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Dr. Joylette Portlock is the Executive Director of Sustainable Pittsburgh, a nonprofit working to 

empower decision-making that builds a fundamentally equitable, resilient, healthy, and prosperous 

region. Sustainable Pittsburgh regularly works with hundreds of partners in the region — including 

local governments, nonprofits, and the business community — to ensure a thriving region where 

stakeholders are connected, sustainability knowledge is shared and applied, and all people can 

succeed. Prior to her role at Sustainable Pittsburgh, Dr. Portlock served as Associate Director of 

Science and Research at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History and as Executive Director of 

Communitopia, a nonprofit based in Pittsburgh that focuses on climate change communication. She 

holds a bachelor's degree in biology with a minor in anthropology from MIT and a Ph.D. in genetics 

from Stanford University. Her work focuses on building community around sustainability topics, with 

a particular interest in making important scientific, technical, or complex information accessible and 

useful. Dr. Portlock has worked on environmental issues at the local, state, and federal level, and 

also currently serves on the Allegheny County Board of Health. She was an advisor to Project 

Drawdown, and serves in many other roles in the community, including as an advisory board 

member of the Black Environmental Collective. In 2022, Dr. Portlock was appointed as a member of 

the Environmental Justice Advisory Board (EJAB) for the Pennsylvania Department of 

Environmental Protection. She was also included in the Pittsburgh Business Times’ “Power 100” in 

2021 and 2022. Dr. Portlock has lived and worked in the Pittsburgh region since 2007.

Joylette Portlock, Ph.D
Executive Director
Sustainable Pittsburgh

Moderator:



Jake Pawlak currently serves as Deputy Mayor for the City of Pittsburgh and

Director for the Office of Management and Budget. Prior to joining the

Administration, Pawlak served as Transition Director for Mayor Gainey. He has

worked at all levels of government, as well as on numerous civic advocacy

efforts. Pawlak previously served as program director for the Pennsylvania

Alliance Foundation. He also held roles with the Urban Redevelopment

Authority of Pittsburgh and the Pittsburgh Water and Sewer Authority, where

he was responsible for each Authority’s engagement with the Mayor’s Office,

City Council, City Departments, and other government agencies and outside

partners. Pawlak received his Bachelor of Arts in Political Science and

Economics from the University of Pittsburgh. He currently lives in Highland

Park.

Jake Pawlak
Deputy Mayor & Director, Office of Management and Budget
City of Pittsburgh

Panelist:



Kate Gordon has spent the past two decades working at the intersection of climate change, energy 

policy, and economic development. Most recently, Gordon served under California Governor Gavin 

Newsom as the Director of the Governor’s Office of Planning and Research (OPR) and Senior Policy 

Advisor to the Governor on Climate. Trained as a community organizer, and later in law and regional 

economic development, her focus has long been on bringing diverse groups together to work

toward a more sustainable, inclusive economy. Prior to being appointed OPR Director, Gordon was 

the founding director of the Risky Business Project, which focused on quantifying the economic 

impacts of climate change on key U.S. regions and sectors. Gordon has served in senior leadership 

positions at several nonpartisan think tanks including the Henry M. Paulson Institute, the Center for 

the Next Generation, the Center for American Progress, and the Center on Global Energy Policy at 

Columbia University. Gordon got her start on energy and climate issues working at the national 

Apollo Alliance, where she ultimately served as co-Executive Director until the merger with the Blue- 

Green Alliance in 2011. Under her leadership, the Apollo Alliance drafted key parts of the American 

Recovery And Reinvestment Act of 2009 (ARRA) including the Advanced Manufacturing Tax Credit, 

and also partnered with the AFL-CIO to draft "just transition" proposals for several key energy and 

climate bills.

Gordon earned a J.D. and a Master's in City and Regional Planning from the University of California- 

Berkeley, and an undergraduate degree from Wesleyan University. 

Kate Gordon
Senior Advisor to Energy Secretary
U.S. Department of Energy
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Matt Mahoney is the Director of Government Affairs for Sustainable Pittsburgh. Before

joining Sustainable Pittsburgh, Mahoney worked with Plug Smart, a regional energy

services and building automation company, to develop Commercial Property Assessed

Clean Energy (C-PACE) opportunities throughout the Midwest. Prior to Plug Smart,

Mahoney served as the Western Pennsylvania Program Manager for the Keystone Energy

Efficiency Alliance (KEEA), a Pennsylvania-based trade association for the energy efficiency

industry. During his time with KEEA, he successfully advocated for the adoption of C-PACE

among county governments in Western Pennsylvania. Before KEEA, Mahoney worked with

the Center for Responsible Shale Development where he served the inaugural President

and Board of Directors to mitigate air emissions and protect water system related to natural

gas development in the Appalachian Basin. 

Mahoney earned a Bachelor of Science Degree in Anthropology from Slippery Rock

University and a Master’s degree in Renewable Energy and Sustainability Systems from

Penn State University. Mahoney is also an adjunct professor teaching Energy Policy at

Chatham University, a military veteran that served honorably, and a proud husband and

father of two.

Matt Mahoney
Director of Government Affairs
Sustainable Pittsburgh

Presenter:



Dr. Quintin B. Bullock is the ninth president of the Community College of Allegheny County, a multi- 

campus institution serving approximately 30,000 credit students. He is a consummate professional, 

an experienced educator, an effective community leader, an empathetic mentor, and a positive role 

model for students and aspiring leaders, with an extensive, diverse professional background in 

higher education. He is a proven and results-oriented community college president who is 

recognized for his exemplary leadership and for being a powerful advocate for the students and

communities he serves. 

During his tenure at CCAC, Bullock has led planning and development of two five-year strategic 

plans; led several large capital projects including the construction of a new workforce center and 

the renovation of Chalfant Hall, which will soon house the new Faculty Innovation Center; launched 

new academic, career and workforce training programs; secured over $15 million in new state and 

federal grants; spearheaded the college’s largest campaign totaling over $70 million and is 

strategically leading the college to a one-college operating model.  

Bullock’s community and professional affiliations are many. He is on the boards of Vibrant 

Pittsburgh, Caring Place Foundation, Partners 4 Work, Youth Places, the Buhl Foundation, 

Pittsburgh Public Theater and the Allegheny Conference for Community Development. In addition, 

he serves on numerous local committees and special projects. For his work and advocacy on behalf 

of education and the community, he has received numerous awards and honors.

Quintin Bullock, DDS
President 
Community College of Allegheny County
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Cara Mercil is the Director of Sustainability for Giant Eagle Enterprises and is leading the

change to achieve sustainability goals in the areas of carbon reduction, plastic elimination,

zero waste, and expansion and improvement of sustainable product offerings. Mercil

embeds a sustainable mindset throughout the organization and thought leadership around

constantly evolving sustainable issues. She acts as the expert across sustainable

packaging, animal welfare, critical commodities, and product impact on the environment

and social concerns; and institutes best practices that align with the company’s brand

across the enterprise. She is also key in defining the organization’s sustainability

storytelling, helping to shape and define the way the Giant Eagle’s impact story is delivered.

She enjoys a life with her two boys and husband in Oakdale, Pa. 

Cara Mercil
Director of Sustainability
Giant Eagle
 

Panelist:



Petra Mitchell is the President and CEO of Catalyst Connection, a nonprofit economic

development organization dedicated to helping manufacturers with business growth and

job creation. Catalyst Connection is the NIST Manufacturing Extension Partnership (MEP)

and the Industrial Resource Center (IRC) of Southwestern Pennsylvania. Mitchell’s

experience in manufacturing operations, technology acceleration and business

development stretches back to 1988. Before joining Catalyst Connection, she was

employed by GE Aircraft Engines, now GE Aviation. She holds a Bachelor of Science in

mechanical engineering from the University of Dayton, and an Master's from the University

of Cincinnati. She is on the Board of Directors of the Advanced Robotics in Manufacturing

(ARM) Institute, the Pennsylvania Industrial Resource Center (IRC) Network, the American

Small Manufacturers Coalition (ASMC), and the Sister Cities Association of Pittsburgh.

Previously she served as a Board Member of the Federal Reserve Bank of Cleveland –

Pittsburgh Branch. Mitchell is also the Honorary Consul for the Republic of Slovenia.

Petra Mitchell
President and CEO
Catalyst Connection

Panelist:



Vincent Valdes is Executive Director of the Southwestern Pennsylvania 

Commission. Previously he served as the Associate Administrator for the Office 

of Research, Demonstration and Innovation with the Federal Transit 

Administration (FTA) of the U.S. Department of Transportation in Washington, 

D.C. In addition to serving in previous roles with the FTA, Valdes was a lead 

planner with the District of Columbia Office of Planning, and worked for 

organizations including Inter-American Foundation, The World Bank, ICF 

Incorporated, and General Dynamics, Northrop, and Pratt & Whitney. He holds

a Master’s degree in Urban Planning from Columbia University and earned his 

Bachelor’s degree in aerospace engineering from Boston University.
 

Vincent Valdes
Executive Director
Southwestern Pennsylvania Commission
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John Vernacchia is the Energy Transition Segment Director within Eaton's

North America electrical business. Vernacchia has 40 years of experience in

marketing, sales, product management and operations. He has played a major

role in the development of Eaton’s Energy Transition solutions to help

customers connect renewables, energy storage, microgrids and EV charging

infrastructure to buildings and the utility grid. Vernacchia is a member of the

IEEE Power & Energy Society and several Smart Electric Power Alliance (SEPA)

working groups. He holds a Bachelor of Science in Mechanical Engineering

from Virginia Tech.

John Vernacchia
Energy Transition Segment Director
Eaton Corporation
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Kevin Walker has nearly 30 years of utility experience in a host of roles at multiple utilities 

throughout the country. Prior to joining Duquesne Light Company (DLC), he served as Senior Vice 

President of customer and operations services and nuclear decommissioning at Southern California 

Edison. In this role, he oversaw customer experience for more than five million accounts; the 

services provided to the corporation through the Operational Services group, which included 

Supply Chain, Corporate Real Estate, Transportation Services and Corporate Environmental 

Services; and the on-site transfer of spent nuclear fuel from wet to dry storage.

As DLC’s first Black man and person of color to become president and CEO, he is a proud Veteran of 

the U.S. Army, having served six years as a field artillery officer with a deployment to the Middle East 

during Operation Desert Storm. Walker holds a Bachelor’s degree in civil engineering from West 

Point Academy and a Master’s of Business Administration from the Wharton School of Business at 

the University of Pennsylvania. He resides in Marshall Township, Pennsylvania, with his spouse 

John, seven-year-old twins Grace and Max and two dogs Ellie and Henry. In his spare time, he 

enjoys biking, hiking and exploring Pittsburgh’s trails and parks.

Kevin Walker
President and CEO
Duquesne Light Company
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