionally, Dominion is offsetting substantial cost to the school districts, and Sonny Merryman’s 

EV Bus will have a lifetime guarantee on the battery at no additional cost to the school districts (a benefit 
not available to taxpayers under the statewide contract for conventionally fueled buses).  All of this, taken 
as a whole, results in the best possible price for EV Buses for the taxpayers.  


