


The research described in this report was conducted by RAND’s
Critical Technologies Institute.

RAND is a nonprofit institution that helps improve public policy
through research and analysis.  RAND’s publications do not
necessarily reflect the opinions or policies of its research sponsors.

© Copyright 1997 RAND

All rights reserved.  No part of this book may be reproduced in any
form by any electronic or mechanical means (including
photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval)
without permission in writing from RAND.

Cover Design:  Beth Lachman
Published 1997 by RAND

1700 Main Street, P.O. Box 2138, Santa Monica, CA 90407-2138
1333 H St., N.W., Washington, D.C. 20005-4792

RAND URL:  http://www.rand.org/
To order RAND documents or to obtain additional information,

contact Distribution Services:  Telephone:  (310) 451-7002; 
Fax:  (310) 451-6915; Internet:  order@rand.org

This document is available on the World Wide Web at
http://www.rand.org/publications/MR/MR855

ISBN:  0-8330-2500-7



iv Linking Sustainable Community Activities to Pollution Prevention

Technology Policy in the Executive Office of the President of the
United States;

• Help decisionmakers understand the likely consequences of
their decisions and choose among alternative policies; and

• Improve understanding in both the public and private sectors of
the ways in which technological efforts can better serve national
objectives.

CTI research focuses on problems of science and technology policy
that involve or affect multiple Executive Branch agencies, different
branches of the U.S. government, or interaction between the U.S.
government and states, other nations, or the private sector.

This report is accessible on the World Wide Web at http://www.
rand.org/publications/MR/MR855.  Inquiries regarding CTI or this
document may be directed to:

Bruce Don
Director, Critical Technologies Institute
RAND
1333 H St., N.W.
Washington, D.C.  20005
Phone:  (202) 296-5000
Web: http://www.rand.org.cti
Email:  cti@rand.org



CONTENTS

Preface ......................................... iii

Summary ....................................... vii

Acknowledgments................................. xi

Acronyms ....................................... xiii

Chapter One
INTRODUCTION .............................. 1
Background and Motivation ...................... 1
Objectives of This Report......................... 3
How the Report Is Organized ...................... 3

Chapter Two
THE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY “MOVEMENT” ...... 5
What Is Sustainability?........................... 5
What Is a Sustainable Community? ................. 6
What Is the Sustainable Community “Movement?”...... 8

Chapter Three
ELEMENTS OF SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES ........ 13
Process of Developing a Sustainable Community ....... 13

Developing an Ongoing Governance Structure ....... 14
Creating a Vision ............................. 14
Setting Goals and Objectives .................... 14
Developing Guiding Principles ................... 15
Choosing and Implementing Activities ............. 15
Evaluating Progress and Revising Activities .......... 16

v



vi Linking Sustainable Community Activities to Pollution Prevention

Organizing for Sustainability ...................... 16
EcoVillage at Ithaca ........................... 17
Cambridge Civic Forums ....................... 18

Chapter Four
RESOURCES FOR SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS ......... 21
Federal Government ............................ 21
State Governments ............................. 25
Local Governments ............................. 26
Industry and Professional Associations .............. 28
Universities................................... 28
Non-Governmental Organizations .................. 29

Chapter Five
SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY EXAMPLES ............ 33
A Geographical Sample of Sustainable Community

Projects .................................. 33
Four Community Examples ....................... 34

Northampton County, Virginia ................... 35
Seattle, Washington ........................... 37
EcoVillage at Ithaca, New York ................... 40
Presidio National Park ......................... 41

Chapter Six
RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN SUSTAINABLE
COMMUNITY AND P2 ACTIVITIES ................. 45
Definition of Pollution Prevention .................. 45
How Sustainable Community Activities Incorporate P2 .. 47
Relevance of Sustainable Community Efforts for P2

Activities ................................. 48
Taking Advantage of Sustainable Community Activities .. 49
Suggested Steps for Taking Action .................. 52

Chapter Seven
CONCLUSION ................................ 55

ANNOTATED BIBLIOGRAPHY........................ 59



SUMMARY

Many communities across the United States are taking a new ap-
proach to developing long-term healthy communities based on the
concepts of sustainability.  Some have even called this process a sus-
tainable community “movement.”  This report discusses the growing
sustainable community “movement.”  Its purpose is to shed some
light on this movement, to describe a range of efforts currently under
way in U.S. communities, to explain the relationship of such efforts
to pollution prevention (P2) activities, and to act as a reference
source about sustainable communities for P2 practitioners and other
individuals interested in these topics.

WHAT IS A “SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY?”

The term “sustainable,” particularly when paired with “community,”
has been used in a variety of contexts to denote a wide range of activ-
ities.  The “sustainable community” concept has been applied to is-
sues as varied as urban sprawl, new economic development, inner-
city and brownfield redevelopment, local small businesses, a strong
local economy, environmental justice, ecosystem management, re-
cycling, agriculture, biodiversity, lifestyles, green buildings, energy
conservation, and pollution prevention.  This diversity in activities
has helped cause confusion about the definition of the term.  Simply
defined, for this report, “sustainable community” refers to commu-
nity efforts to address problems by:

• Taking a systems approach that attempts to deal holistically with
economic, social, and environmental concerns;

vii
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• Adopting a long-term focus; and

• Building consensus and fostering partnership among key stake-
holders about community problems and solutions.

There is a sustainable community “movement” in the sense that
hundreds of communities across the United States have found that
piecemeal approaches to community issues have not been adequate
for solving their problems.  This realization has led many communi-
ties to embrace some version of the “sustainable community” ap-
proach to deal with their most pressing problems.  However, most
experts agree that in the United States a community does not exist
that has achieved sustainability, namely, a community with compre-
hensive environmental, social, and economic health and stability for
many generations to come.  Communities are trying to evolve toward
sustainability and more sustainable practices.

DEVELOPING A SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY

Communities take many different approaches in developing their
sustainable community activities.  However, the process usually in-
cludes the following types of steps:

• Develop a governance structure for the effort.  This can be as
simple as a steering committee or as complex as a series of com-
mittees and task forces.

• Create a shared vision of what a sustainable community will
mean.  This vision often attempts to imagine what participants
want their community to look like in 20, 50, or 100 years.

• Set goals and objectives and formulate indicators of progress in
achieving them.  This step involves translating the vision into
specific goals and milestones.  It also tries to incorporate ongoing
assessment measures into the project.

• Develop guiding principles.  Once the goals are formulated,
communities may devise a set of principles to guide them in the
pursuit of their goals.

• Choose and implement activities.  With goals and guiding prin-
ciples to inform their efforts, communities determine what spe-



Summary ix

cific activities they will undertake and how they will go about
them.

• Evaluate progress and revise activities accordingly.  Finally, the
process is generally viewed as evolutionary.  As progress occurs
(or does not occur), goals and objectives may need to be modi-
fied, or an implementation strategy changed.

An important part of this process is finding resources to support the
community efforts.  Resources for sustainability projects include in-
formation, funding, materials, expertise, and labor.  Such resources
can be obtained from many different sources including federal, state,
and local governments; industry; universities; and non-governmen-
tal organizations (NGOs).  Political support, community support, and
management and government agency commitment to partner in the
work are other important factors in this process.

SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES AND POLLUTION
PREVENTION

Pollution prevention has been going on in this country for many
years, frequently without any specific connection to sustainable
community activities.  Yet pollution prevention efforts have begun
increasingly to merge with sustainable community efforts.  This is
true in large part because P2 has been a major building block for
many communities’ sustainability projects.  P2 is frequently a goal or
guiding principle for communities and may also provide a focus for
specific activities.  The vision of sustainable community projects can
serve as an overarching vision for pollution prevention activities.
These P2 activities are incorporated into the broader community
perspective for developing a long-term healthy community.  Sustain-
ability projects also offer a way to harmonize industry, government,
and general public efforts to address environmental issues, including
P2 activities.

These sustainability efforts present important opportunities for pol-
lution prevention practitioners, especially in state and local govern-
ments.  It can enable them to educate a broader segment of the pub-
lic about the benefits of P2 and thereby generate increased support
for it.  The link with sustainability can also help focus P2 efforts on
difficult long-term or multidisciplinary problems, such as urban
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sprawl, and allow P2 to be integrated with other key community en-
vironmental management efforts.  This link can facilitate innovative
partnerships among different levels of government, the private sec-
tor, and other key players in addressing a wide range of community
problems.

Many sources are available to P2 practitioners to learn more about
sustainable community efforts.  They range from traditional aca-
demic and technical literature to the hands-on practical experience
of  those who are implementing sustainability.  The references for
such information include academic, trade association, community
and environmental groups, government literature, and World Wide
Web (WWW) sites.  The P2 practitioner can use such information to
expand and enhance community P2 activities in coordination with
sustainable community efforts.

Finally, the sustainable community movement is likely to continue
and to grow.  As it does, P2 efforts seem likely both to add impetus to
the movement and to benefit from increased community interest in
sustainability.
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Chapter One

INTRODUCTION

This report explores the relationship between sustainable commu-
nity activities and pollution prevention (P2).  It is oriented toward
those in state and local government who deal with P2 because of the
potential synergy that can occur between community sustainability
activities and P2 efforts.  Other organizations and individuals inter-
ested in either sustainable communities or P2 should also find it
helpful.  This document is based on a presentation given at the Na-
tional Pollution Prevention Roundtable (NPPR)1 Conference held in
Washington, D.C., April 10–12, 1996.

BACKGROUND AND MOTIVATION

Two series of events crystallized some of the problems surrounding
the sustainable community movement and provided the motivation
for this report.  The first series was the development and initial im-
plementation of the National Environmental Technology Strategy.
From summer 1994 through spring 1995 the National Science and
Technology Council (NSTC)2 sponsored a series of policy workshops,
broader symposia, and a White House Conference on Environmental

______________
1NPPR (the Roundtable) is the largest membership organization in the United States
devoted solely to pollution prevention. It provides a national forum for promoting the
development, implementation, and evaluation of efforts to avoid, eliminate, or reduce
pollution at the source.  The Roundtable’s voting membership includes state, local,
and tribal government pollution prevention programs.  Affiliate members include
representatives from federal agencies, nonprofit groups, and private industry.
2NSTC, a cabinet-level council, is the principal means for the President to coordinate
science, space, and technology policies across the federal government.

1
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Technology to gain stakeholder input into the development of the
Bridge to a Sustainable Future:  National Environmental Technology
Strategy.3  More than 10,000 participants from industry, environ-
mental groups, academia, and state and local governments attended
over 30 events held throughout the country.  From participant input
at these many events, the theme of sustainable communities
emerged.  Since then, more and more communities in the United
States and throughout the world are conducting some sort of sus-
tainability project.

Three points emerged from analyzing this development and imple-
mentation process and ongoing community efforts.  First, in spite of
the author’s skepticism about the existence of a sustainable com-
munity movement, the response to the process of developing and
implementing the national strategy and the range of community ac-
tivities made it clear that such a movement exists, albeit in a diffuse
and uncoordinated form.  Second, it became clear that considerable
confusion surrounds the definition of terms related to sustainability,
particularly “sustainable community.”  Each community uses a
slightly different definition and some use a different term altogether.
However, their activities have many elements in common.  The dif-
ferences in terms are especially confusing to people who are just
learning about such activities.  Third, it became clear that many of
the communities involved in sustainability activities are unaware of
what other communities are doing along the same lines.

The second series of events was the NPPR conferences.  The same
confusion about the meaning of the term “sustainable community”
was observed at these conferences.  Furthermore, there was a lack of
understanding about the relationship between sustainable commu-
nity activities and pollution prevention activities.  At the same time,
many P2 practitioners and sustainable community practitioners
were using P2 as a building block in their sustainable community ac-
tivities.  There appeared to be many potential benefits for P2 profes-
sionals from sustainable community activities and synergism be-
tween the two types of activities.  There also was more and more

______________
3Bridge to a Sustainable Future:  National Environmental Technology Strategy, U.S.
Government Printing Office, Washington, D.C., April 1995.  To obtain a copy of this
document, call 1-800-ENV-6676 or access on the World Wide Web (WWW) at:
http://www.gnet.org/gnet/gov/usgov/whitehouse/bridge/bridge.htm.
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interest in sustainability among P2 practitioners and others who view
community relationships and challenges in a holistic manner.  For
these reasons, there seemed to be a need for a document providing
sustainable community information for the P2 practitioner.4

OBJECTIVES OF THIS REPORT

This report defines the term “sustainable community” to help dispel
some of the confusion about such community efforts.  It describes a
range of sustainable community activities to help provide
communities with more information about what others are doing.  It
also identifies benefits for P2 practitioners and provides reference
material about sustainable communities for supporters of P2, includ-
ing information about resources, documents, and points of contact.5

HOW THE REPORT IS ORGANIZED

The next chapter presents working definitions for sustainability and
the sustainable community and describes the “movement.”  To help
set the context for how such initiatives are created and implemented,
Chapter Three discusses basic elements in the sustainable commu-
nity process, such as their development and organizational focuses.
Then the report describes the sources of resources available for sus-
tainable community projects in Chapter Four.  Next, Chapter Five
offers four examples of specific community sustainability efforts.
Chapter Six provides a brief overview of the relationship between
sustainable community activities and P2 activities.  This chapter also
provides suggestions for taking action, namely, how P2 promoters

______________
4Throughout this report, the term “P2 practitioner” is used to refer to state and local
government officials as well as other individuals supporting, promoting, and/or prac-
ticing pollution prevention.  However, other individuals with interests in sustainability
and P2 can also be considered P2 practitioners by this definition, since the term is
meant to capture those who have any interest in integrating P2 practices and sustain-
able community efforts.
5The information provided here was accurate to the best of the author’s knowledge
when the document was published.  However, some of the information, such as the
WWW page addresses, may have changed since its publication.  Please contact the au-
thor with any corrections or additions.  The author welcomes any additional input
about sustainable community activities and references.
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can use sustainable community activities to enhance their own ef-
forts.  Chapter Seven provides a brief conclusion.

The report also contains an annotated bibliography that provides
points of contact (POC), WWW page addresses, and documents
about sustainable community activities.  These references were cho-
sen as a small sample of the many different resources available about
sustainable communities.



Chapter Two

THE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY “MOVEMENT”

This chapter attempts to dispel some of the confusion surrounding
the terminology used by those involved in the sustainable commu-
nity movement.  It provides working definitions for “sustainability”
and “sustainable community” and it describes the sustainable com-
munity movement.

WHAT IS SUSTAINABILITY?

Disagreement exists about the precise meaning of the term
“sustainability.”  The term is used in many contexts, including de-
velopment, cities, agriculture, economy, technology, environment,
buildings, etc.  Confusion exists about the meaning of the term, since
it is used in so many different contexts and often is defined differ-
ently.  The most common starting definition is the one for sustain-
able development from the United Nations’ World Commission on
Environment and Development (the Bruntland Commission) 1987
report, Our Common Future:

development that meets the need of the present without compro-
mising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.1

The term “sustainable development” may have a negative connota-
tion because it is overused and is often associated with development
in other countries, rather than in the United States.  Also, some feel

______________
1Our Common Future, World Commission on Environment and Development (the
Bruntland Commission), Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1987, p. 43.

5
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that using the word “development” overemphasizes economic is-
sues.  Furthermore, the term “sustainable development” does not
necessarily recognize the importance of the local community.  The
term “sustainable community” is often defined slightly differently
because it focuses on the sense of community and its importance.
Cities and towns across the United States are often more comfortable
with the term “sustainable cities” or “sustainable communities.”
Since rural areas, small towns, and suburban areas also implement
sustainability projects, the term sustainable community applies
more widely.  For these reasons, the term sustainable community is
used throughout this report.  However, some people may use these
terms interchangeably, and some of the sustainable community
efforts presented here are known by one of these or some other
alternative term.

WHAT IS A SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY?

The term “sustainable community” is often defined uniquely by each
community, on the basis of its individual interests, needs, and cul-
ture.  Most sustainable community definitions focus on long-term
integrated systems approaches, healthy communities, and quality-
of-life issues by addressing economic, environmental, and social
issues.  The concept recognizes that economic, environmental, and
social issues are interdependent and integrated.  To stress the
importance of addressing and balancing these issues, many have
used the analogy of a three-legged stool.  The legs of the stool
represent economic, social, and environmental components and the
seat is sustainability.  If any of the three are not healthy, then the
stool falls over and sustainability cannot ever be achieved.

Economic issues include good jobs, good wages, stable businesses,
appropriate technology development and implementation, business
development, etc.  If a community does not have a strong economy,
then it cannot be healthy and sustainable over the long term.

From an environmental standpoint, a community can be sustainable
over the long term only if it is not degrading its environment or using
up finite resources.  Environmental concerns include protecting hu-
man and environmental health; having healthy ecosystems and
habitat; reducing and/or eliminating pollution in water, air, and
land; providing green spaces and parks for wildlife, recreation, and
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other uses; pursuing ecosystem management; protecting biodiver-
sity; etc.

A community must also address social issues.  If a community has
significant social problems, such as serious crime, then it cannot be
healthy and stable over the long term.  Furthermore, such a com-
munity probably will not be able to address other key community is-
sues, such as environmental problems, because it is so busy dealing
with its social problems.  Social issues addressed in sustainable
community efforts include education, crime, equity, inner-city
problems, community building, spirituality, environmental justice,
etc.  Since this report is focusing on P2 activities, the social issues are
not emphasized.  However, social issues are considered an important
leg of the sustainability stool.

A major assumption of the sustainable community definition is that
trying to address such issues in isolation eventually ends up hurting
some other part of the community’s health.  For example, if a com-
munity focuses only on economic issues, the environment usually
suffers.  Only by addressing such issues in an integrated fashion can
a healthy community be developed which can thrive for the next 10,
20, 50, and 100 years or more.

Most communities also recognize that sustainability is an evolution-
ary process.  Currently, most experts agree that in the United States a
sustainable community does not exist that has achieved sustainabil-
ity, namely, a community with comprehensive environmental, so-
cial, and economic health and stability for many generations to
come.  Communities are evolving toward sustainability and more
sustainable practices.  Creating sustainability is a learning process.

Most sustainable community efforts also involve an open process in
which every member of the community is encouraged to participate.
The focus is on consensus building for the community.  The
emphasis is on communication and cooperation among many
different interests and stakeholders from the community and also
from those outside the geographic community if their actions might
affect the community.  Compromise by special interests is also key
where necessary.  All the different segments of the community at the
local and regional level, including businesses, individuals, envi-
ronmental and community groups, and government, need to work
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together cooperatively to move toward sustainability.  There is also
the recognition that communities are not isolated; they are interde-
pendent with their region, the country, and the world.  The phrase,
“Think long term and globally, and act locally” applies.

This open participatory process focuses on communication, cooper-
ation, and compromise by many different stakeholders to build con-
sensus.  Stakeholders include the general public, academia, industry,
government, environmental groups, and community groups.  Such a
process frequently is very time consuming and may take years to de-
velop.  Often many public community meetings are held as part of
this process as the different groups learn to trust, communicate with,
and listen to one another.

Another critical dimension to creating a sustainable community is
fostering a sense of community.  Such sustainability activities try to
enhance individuals’ and organizations’ feelings of attachment,
value, and connection to the community.  Many experts feel that
only by caring about and feeling a part of their neighborhood, town,
county, and/or city will individuals truly work together over the long
term to develop a healthy community.

To summarize, a sustainable community effort consists of a long-
term integrated and systems approach to developing and achieving a
healthy community by addressing economic, environmental, and
social issues.  Fostering a strong sense of community is also an im-
portant part of such efforts.  This definition is the one used through-
out this report.  Note that others may not define this term in quite the
same way.

WHAT IS THE SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY “MOVEMENT?”

Hundreds of communities throughout the United States and the
world are developing sustainability projects and implementing more
sustainable practices because of critical environmental and com-
munity problems facing them locally, regionally, nationally, and
globally.  They recognize that many of these problems, such as urban
sprawl, cut across many different segments of the community and
society.  These problems cannot easily be solved by traditional
approaches or traditional elements within our society.  Many people
feel it is better to address such problems through a new collaborative
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and holistic systems approach because such problems are multi-
disciplinary, multi-agency, multi-stakeholder, and multi-sector in
nature.  The sustainable community approach—in a collaborative
process focused on current and future generations’ needs by
integrating social, economic, and environmental issues—provides a
promising opportunity to address such problems.

Since many sustainable community efforts have just begun, it is un-
clear whether this new approach will be successful.  However, some
efforts are making initial progress.2 Evaluating the success of such
efforts, however,  is outside the scope of this report.

The focus and scale of sustainability efforts depend on many factors,
including resources, how the effort was started, local politics, indi-
vidual actions, and the unique needs and wants of the community.
To illustrate this point, consider sustainability activities in Arlington,
Virginia, and Chattanooga, Tennessee.

Arlington, Virginia, has had a grassroots neighborhood sustainability
effort, called Arlington Community Sustainability Network, without
any official government participation.  Small groups of community
members met monthly and developed and implemented projects
that made their community more sustainable.  Their activities pri-
marily focused on the behavior of individuals in their homes and
schools.  For example, they focused on public schools as users and
teachers of sustainable practices, such as installing solar hot water
heaters at schools and a “Neighborhood Backyard Program” for chil-
dren.  They also sponsored an Arlington Energy Fair in 1993 and
drafted the document “50 Things You Can Do to Build a Stronger
Community.”3

______________
2Public Technology, Inc. (PTI) has created a Sustainable Communities Database,
which includes descriptors of over 1,450 initiatives in 744 U.S. cities and counties.  PTI
has identified progress in some of these community efforts.  Furthermore, for ten case
studies of these sustainable communities projects, PTI briefly assesses their perfor-
mance and transferability.  Public Technology, Inc., Cities and Counties: Thinking
Globally, Acting Locally, Sustainability in Action, 1996.  For other examples of initial
success see the bibliography at the end of this report.
3The Arlington Community Sustainability Network no longer officially exists.  How-
ever, some of the ideas and activities started by this group have been incorporated
into other community group activities.
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The City of Chattanooga and Hamilton County, Tennessee, have a
comprehensive sustainable community activity which involves many
members of local government, businesses, and community groups.
In response to the dual problems of inner-city decline and severe
environmental degradation, the City of Chattanooga has incorpo-
rated sustainable community concepts into its development plan-
ning process.  By focusing on the region’s natural assets in its rivers,
mountains, and waterfront area, all community members—citizens,
business leaders, government, and community organizations—try to
pay close attention to the interconnectedness of all aspects of com-
munity life.  For example, Chattanooga is implementing projects to
reduce air pollution and congestion and improve quality of life by
reducing dependence on automobiles and by developing and im-
plementing electric transit vehicles as part of an innovative trans-
portation plan.  Its activities also include preserving open space,
watershed management, waste reuse and recycling, and cleaning up
a polluted industrial site and creating a zero emissions manufactur-
ing zone, also called an eco-industrial park,4 at that site.

As these two examples illustrate, the types of issues addressed in sus-
tainable community projects can vary significantly.  Issues addressed
by sustainability projects include urban sprawl, new economic de-
velopment, inner-city and brownfield redevelopment, environmen-
tally sound local small businesses, a strong local economy, eco-
industrial parks, environmental justice, ecosystem management,
recycling, watershed planning, agriculture, biodiversity, lifestyles,
green buildings, energy conservation, pollution prevention, etc.
Most sustainable community efforts try to address a range of such is-
sues, recognizing the complexity and range of issues that need to be
addressed in evolving to sustainability.

______________
4“An eco-industrial park is a community of manufacturing and service businesses
seeking enhanced environmental and economic performance through collaboration
in managing environmental and resource issues including energy, water, and materi-
als. By working together, the community of businesses seeks a collective benefit that is
greater than the sum of individual benefits each company would realize if it optimized
its individual performance.”  The President’s Council on Sustainable Development,
Eco-Efficiency Task Force Report, 1996, Appendix B4, p. 4.

An eco-industrial park (EIP) is also called an ecological industrial park .
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To address such issues, communities may focus on education, tech-
nology development and implementation, and changing practices
and behaviors of individuals, government, and/or businesses.  Again,
communities recognize that creating sustainability is difficult and
will require a range of mechanisms and actions to be successful.

Another key element of such activities is the fact that community
members work together often forming unique partnerships of indi-
viduals, community environmental groups, industry and businesses,
academia, and local, state, and federal governments.  Most of these
communities feel that only through the combined skills and coop-
erative effort of every segment of the community can they become
truly sustainable, especially given the unique and difficult problems
that our communities face.



Chapter Three

ELEMENTS OF SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES

To better understand the relationship between sustainable com-
munity and P2 activities, it is important to understand how com-
munities develop and implement their sustainability projects.  This
chapter presents an illustrative process for developing a sustainable
community and describes two organizational concepts, illustrating
them with examples from two communities.

PROCESS OF DEVELOPING A SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY

Communities develop sustainability initiatives in many different
ways.  However, to illustrate this process, a sample of some of the
most common steps is discussed in this chapter.

Below are seven procedures that communities often go through as
they develop sustainable community efforts:

1. Developing ongoing governance structure for the sustainable
community efforts;

2. Creating a sustainable community vision;

3. Setting goals and objectives along with indicators;

4. Developing sustainability guiding principles;

5. Designing and prioritizing potential activities;

6. Choosing and implementing activities; and

7. Evaluating progress and revising activities accordingly.

13
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Each of these seven steps for this sample process of developing a sus-
tainable community is briefly discussed.

Developing an Ongoing Governance Structure

Many sustainability efforts are started by enthusiastic individuals or
organizations who want to help their community and environment.
Such individuals or groups help motivate other members of the
community to participate in the process.  Often the process begins
with a core group of volunteers and organizations meeting in a
committee or workshop fashion.  The group begins to organize a
structure for the ongoing sustainable community effort, such as a
steering committee that meets regularly and is open to the public.  As
the effort progresses, special subcommittees or task forces are cre-
ated to develop and implement specific projects.

Creating a Vision

As a common first step, the sustainable community committee or
group will first develop a vision for their sustainable community.
This process typically includes reaching out to a wide range and large
number of community stakeholders to help in developing the com-
munity vision.  In developing this vision, community members often
are asked by the sustainable community group questions such as:
What does sustainability mean for my community or what do I want
my community to look like in 20, 50, or 100 years?  This development
process frequently includes many discussions, public forums, and
consensus building to create a common community vision.  In this
vision-making process, communities often create their own unique
definitions of sustainability, as will be illustrated in Chapter Five with
the City of Seattle’s sustainable community effort.

Setting Goals and Objectives

Next, the group defines goals and objectives for their sustainable
community and develops specific indicators to measure progress to-
ward the community goals.  Such a process may be time consuming,
especially when it includes many different stakeholders and attempts
to build community consensus.  For instance, an indicators devel-
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opment project in Seattle took over three years.  Seattle-area volun-
teers spent thousands of hours designing and researching the inte-
grated “report card” on long-term trends in their region.

Developing Guiding Principles

Some communities also develop sustainability guiding principles to
help individuals and organizations within their communities.  For
instance, Portland, Oregon, has developed sustainable city principles
as guidelines for city elected officials and staff.  Burlington, Vermont,
has developed six principles of sustainable community development.
Examples of these principles include:  “Encourage economic self-
sufficiency through local ownership and the maximum use of local
resources”; “Equalize the benefits and burdens of growth”; and
“Protect and preserve fragile environmental resources.”1

Choosing and Implementing Activities

Once the sustainable community group has defined its vision, prin-
ciples, goals, and objectives, it develops and prioritizes specific proj-
ects and actions to meet its goals and work toward the vision.  Often
the committee or subcommittee and/or task forces meet and
brainstorm to generate ideas and analyze and discuss them.  Key
issues discussed include political and economic feasibility and
resources available for implementation.  After this discussion and
analysis process, the ideas are prioritized for implementation.  Then
the community begins to choose which ones to implement and how
to implement them.  Some of the larger longer-term activities may
require generating outside support and interest.  Such a need occurs
frequently when developing an eco-industrial park, as in
Northampton County, Virginia, which attracted businesses to
participate in its Sustainable Technologies Industrial Park.  Short-
term and low-cost projects may be started immediately, such as
holding an educational meeting about home sustainability practices
for local residents.

______________
1The President’s Council on Sustainable Development, Sustainable Communities Task
Force Report, Final Draft, October 1996, p. 47.
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Evaluating Progress and Revising Activities

Communities evaluate their progress and revise activities accord-
ingly.  This evaluation and revision step is especially important since
sustainability is an evolutionary process.  Some have criticized sus-
tainable community activities because some communities have un-
deremphasized the importance of measuring the actual effect of
their activities.  It is important to include a program evaluation pro-
cess within such activities to measure the effectiveness of the pro-
gram and to make necessary changes to improve it.

Not all sustainability processes happen this way; each community
has unique elements in its process.  This sample was presented to il-
lustrate the general process that communities go through in develop-
ing sustainability efforts.

ORGANIZING FOR SUSTAINABILITY

How communities organize themselves for sustainability and how
they organize their sustainability issues are both important parts of
how sustainable communities develop.  Communities tend to orga-
nize their functional structures and activities around sustainability
issues.  Specifically, they organize to address the economic, social,
and environmental issues that are most pressing or most highly val-
ued in their community.  Many times they also address governance
and management issues, such as fairness in their community, fair-
ness in their sustainabilty process, and basic management logistics
for the process.  Integrating these issues is key, since communities
are trying to address their problems in a more holistic and integrated
fashion.

Many communities also organize their activities around basic com-
munity elements.  These elements refer to the five functional and
physical components that are the basis for our modern communities.
Major community elements include the built environment, trans-
portation, energy, water and wastes, and flora and fauna.2  “Built
environment” refers to buildings, such as residential, businesses, and

______________
2These community elements were originally discussed by Jim Waddell and the author
based on his 1995 NSTC draft white paper called “Reinventing the Urban Environ-
ment:  The Role of Science and Technology.”
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other structures, and issues related to such structures.  Issues ad-
dressed in this area include building materials, safe and affordable
housing, and urban design.  Transportation includes issues related to
mobility and access to transportation.  Water and waste includes
issues such as drinking water, waste water, solid waste, and
hazardous waste management.  Flora and fauna refers to issues re-
garding natural resources and habitat such as green spaces, parks,
species protection, agriculture, habitat restoration, and ecosystem
management.  Many communities try to address these elements in
their organizational structure and activities.  Again, in addressing
these elements most communities consider the environment, eco-
nomic issues, and social aspects and how they are interrelated.

This functional approach based on community elements is impor-
tant for assessing the comprehensiveness of a sustainability activity.
Some activities address one or two areas; others are more compre-
hensive and address all five.  This structure also illustrates some of
the confusion around the definition of sustainability and overuse of
the term.  If a project focuses only on energy issues, is it truly a sus-
tainable community effort or just an energy activity?  Such a judg-
ment falls outside the scope of this report.  However, it is important
to be aware of such issues when thinking about the relationship be-
tween community activities that are called “sustainable” and P2.

In practice, most communities combine the issue and functional ap-
proaches.  To illustrate this combination of such approaches, con-
sider two different community organization examples:  EcoVillage at
Ithaca Guidelines for Development, and the Civic Forums in
Cambridge, Massachusetts.

EcoVillage at Ithaca

EcoVillage at Ithaca created its Guidelines for Development over the
course of nine months with input from over 100 people.  These ideas
are meant to be taken as guidelines rather than specific require-
ments.  The Guidelines for Development were written for the follow-
ing ten areas:

1. Residential neighborhood;

2. Village Center complex;
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3. Agriculture;

4. Transportation and circulation;

5. Natural resources and recreation;

6. Water and wastewater;

7. Solid waste;

8. Energy;

9. Building materials; and

10. Social elements.3

The focus areas of these guidelines address all five of the major
community elements as well important social elements of the
community, including the Village Center.  The guidelines focus on
practical goals and objectives, such as the goal, “To maximize open
space” and the objective, “Neighborhoods will surround an open,
vehicle-free village green.”  Most of the guidelines are focused
around the specific functional elements of the community that is
being built.

Cambridge Civic Forums

The second example is from Cambridge, Massachusetts.  The Cam-
bridge Civic Forums are a joint project of the Center for Civic
Networking, the Cambridge Center for Adult Education, the
Cambridge Multicultural Arts Center, and the Sustainable Cambridge
Coalition.  The Civic Forums bring together Cambridge citizens to
envision a healthy sustainable future for their community.  In the
forums, community members attempt to engage in a constructive
dialogue, collaborate on defining a common vision, and participate
in generating an action plan for the city’s future.  The Civic Forums
have been organized around seven areas of conversation.  These
seven areas are:

______________
3For more information, see EcoVillage at Ithaca, New York, WWW page:  http://
www.cfe.cornell.edu/ecovillage/.
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1. Ecology;

2. The built environment;

3. Health and well-being;

4. Education and training;

5. Business and employment;

6. Social justice and governance; and

7. Arts and transcendent values.4

This example illustrates how the City of Cambridge focuses on a wide
range of social, economic, and environmental issues in its discus-
sions about the future.  It places a great emphasis on social issues,
such as justice, health, and the arts, in its process.  For instance,
health and well-being issues include citizens’ physical well-being,
which also may include mental issues such as stress and anxiety,
health services delivery issues, and community access issues.

These two examples illustrate how each community takes its own
approach to organizing environmental, social, and economic issues.
The EcoVillage at Ithaca organizers have placed a greater emphasis
on the practical functional elements of the community in providing
their community guidelines, while Cambridge Civic Forums are or-
ganized around broader social and philosophical community issues.
These differences also make sense given the nature of these two dif-
ferent sustainable community efforts:  EcoVillage at Ithaca and its
guidelines are focused on implementation (i.e., building a new
neighborhood), whereas Cambridge Civic Forums are currently fo-
cused on a community visioning and planning process.  An effort fo-
cused on the planning and visioning process may require a different
structure from an effort focused more on implementation of specific
projects, especially projects that focus more on technological and in-
frastructure changes.  Note that if an effort’s focus changes and
evolves, such as moving from a visioning process to an implementa-
tion process, the organizational structure may also evolve.

______________
4For more information on the Cambridge Civic Forums, see its WWW page:  http://
civic.net/cambridge_civic_network/ccf/ccf.html.
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This fundamental point about differences in approach may seem
frequently repeated, but one should remember that sustainable
community efforts are unique, because each community’s interest,
goals, objectives, problems, members, and physical location are
unique.  Understanding this uniqueness means that the type of op-
portunity for P2 practitioners varies as well.



Chapter Four

RESOURCES FOR SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS

Two important aspects of sustainable community projects are the
range and source of resources.  Many types of resources are provided
to communities to aid in putting sustainability ideas into action.  Re-
sources include information, funding, man-hours, materials, exper-
tise, and labor.  Political, managerial, and community commitment
and support are also important resources that many community ef-
forts receive.

Where do communities obtain information, funding, and other sup-
port for their sustainability ideas?  Resources are available from
many different sources including federal, state, and local govern-
ments; industry; professional associations; universities; and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs).  This chapter provides exam-
ples of how each of these sources has supported sustainability
efforts.  The bibliography contains more specific examples for such
resources, including points of contact (POC), phone numbers, and
WWW addresses.  A wealth of these resources are available; this doc-
ument provides only a sample.

FEDERAL GOVERNMENT

The federal government has acknowledged the importance of sus-
tainable community efforts by supporting them at various levels.  At
the highest level, the President of the United States established the
President’s Council on Sustainable Development (PCSD) by Execu-
tive Order on June 29, 1993.  The PCSD’s mission was to develop and
recommend to the President a national sustainable development ac-
tion strategy, to develop an annual Presidential Honors Program rec-

21
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ognizing outstanding achievements in sustainable development, and
to raise public awareness about sustainability.  The 25-member
council was a unique partnership of leaders from industry, govern-
ment, environmental, labor, and civil rights organizations.  The
council organized eight task forces to address different issues related
to sustainability:

1.  Eco-efficiency;

2.  Energy and transportation;

3.  Natural resources management and protection;

4.  Population and consumption;

5.  Principles, goals, and definitions;

6.  Public linkage, dialogue, and education;

7.  Sustainable agriculture; and

8.  Sustainable communities.

During 1996, the PCSD and task forces released their policy recom-
mendations in a series of reports, which are useful references about
sustainable community issues and activities.1  For example, the re-
port “Education for Sustainability:  An Agenda for Action,” provides
useful recommendations about how every stakeholder can become
involved in sustainability education.  The PCSD also has been facili-
tating the development of other resources for sustainable commu-
nity efforts, such as providing an inventory of sustainable develop-
ment resources within the federal government.

In the process of developing the National Environmental Technology
Strategy (NETS), the many different stakeholders (i.e., the U.S. gov-
ernment, industry, academia, and community groups) recognized
how important sustainable community activities are for promoting
and implementing environmental technologies and achieving na-

______________
1For more information about the PCSD and its reports, contact the PCSD at 202-408-
5296 or see its WWW page:  http://www.whitehouse.gov/PCSD.  Also, see the
bibliography at the end of this report.
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tional sustainability.2  NETS set the following goal for sustainable
communities:

Develop and implement sustainability plans in many U.S. commu-
nities and make significant progress toward achieving sustainable
communities over the next 25 years, increasing the quality of urban,
suburban, and rural life and reducing our use of energy and natural
resources.3

The federal government is currently in the process of implementing
this strategy.  Specifically, federal agencies are assisting communities
so they can more successfully integrate the development and use of
environmental technologies into their sustainability plans and ac-
tions.

The federal government has extensive sustainability resources within
many different agencies including

• The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA);

• The Department of Energy (DOE);

• The Department of Commerce National Oceanic and Atmo-
spheric Administration (NOAA);

• The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA); and

• The Department of the Interior (DOI).

Their aid to community sustainability efforts includes seed money,
labor, expertise, and information.

EPA created the Office of Sustainable Ecosystems and Communities
(OSEC) within EPA’s Office of Policy, Planning and Evaluation, to
assist local community sustainability efforts.  Through OSEC and
other parts of the agency, EPA has increased emphasis on place-
based management for local communities.  EPA is helping enable

______________
2Sustainable communities were an important theme emerging from the many stake-
holder events held to develop this strategy.  Beth Lachman, Robert Lempert, Susan
Resetar, and Thomas Anderson, Technology for a Sustainable Future, Ideas:  A
Summary of Workshop Discussions, RAND, RP-417, 1995.
3Bridge to a Sustainable Future:  National Environmental Technology Strategy, Gov-
ernment Printing Office, Washington, D.C., April 1995, p. 53.
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community-based environmental protection (CBEP) projects that
build on sustainability principles.  EPA’s Urban and Economic
Development Division is also assisting communities with growth and
development issues related to sustainability.

DOE has helped sponsor many sustainability efforts with extensive
energy and technology expertise.  Many DOE labs have worked with
communities in their region as well as across the country to help de-
velop sustainability projects.  For instance, DOE’s Office of Energy
Efficiency and Renewable Energy has been active in helping natural
disaster victims in sustainable redevelopment by providing design
assistance teams in collaboration with state agencies such as the
Illinois Department of Natural Resources, NGOs, and other orga-
nizations.  One such project was helping Valmeyer, Illinois, relocate
and rebuild after it was devastated by a flood.  DOE has also created a
Center of Excellence for Sustainable Development to help assist
community efforts.

The Department of Commerce (DOC) also supports sustainable
community activities, such as some of its NOAA programs.  For ex-
ample, NOAA’s Coastal Zone Management Program has helped fund
and provided technical support to coastal sustainable community
activities, such as the Northampton County, Virginia, initiative.
Curry County, Oregon, a rural community whose economy has been
based on logging and fishing, has a Sustainable Nature-Based
Tourism Project to design, build, and implement a sustainable eco-
nomic sector.  One of its pilot projects involves tourists helping to
restore stream habitat for salmon.  This sustainable community ef-
fort received some initial funding from the federal government
through a NOAA coastal program.

The USDA is working with university researchers, communities, and
NGOs to help develop and implement more sustainable agriculture
practices, which help increase farmer income and minimize
agricultural effects.  For example, in the Chesapeake Bay area, USDA
helps to develop and implement practices that reduce nutrient
runoff, which helps protect the bay.

The Department of Interior also assists sustainable community activ-
ities.  For example, the National Park Service’s Presidio National Park
is trying to educate the public about sustainability in its effort to be-
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come a Center for Sustainability.  The Federal Geographic Data
Committee (FGDC), an interagency committee chaired by the Secre-
tary of the Interior with staff support from the United States Geologi-
cal Survey (USGS), is leading the development of the National Spatial
Data Infrastructure (NSDI).  The NSDI vision facilitates the availabil-
ity of geospatial data locally, nationally, and globally to aid in eco-
nomic growth, environmental stability, and social progress.  The
FGDC coordinates federal geographic data activities and provides
leadership for the NSDI in partnership with state and local govern-
ments, academia, the private sector, and others.  Activities to estab-
lish the NSDI include developing standards for geographic data,
building an electronic clearinghouse to help find and access spatial
data, and developing a framework of basic spatial data to aid in in-
tegrating geographic data.  The implementation of the NSDI will help
provide data to meet the decisionmaking and scientific needs of
sustainability, by improving data sharing, reducing redundant data
collection, and facilitating and building community-based partner-
ships to address problems and issues across common pieces of geog-
raphy.

STATE GOVERNMENTS

State governments also provide leadership and resources for sustain-
ability activities.  For instance, Minnesota has developed a strategic
plan for sustainable development and is actively supporting and
promoting sustainability activities.  The main goals of the state’s
sustainability effort, called the Minnesota Sustainable Development
Initiative, are “sustaining Minnesota’s economy, ecosystems, and
communities, educating its citizens and organizing its institutions
for sustainable development.”  This initiative includes six strategic
directions for achieving these goals:

1. Aligning Minnesota’s economic incentives and goals;

2. Understanding what is environmentally sustainable;

3. Integrating natural resources management;

4. Advancing sustainable land use and community development
policies;

5. Asking government to take the first steps; and
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6. Focusing research on sustainable development issues.4

Minnesota’s state environmental agencies’ staff members assist local
governments and communities in developing and implementing
sustainable community projects.  For instance, the Minnesota Office
of Environmental Assistance (OEA) has a sustainable communities
team that helps public-private coalitions promote sustainable devel-
opment in their communities by offering educational and training
materials, seed money, conferences, and other resources.  OEA and
other state agencies also sponsored a state sustainable development
conference in October 1996, which was attended by over 600 people.

Florida has developed an Ecosystem Management Plan, which builds
on sustainability, and has created a Governor’s Commission for a
Sustainable South Florida.  The 42-person commission consists of
state and regional agencies and legislative, business, local govern-
ment, tribal, public interest, and nonvoting federal members.  This
commission is developing strategies and actions for making South
Florida more sustainable.  Its efforts include improving intergovern-
mental coordination and more sustainable allocation of natural re-
sources in urban and rural areas, including promoting sustainability
within the Everglades ecosystem.

Many states are exploring the concepts of sustainable development
and starting to provide statewide leadership and develop statewide
initiatives.  The PCSD’s Sustainable Communities Task Force Report
provides a list of statewide contacts for over a dozen states.5

LOCAL GOVERNMENTS

Many local governments also provide leadership and resources.  In-
dividual community governments, such as Northampton County,
Virginia, the City of Seattle, and the City of Chattanooga, discussed
throughout this report, actively support sustainable community pro-
jects.  Another local government example is Metro-Dade County,

______________
4Challenge for a Sustainable Minnesota:  A Minnesota Strategic Plan for Sustainable
Development, Minnesota Sustainable Development Initiative, Minnesota Environ-
mental Quality Board, Public Review Draft, July 1995.
5The President’s Council on Sustainable Development, Sustainable Communities Task
Force Report, Final Draft, October 1996, Appendix D, pp. 230–233.
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INDUSTRY AND PROFESSIONAL ASSOCIATIONS

Industry and professional associations are also active in helping to
develop and implement sustainable community projects.  For ex-
ample, industries are partnering in eco-industrial park activities.
Another interesting industry example is Integrated Building and
Construction Solutions, Inc. (IBACOS).  In Pittsburgh, IBACOS serves
as a successful model where private entities in partnership with the
federal government are developing, testing, and commercializing
innovative housing products and systems that are more en-
vironmentally friendly.  For instance, IBACOS homes contain more
energy efficient technologies and carpets and roof tiles made out of
recycled plastics.  These homes, which are quick to build, top quality,
affordable, and adaptable, can help communities develop more sus-
tainable residential building practices.

During fall 1995, the American Institute of Architects (AIA) helped
organize and sponsor a series of three-day intensive workshops,
called Environmental Design Charrettes, focused on developing and
implementing community sustainability projects.  These AIA com-
munities included Bridgeport, Connecticut; Fort Collins, Colorado;
Greensboro, North Carolina; Independence, Missouri; Kane’ohe,
Hawaii; Kansas City, Missouri; Milwaukee, Wisconsin; Minneapolis,
Minnesota; New Bedford, Massachusetts; Newton/Waltham, Mas-
sachusetts; San Antonio, Texas; San Francisco, California; Santa Bar-
bara, California; Santa Monica, California; and Waterloo, Iowa.

The American Association of Engineering Societies (AAES) is another
example of a professional society helping to promote sustainability
activities.  AAES facilitates integrating sustainability principles and
practices into engineering education, training, and activities.  For ex-
ample, it has published “The Role of Engineering in Sustainable
Development” as a basic primer on sustainability for engineering
professionals.  The Civil Engineering Research Foundation (CERF)
also supports sustainability activities, such as addressing the linkage
of infrastructure design and future sustainability.

UNIVERSITIES

Universities provide technical assistance, education, and research
and development needed for sustainability.  For instance, the Center
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for Sustainability at the University of Washington has assisted Seattle
and other communities.  The Center for Sustainability also has an
extensive web site that includes tutorials on sustainability issues
such as “The three E’s:  Ecology, Economy, Equity.”8  The Center for
Sustainable Development at Georgia Institute of Technology has de-
veloped and tested a curriculum on sustainable development for
engineering undergraduate students.  Cornell University’s Center for
the Environment has been working with the Baltimore Development
Corporation in the planning and implementation of the Fairfield
Ecological Industrial Park in Baltimore, Maryland.  The Center for
Urban Transportation Research at the University of South Florida is
undertaking the State Transportation Policy Initiative, which is
reevaluating the way transportation infrastructure and services are
planned and developed in Florida.  This study includes research re-
lated to transportation, land use, and sustainability.  The National
Pollution Prevention Center for Higher Education at the University of
Michigan provides education and conducts research in industrial
ecology9 and other areas that are important for developing and im-
plementing more sustainable practices.  Industrial ecology research
is especially important for eco-industrial park activities.

Universities themselves are also trying to become more sustainable.
George Washington University, for instance, has a Green University
Initiative, in which it is trying to implement sustainable practices in
all aspects of George Washington University operations and com-
munity life.

NON-GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATIONS

NGOs have also been active in sustainable community projects.
These organizations may work directly with communities on sus-

______________
8To access this site, see:  http://weber.u.washington.edu/~common/epa/contents/
session6.html.
9Industrial ecology refers to “a closed-loop system in which resources and energy flow
into production processes and excess materials are put back into the loop so that little
or no waste is generated.  Products used by consumers flow back into production
loops through recycling to recover resources.  Ideally, loops are closed within a
factory, among industries in a region, and within national and global economies.”
Technology for a Sustainable Future:  A Framework for Action, Government Printing
Office, Washington, D.C., 1994, p. 54.
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tainability projects, publish information about success stories, and
even develop educational curriculum for the schools.  Examples of
such organizations include Renew America, The Nature Conser-
vancy, Environmental Defense Fund, The Izaak Walton League of
America, The Green Institute, CONCERN, Inc., and Public Tech-
nology, Inc.

Each year Renew America identifies, verifies, and promotes examples
of successful environmental programs.  Its annual “Environmental
Success Index” includes sustainable development examples.

The Nature Conservancy has started working with local communities
in “ecologically compatible development” based on sustainability.
In 1995, its national office created the Center for Compatible Eco-
nomic Development to explore the use of market forces and eco-
nomic development as tools for biodiversity conservation.  The Vir-
ginia Chapter has helped to create strategic visions for ecologically
compatible development for eleven counties in Southwest Virginia
and eastern Tennessee.10

The Environmental Defense Fund (EDF), a nonprofit environmental
research and advocacy group, has also been developing resources for
sustainability projects.  EDF has created a tool kit on sustainability
for communities based on the work of its Pollution Prevention
Alliance.  Its Environmental Sustainability Kit emphasizes P2 and is a
guide to help communities start sustainability initiatives.11

The Izaak Walton League of America, a national nonprofit conserva-
tion organization, provides educational materials related to sustain-
ability.  This organizations has developed a supplementary environ-
mental education mini-curriculum for grades nine through twelve
called Community Sustainability.12

______________
10“Virginia Chapter News,” The Nature Conservancy, Spring 1996.
11Environmental Sustainability Kit, prepared by the Pollution Prevention Alliance,
Environmental Defense Fund, October 1996.  For more information, contact Meena
Palaniappan at 202-387-3500.
12Benedict J. Hren and Diane M. Hren, Community Sustainability:  A Mini-
Curriculum for Grades 9–12, The Izaak Walton League of America, 1996.  The Izaak
Walton League of America can be contacted at 301-548-0150.



Resources for Sustainability Efforts 31

The Green Institute is a nonprofit organization that grew out of a
grassroots neighborhood effort to stop construction of a major
garbage transfer station in the inner-city Phillips neighborhood of
Minneapolis, Minnesota.  This organization is “dedicated to creating
new models of sustainable environmental and community revital-
ization.”  The Green Institute has helped sponsor a study about eco-
industrial parks and publishes a quarterly newsletter to provide a
forum for community issues of environmental and economic
sustainability.13

CONCERN, Inc., is a nonprofit environmental group dedicated to
improving the quality of life in communities.  This organization of-
fers a list of resources for sustainability and other materials including
case studies, workbooks, manuals, audio-visuals, and electronic
sources of information.  CONCERN is also trying to build a national
database of sustainable community projects to foster networking
and collaboration.14

Public Technology, Inc. (PTI) is a nonprofit technology organization
of the National League of Cities (NLC), the National Association of
Counties (NACo), and the International City/County Management
Association (ICMA).  This organization helps provide sustainability
information for local governments in areas such as transportation
and building construction.

These examples illustrate that many types of resources from many
sources are available to help support sustainable community efforts.
Such sustainability resources can also be used for P2 activities, which
will be discussed in Chapter Six.  For more information on these and
other organizations and the type of resources they have provided to
sustainable community efforts, see the annotated bibliography at the
end of this report.

______________
13For more information, contact The Green Institute at 612-874-1148.
14CONCERN, Inc., can be contacted at 202-328-8160.



Chapter Five

SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY EXAMPLES

This chapter provides examples of community sustainability proj-
ects.  It begins by providing a broad geographical sampling of proj-
ects under way in various communities in the United States.  It fol-
lows with detailed descriptions of projects in four communities:
Northampton County, Virginia; Seattle, Washington; EcoVillage at
Ithaca, New York; and Presidio National Park, San Francisco,
California.

A GEOGRAPHICAL SAMPLE OF SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY
PROJECTS

There are hundreds of examples of sustainable community projects
across the United States.  Such projects occur in all types of com-
munities—in large, medium, and small cities; in towns; in counties;
and in rural communities.  Table 1 shows the diversity of the
communities by listing 30 communities across the United States that
have done some sort of sustainability project.

This sample was selected from a range of sources including the PCSD
community case study list, the AIA environmental design charrette
projects focused on sustainability, studies by the Center for Sustain-
ability at the University of Washington, and examples from various
workshops and conferences held to help develop and implement the
National Environmental Technology Strategy.  Many other examples
can be found in the bibliography at the end of this report.
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Table 1

Examples of Communities with Sustainability Projects

Arlington, VA New Haven, CT
Atlanta, GA New York, NY
Baltimore, MD Northampton County, VA
Brownsville, TX Olympia, WA
Charlottesville, VA Pattonsburg, MO
Chattanooga, TN Portland, OR
Chicago, IL Presidio Natl.Park, CA
Cleveland, OH San Francisco, CA
Curry County, OR San Jose, CA
Haymount, VA Santa Monica, CA
Henryetta, OK Sarasota, FL
Ithaca, NY Seattle, WA
Los Angeles/Pico Union, CA Steele County, MN
Minneapolis, MN Waterloo, IA
New Bedford, MA Zuni, NM

These communities use different definitions of sustainable com-
munity.  Some also call their efforts by a different name, such as an
ecovillage or a sustainable development project.  However, most of
these efforts share the basic principles of a sustainable community,
namely, trying to take a long-term systems approach to community
problems by addressing environmental, economic, and social issues
in an integrated manner.  It should be noted that no attempt has
been made to evaluate their effectiveness or their current status,
since that is outside the scope of this report.  Some of these com-
munity projects may even have ended, as has happened with the Ar-
lington Community Sustainability Network.  Those interested should
contact the community directly or see the references at the end of
this report to learn the current status of these activities.

FOUR COMMUNITY EXAMPLES

The remainder of this chapter presents four detailed examples of
sustainable community projects.  These examples were chosen to
reflect the communities and range of activities and issues that
sustainability efforts address, from protecting birding habitat to
controlling urban sprawl, from building a new neighborhood to
creating eco-industrial parks.  The communities and projects are:
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Northampton County, Virginia, a rural county with a sustain-
able economic development effort.

City of Seattle, a comprehensive initiative to address its urban
problems including urban sprawl.

Ithaca, New York, a project to develop a new more sustain-
able neighborhood on previously undeveloped land.

Presidio National Park, an effort to try to make the park into a
showcase for sustainability and sustainable practices.

These efforts are currently being implemented.  Most have shown
some initial success, but it remains to be seen how successful they
will be in the long term.

Northampton County, Virginia

Northampton County, Virginia, is often cited as a model of small-
town and rural sustainable development.  Northampton County is
the southernmost county on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, forming the
gateway to the Chesapeake Bay.  The county is rich in natural and
cultural assets including beaches, marshes, barrier islands, tidal
creeks, woodlands, historic villages, and farms.  It includes a diverse
habitat for over 260 species of birds and countless other fish and
wildlife species.  The county also has been one of the poorest in Vir-
ginia.  In 1991 the Virginia Coastal Resources Management Program
of the Virginia Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) ap-
proached the county with a four-year match-free grant proposal, a
Special Area Management Plan (SAMP) for sustainable development,
to create enforceable policies to protect coastal habitat and promote
economic development.  A partnership of federal, state, and local
governments was formed.  With a $1 million grant from NOAA under
the Coastal Zone Management Act, the Virginia Coastal Program
hired a local project coordinator and a citizens’ Sustainable Devel-
opment Task Force was created.  The task force held a series of
community meetings.  Northampton County’s Board of Supervisors
also supported this effort.

This community task force created a Sustainable Development Ac-
tion Strategy based on the Special Area Management Plan.  This
strategy targets six industry areas for sustainable development and
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links each with key asset protection policies.  These targets are to
develop:

1. The heritage tourism industry while protecting natural and cul-
tural assets.

2. Seafood and aquaculture industries while protecting water qual-
ity.

3. New industries, including an eco-industrial park, while protecting
sense of place, quality of life, and the groundwater.

4. The agriculture industry while protecting productive land, includ-
ing sensitive habitats.

5. Arts, crafts, and local product industries while preserving cultur-
ally diverse authentic communities.

6. Research and education facilities while protecting natural and
cultural systems.

Northampton County has already begun implementing these proj-
ects.  This initiative has shown some initial success, and the group
continues to leverage resources for its project implementation.
Additional support and resources have been acquired from the De-
partment of Transportation, the Economic Development Adminis-
tration, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the U.S. Fish and Wildlife
Service, the Environmental Protection Agency, and industry.

The following two examples illustrate the project’s progress.  The first
illustrates how the Special Area Management Plan developed bird-
watching tourism while protecting habitat, and the second focuses
on the Port of Cape Charles Sustainable Technologies Industrial Park
(STIP).

Beginning in the fall of 1991, the Virginia Coastal Program contracted
with various agencies and organizations to research bird habitat re-
quirements in the area, particularly neotropical migratory songbirds
and colonial waterbirds.  In 1993, the Virginia Coastal Program initi-
ated the annual Eastern Shore Birding Festival.  The Eastern Shore
Chamber of Commerce now organizes the event, which is funded
largely through the SAMP for sustainable development and is put on
through the efforts of many federal, state, and local agencies and pri-
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vate citizens.  The festival celebrates the annual fall migration of
songbirds, raptors, shorebirds, and other birds.  Over 160 species are
usually seen during the Festival weekend and several hundred thou-
sand dollars are brought in by the birdwatchers.

The Port of Cape Charles Sustainable Technologies Industrial Park
(STIP) is an eco-industrial park project.  Funded by a unique partner-
ship of federal, state, private, and county investments, the STIP is
starting to attract businesses committed to profitability, the envi-
ronment, and the community.  The park will incorporate local enter-
prises as well as new industry as it tries to create more sustainable
products and production practices.  The STIP will attempt to demon-
strate advanced facilities in resource efficiency and pollution pre-
vention and model symbiotic relationships among industrial pro-
cesses.  STIP’s first tenant—a manufacturer of photovoltaic energy
equipment—is already in place.

Through many different project activities and its ability to leverage
support and resources from many different stakeholders and
sources, Northampton County’s sustainability effort illustrates how
rural communities and small towns can make progress toward sus-
tainability.

Seattle, Washington

Seattle was one of the first U.S. cities to explicitly incorporate sus-
tainability concepts as an organizing principle for community
planning and development.  As defined by the volunteer civic
organization Sustainable Seattle, “sustainability” here refers to the
“the long-term social, economic, and environmental health of our
community.”  Seattle refined its definition in two ways:

1. “Sustainability-enhancing decisionmaking” refers to holistic and
long-term choices.

2. A “sustainable city” is one that “thrives without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their needs.”

An important part of Seattle’s “sustainable city” definition is the con-
cept of the city as a system within a system—a web of social, eco-
nomic, and ecological phenomena operating within a similar but
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larger regional, national, and global system.  Neighborhoods must
prosper within the web of the city.  Sustainability-enhancing deci-
sionmaking (from public policy to individual lifestyles) considers the
effects that decisions are likely to have on the entire system (i.e., eco-
nomic, social, and environmental issues) and on future generations.

Since 1990, many new city policies, plans, programs, and redevel-
opment projects have included sustainability.  For instance, the
Seattle Comprehensive Plan hopes to reduce urban sprawl and traffic
congestion by increasing the density of jobs, housing, and amenities
around “Urban Village” centers while maintaining the unique char-
acter of individual neighborhoods.  This Comprehensive Plan’s de-
velopment was mandated by the Washington State Growth Man-
agement Act.  Furthermore, over 30 Seattle neighborhoods are
nvolved in the Neighborhood Planning Project, a follow-up project to
the Comprehensive Plan.  This project is a two- to four-year planning
process to design plans consistent with the city’s overall objective of
sustainability while also meeting neighborhoods’ special needs.

Seattle has also been working with industry in its sustainability ef-
forts.  For example, Boeing and the City of Seattle have agreed to use
waste heat from a new sewer trunk line to provide heat for the
company’s major assembly facilities, saving on the cost of both
heating equipment and fuel.

Seattle is also noted for its ongoing development of sustainability
indicators—quality-of-life metrics that reflect economic, ecological,
social, and cultural health.  For example, the 1995 metrics focused on
environmental indicators related to wetlands, biodiversity, wild
salmon, air quality, pedestrian-friendly streets, open space in Urban
Villages, impervious surfaces, and soil erosion.  The 1995 metrics for
population and resources focused on population, pollution preven-
tion and renewable resource use, solid waste generated and recycled,
residential water consumption, vehicle miles traveled and fuel con-
sumption, and farm acreage.  Such metrics will be used to evaluate
the effectiveness of the various programs and public expenditures
toward achieving sustainability.

Seattle has built a substantial collaborative process with government
and private leadership.  The mayor and some members of the city
council and King County Council have publicly embraced sustain-
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ability.  The mayor’s Environmental Action Agenda created a more
“holistic” management strategy for achieving key environmental pri-
orities defined by community consensus.  This agenda also helped
initiate projects to integrate environmental, economic, and social
goals.  Many grassroots citizens’ groups and nonprofit institutions
and universities also have helped in Seattle’s activities, including re-
searchers and educators at the Northwest Policy Center; the Center
for Sustainability Communities (Cascadia Community and Environ-
ment Institute); and the Institute for Environmental Studies at the
University of Washington and Seattle University.  EPA Region X has
also been supportive of Seattle’s sustainability activities.

Seattle’s sustainability program has experienced growing pains and
mixed success.  Sustainability is especially difficult when it attempts
to change individual behaviors, such as trying to decrease single-
occupancy vehicle driving and to solve related urban sprawl issues.
Seattle found that “many new programs and policies that would have
the effect of promoting more sustainable behavior in the region have
met with stiff opposition.  Often, the object at the center of the con-
flict is the private automobile.”1  Because of such opposition, Seattle
reworked its Comprehensive Plan, somewhat weakening and simpli-
fying it while retaining the commitment to sustainability and the
“Urban Village” strategy.  Seattle learned from experience and con-
tinues to try to evolve toward sustainability, recognizing that becom-
ing more sustainable is often a slow and incremental process.

Many of Seattle’s most successful sustainability projects have been
decentralized, grassroots efforts.  For instance, city- and county-
sponsored programs have successfully trained and deployed volun-
teers throughout the region to help teach individuals about more
sustainable practices.  These volunteers have included “Friends of
Recycling,” “Master Composters,” and “Master Gardeners.” Many
small businesses are implementing more sustainable practices, from
eco-retailers to bicycling carpet cleaners.

______________
1Sustainability in Seattle 1995, A Report to the President’s Council on Sustainable De-
velopment, A Joint Project by the Center for Sustainable Communities, Sustainable
Seattle, and AtKisson & Associates, Inc., 1995, p. 11.



40 Linking Sustainable Community Activities to Pollution Prevention

EcoVillage at Ithaca, New York

EcoVillage at Ithaca, New York, is another type of sustainable com-
munity initiative where members are trying to develop a new com-
munity from the ground up.  Over five years ago, a grassroots group
of citizens, with assistance from the Center for Religion, Ethics, and
Social Policy at Cornell University, formed EcoVillage at Ithaca in
Ithaca, New York.  The group’s goal is to create a model community
of about 500 residents that will exemplify sustainable systems of liv-
ing.  Its completed project is supposed to be a working demonstra-
tion of a community that meets basic human needs such as shelter,
food production, energy, social interaction, work, and recreation
while preserving natural ecosystems.

With the help of donations and loans, the group purchased a 176-
acre site less than two miles from downtown Ithaca.  Through an
envisioning retreat in 1991 and four land-use planning forums dur-
ing 1992 and 1993, members of EcoVillage at Ithaca developed com-
prehensive plans for their new community.  The process of develop-
ing the project included input from over 100 people including future
residents, architects, landscape architects, students, professors,
planners, ecologists, and energy experts.  The group formed a plan to
build five neighborhoods around a village green, while preserving at
least 80 percent of the land as agricultural open space, woods, and
wetlands.

EcoVillage at Ithaca’s plan includes an integrated strategy for ad-
dressing issues such as transportation, land use, energy, water, waste
water, solid wastes, agriculture, cultural and ethnic diversity, recre-
ation, natural resources, building materials, education, research, and
residential neighborhoods.  For instance, the village is building a
pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use multifamily development on less
than 20 percent of the land while using most of the rest of the land
for agriculture and natural areas.  State-of-the-art permaculture
techniques, including orcharding, agroforestry, and aquaculture, will
be implemented to maximize the self-sufficiency of the village.
Other plans include an on-site wastewater treatment via a natural
marsh system, gray water recycling, and composting.  To be highly
energy-efficient, houses are being built with super-insulated passive-
solar designs and shared hot water heating systems.  A visitor center
will be constructed, which will also support education and research
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activities.  The program has already developed educational programs
in ecology and agriculture for local youth.

A group of residents formed the EcoVillage CoHousing Cooperative,
a separate legal entity that is creating cohousing neighborhoods on
EcoVillage’s land based on the Danish CoHousing model.  Private,
self-contained homes are being built in clusters around shared
spaces, including a pedestrian path and a common house.  The
common house may include optional shared space such as a kitchen,
dining room, laundry facility, workshops, guest rooms, and children
and exercise areas.  The first neighborhood was to have been built by
the end of 1996 and was to include 15 duplexes clustered around a
pedestrian courtyard.  In developing this project, the EcoVillage Co-
Housing Cooperative had to overcome some challenging zoning
regulations.2  To learn more about these and other implementation
issues of the EcoVillage at Ithaca project, see the bibliography at the
end of this report.

This example demonstrates how a small city with a grassroots effort
can start to build a new village within the city to create a model for
sustainable living.

Presidio National Park

Another sustainability initiative is the Presidio of San Francisco, a
former Army base in the heart of San Francisco.  It is now a National
Historic Park operated by the National Park Service (NPS).  However,
the Presidio is a unique national park.  Besides preserving and inter-
preting history and protecting the environment for millions of visi-
tors to enjoy every year, this park is also trying to become a center for
sustainability.  The Presidio is developing and implementing projects
to demonstrate more sustainable practices.  Teaching about sustain-
ability and transferring its sustainable practices to other communi-
ties are major goals of this initiative.  The Presidio is developing spe-

______________
2Many times sustainable community projects may need to overcome barriers in tradi-
tional government policy and regulations that encourage unsustainable practices or
prohibit the type of innovation that sustainability projects are trying to test.  Another
example of such a barrier for eco-industrial parks is environmental regulations, such
as permitting procedures, that hinder the free flow of certain waste maerials from one
company’s facility to be used as inputs at a different company’s adjacent facility.
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cial educational projects, such as special visitors’ tours of Presidio
grounds and sustainability projects, to teach visitors about sustain-
ability.

In October 1995, in cooperation with the AIA, the Department of En-
ergy, and the NPS, the Presidio held an environmental design char-
rette to develop sustainability projects for the Presidio.  Over 100
people, including architects, environmental consultants, engineers,
exhibit designers, members of the neighboring community, develop-
ers, students, and NPS personnel, spent three days developing
demonstration projects.  Their goal was to create a sense of com-
munity and to develop plans for specific sustainability projects at the
Presidio.  This community’s members include federal and local gov-
ernment, private businesses, NGOs, and private citizens.

The demonstration projects were organized by six focus areas, with a
team of volunteers working in each area before and after the char-
rette.  The focus areas were:

1. Historic residential building rehabilitation;

2. Historic non-residential building rehabilitation;

3. Waste prevention;

4. Natural habitat preservation and restoration;

5. Transportation; and

6. Total site concerns.

Projects are currently being implemented in all areas.  For instance,
participants are trying to protect and enhance Mountain Lake, the
only natural lake at the Presidio.  This project includes educating the
general public, and especially school children, in lake and riparian
area ecology, hydrology, biology, and management.  The transporta-
tion team’s projects include acquiring electric transit vehicles, im-
proving bike and pedestrian trails, and establishing information
kiosks with educational exhibits.  The waste prevention team is as-
sisting the park in implementing source reduction projects in all op-
erations and reclaiming construction debris for reuse in other areas
of the park.  Again, educational exhibits and tours will be a key part of
the projects.



Sustainable Community Examples 43

The park has many historic buildings, which are being rebuilt and
thus pose special challenges because of their historic status.  The two
building rehabilitation teams have been designing special demon-
stration projects for rehabilitating historic buildings.  These projects
will be economical for the tenants, more resource-efficient and
energy-efficient, and educational for the public.

The total site team helped facilitate a process for creating a sense of
community for the various stakeholders involved with the Presidio.
These stakeholders include workers, residents, neighbors, visitors,
recreational users, and interested members of the general public.
This community also includes private businesses, such as Burger
King and golf course managers, NPS personnel, and military person-
nel and families who still live at the park.  Other community mem-
bers include NGOs that are tenants on the Presidio, such as the Tides
Foundation, and those who have a special interest in it, such as local
Sierra Club members.  There is now a designated community center
where regular meetings are held.

The Presidio teams hope that they can create sustainability models
to be transferred to private and public communities worldwide, such
as towns, cities, other national parks, and military bases that are
being converted and reused.

These four examples illustrate ambitious plans for different sustain-
able community efforts.  Each community has experienced some
initial successes; however, it remains to be seen how successful they
will be at meeting their longer-term sustainability goals.  Hopefully,
these efforts and other new sustainable community approaches will
be successful in creating long-term healthy communities.

Next, this report discusses pollution prevention and explores the
relationship between P2 activities and sustainable community activi-
ties.


