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The Regional Plan Association, the
United States Environmental
Protection Agency (Region 2), the
New York City Department of
Environmental Protection and the
Milano Graduate School of New
School University, have organized this
conference on regional sustainability
to obtain a broad-based assessment
of where the region stands with
respect to environmental, economic
and social sustainability and to pool
the best thinking, knowledge and
experience of our distinguished body
of regional stakeholders on what
initiatives the region's public agencies
and private sector leaders should
pursue to begin to transition the
region towards sustainability.

Sustainability, by emphasizing
righteous cycles of investment and
treating the environment as a source
of wealth instead of as an obstacle to
economic growth, will enable the
region to find the resources it needs to
address not only its environmental
problems, but its economic and social
problems as well.

As invitees to this conference, you
share a long practical experience with
the many interlocking economic,
environmental and social problems

that the region seems perennially
unable to solve.

The goal of this conference is to draw
on your expertise to make a broad
based initial identification of both the
needs and opportunities for creating
sustainable regional polices. Your
insights will provide the starting point
and an initial impetus for what the
sponsors hope will be an increasingly
organized and widespread effort to
turn the promise of sustainability into
a reality for this region.

On June 18, 2003 Regional Plan
Association and EPA Region 2 called
upon a small group of stakeholder to
begin discussing the major issues of
sustainability and how they relate
directly to our region. Following is an
overview of how sustainability can
shape the future of our region as well
as summaries of the six working
sessions that took place in June on
the regional economy, mobility, public
finance, land use, designed systems,
and energy.
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The worldwide explosion of interest in
sustainability comes from a dual recognition that
economic growth cannot come at the expense of
the environment and that environmental protection
cannot succeed if it is an obstacle to economic
growth. The New York/New Jersey/Connecticut
region needs sustainable policies to successfully
compete in the 21st century global market. We
propose to conduct a practical exploration of how
to transition the Tri-state region from the single
focus economic, environmental and social equity
choices of the past to adoption and
implementation of innovative new policies, that will
create righteous cycles of mutually reinforcing
benefits for these three fundamental public
interests.

Consider New York City’s successful water
conservation program. Beginning in the early
1990s, New York made the decision to turn its
back on the traditional new facility construction
solution to rising water consumption and, as an
alternative, to pursue a comprehensive water
conservation program. Conservation cost the City
$500 million, instead of $3 to $5 billion to build new
waterworks and sewage treatment plants. Water
consumption was reduced by 20%. This program
provided major rate relief for city building owners,
increased employment opportunities for both city
workers and private plumbers, eliminated the
threat of environmental damage to the Hudson
River, lowered the amount of sewage discharge
into estuary waters, removed the potential threat of
construction moratoriums for lack of sewage
treatment capacity in many areas of the City, and
greatly reduced the City’s vulnerability to drought
conditions.

Three aspects of the water conservation
experience are especially worth emphasizing.
First, the benefits of building new waterworks and
sewage treatment plants to accommodate further
increases in water usage would have been limited
to maintaining the status quo. Instead, investment
in water conservation created a righteous cycle of
mutually supportive activities across a broad
spectrum of city and regional life that proved to be
economically, environmentally, and socially
transforming.

Second, water conservation proved to be the
superior policy to maintain adequate supplies of
drinking water, with the added benefit of reduced
drought vulnerability. And third, water
conservation saved money, lots of money. These
three results, better external benefits, better
internal benefits and lower costs are the hallmark
of policies that the region should focus on to
transition it to sustainability.

Perhaps the ultimate benefit of sustainability, which
NYC’s water conservation policies also highlight, is
the surprising painlessness of real change.

This region faces a long list of interlocking
economic, environmental and social problems it
seems perennially unable to solve. Despite
devoted and often successful efforts to preserve
regional habitats, biodiversity, open space, and
public access to nature all continue to shrink. The
region’s public finances become a debt laden
struggle against catastrophe at each economic
downturn. Every census records a significant
drop in the region’s portion of the country’s
population, even with the ongoing infusion of new
talent from around the globe.

Additionally, the region is riddled with structural
imbalances: the most skewed income and age
distributions in the country; often implacable
urban-suburban and state-to-state rivalries; an
enormous mismatch between the location of new
jobs and new housing with massive consequences
for housing and community affordability; tax
systems that make localities fear families with
children; the costliest and most truck dependent
product transport configuration in the country; a
mass transit system built for 1930s New York;
wasteful, paralyzing layers of excess government;
and a litany of unsolved environmental health
problems such as the worst childhood asthma
rates in the country.

Sustainability, by emphasizing righteous cycles of
investment and multi-benefit solutions, and by
treating the environment as a source of wealth
instead of an obstacle to economic growth, can
enable the region to find the resources it needs to
address not only its environmental problems, but
its economic and social problems as well. The
challenge for the region is to overcome the inertia
of special interests, paralyzing inter-regional
rivalries, and the deep rooted fear of change, to not
only seize the opportunities sustainability will
create but to avoid the consequences of refusing
to recognize that the only viable future will be a
sustainable one.

�
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THE REGIONAL ECONOMY
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Any strategy for sustainability must begin by
addressing the character and composition of the
regional economy and developing a consensus
based strategy for identifying necessary changes.
A major obstacle to reaching that point or even
conducting a dialogue on a sustainable economy
is the lack of a common language about the
economy and sustainability, even among
environmental interests.

The following questions will help to build
consensus and identify a strategy for developing a
sustainable economy.

What is meant by a sustainable economy?
Essential to the development of a strategy for a
sustainable region is an understanding on what it
means to have a sustainable economy. A number
of key conclusions about the nature of a
sustainable regional economy were suggested.

A sustainable regional economy:
���Is a free market that can be sustained in accord
with the environment
��Takes advantage of advances made in
information technology and accessibility to help
create more efficient and sustainable processes.
a lack of information combined with a perverse set
of incentives and taxes has led to the creation and
entrenchment of inefficient practices (industrial and
otherwise.)
��Builds on the region’s current economic
strengths including those economic practices that
support and benefit social and environmental
systems as well as the region’s economy. This
requires identifying regional needs and unique
market opportunities in ways that create positive
feedback loops (For example, redeveloping
brownfields in tandem with a program to develop a
green building materials industry can offset a

decreasing manufacturing base, utilize abandoned
land, and provide materials to support the growing
interest in building green.)
���Eliminates or improves upon current inefficient
and wasteful economic practices to recapture
resources presently being lost.

How should market forces be altered, directed
or enhanced to promote a sustainable
economy? How should our economy be
transitioned to a sustainable one, through
incentives, education, and/or regulations?
Some strategic steps include:
���The need to separate macro issues from micro
issues. How do you keep economy prosperous
and sustainable in a competitive global economy?
What incentives do you provide to individuals and
individual industries to encourage sustainable
practices?
��How should existing businesses be made
accountable for the consequences of inefficiencies
that until now have been socially tolerated and in
some cases even encouraged? Does this require
impact payments, transition funding, worker
retraining or, most likely, some combination of
these measures?
���Within the region, the thrust of a sustainable
economy effort should be to build on current
strengths—transit, creative workforce, urban
manufacturing, information industries such as
publishing, media, etc—that are national assets
and have little or no negative impact on the
environment.
���Any new approach needs to account for all the
different levels of economic activity (i.e., each
stage of the production and distribution process
needs to be considered) Each business and
individual needs to be able to enter into a
sustainable economy, a need that may require new
ways of creating regional economic cooperation
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and management.

Sustainable for whom? While there seems to
be no disagreement that in theory a sustainable
economy needs to be inclusive and equitable,
what this means in practice is often undefined.
��Describing sustainability in moral terms can
come across as elitist and disguise the real value of
sustainability, which is to get parties to recognize
and address at many different levels the
consequences of their economic, environmental
and social choices.
��Engaging the full spectrum of economic and
social interests in the region is a pre-condition for
an effective dialogue on sustainability.
Sustainability may ultimately require choices that in
the short term are inconsistent with current
strategies being used by regional interests to
pursue socially imperative goals (i.e. open space
versus affordable housing, the concern that value
pricing of transportation may discriminate against
poor drivers). Just as economic strategies may
have to change to obtain sustainability, so may
social justice strategies.
���What are the attributes of a good quality of life in
the eyes of the region's public? Debates over
sprawl and sustainability are increasingly engaged
in controversy over how much people really want a
suburban vs. urban lifestyle, how much of the issue
must be left to individual or community choice, and
whether sustainability should focus on creating a
level playing field economically and socially or
promoting particular forms of community life.
���Businessmen and individuals approach their life
in concrete terms with tangible goals, while
planners and sustainable development advocates
tend to address the issue on a broad, theoretical
scale. How can those two viewpoints be bridged
to create a vision of sustainability which is
supported by a framework of tangible benefits (and

risks) and concrete measures to make that vision a
reality?

The goal is a discussion that can be transferred
from a conference of professionals to a barbershop
and continue to be engaging and fruitful. There are
numerous concrete outcomes that would result
from a sustainable economy such as congestion
relief, improved personal health, and new job
opportunities that would be productive starting
points for a broad-based public discussion of a
sustainable economy.
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Over the past 60 years the region has experience a
population growth of 50% and an employment
growth of 80%. The failure to plan for the
transportation systems needed to accommodate
this growth has produced stifling traffic congestion,
declining air quality, and an outdated and
undersized mass transit system. Moving goods
and people in this region has become a significant
challenge. Refining and reforming transportation
decision making to accommodate sustainable
growth is long overdue. Expanding and
modernizing mass transit networks, integrating
transportation planning with land use, and utilizing
community designs that promote non-motorized
transportation, are commonly cited as minimum
requirements for addressing these problems.

Transportation drives the region’s economy and is
integrally related to land use, infrastructure and
other development decisions. RPA’s Third Regional
Plan, A Region at Risk, first identified what most
regard as the three key elements of a transit
modernization program: constructing a four
borough Second Avenue subway complex,
bringing the Long Island Rail Road to Grand
Central Station (the East Side Access project), and
a new rail tunnel under the Hudson River from New
Jersey to Penn Station and then into midtown.

Most auto users commuters recognize the
shortcomings of the current transportation network
and would welcome alternatives. But providing
better travel alternatives in a region that continues
to disperse its residential development while
reducing its transportation investments is a
seemingly intractable problem. Two basic realities
are clear. First, the region cannot get out of its
transportation problems by building more
highways; space and financial constraints prohibit
it. Second, transportation planning has to be tied
to land use if the region is to avoid squandering
billions of dollars in trying to make its
transportation systems serve sprawl development.

Providing travelers with alternatives to automobile
use would therefore seem to be the building block
of regional transportation sustainability. One
option is to eliminate current subsidies for private
car use, providing incentives for switching to more
sustainable transportation modes. Another option
is to remove biases in land use planning and
policies towards greenfield development and
encourage more compact forms of urban and
suburban redevelopment through measures such
as upzoning and brownfield redevelopment. A
third option is to get commuters to recognize how
a sustainable and efficient transportation network,
one that revolves around mass transit and non-
motorized travel, would enhance their quality of
life.

Some have also emphasized reverse commuting
as a sustainability strategy to address the travel
generating disconnect between residential
communities and job sites. But most doubt that
addressing reverse commuting is central to
regional sustainability. Others prefer to address
the issue by supporting greater efficiency in
existing transportation networks, as well as
designing new systems that promote poly-centric
development and more rational inter-borough/outer
suburb commutes.

A central tenet of sustainability is eliminating the
need for undesirable by-products, in this case,
excess commuting. Encouraging opportunities for
“live-work” or “live closer to work” would serve
that ideal and free resources that could enhance
regional quality of life.

Setting a Vehicle Miles Traveled (VMT) goal, often
used as a sustainability indicator, may have limited
practicality in a sustainability plan for the Tri-state
region given the difficulties of measurement and
enforcement. One possible approach would be to
set VMT goals for journeys to school, providing
opportunities for more walking and biking through
community planning, to reduce unsafe morning
rush hour trips for children.

Determining how truck use and freight needs can
be met sustainably is now being recognized as an
important element of a regional sustainability
strategy. The region’s ports and waterways are
important inter-modal assets and potential
alternatives to truck use, but current port
distribution networks are almost totally truck
dependent. Currently, the region has nothing to
match the Alameda Corridor in Los Angeles, a
multi-modal, goods movement corridor integrated
with surrounding land uses.

Many regard consideration of multi-purpose
transportation infrastructure investments as a
central issue for planning sustainable
transportation. Multi-use infrastructure facilities
can minimize the risk, as well as increase return, on
the large multi-billion dollar investments needed to
facilitate regional transportation. But, in an era of
specialization, is this feasible? Can passenger rail
lines be combined with freight for a more efficient
and effective system? Can roadways be used
more efficiently if passenger and goods movement
are directed to different peak times?

Finally, there is the question of minimizing the
polluting by-products of transportation, such as air
pollution, stormwater runoff, and excess energy
consumption. Unfortunately, this region shares the
country’s infatuation with increasingly large,
inefficient cars. National trends such as these may
be beyond the reach of a regional sustainability
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effort.

This is a region whose unique character was
shaped by its mass transit systems, created in a
great act of civic leadership in the early 20th
century. A similar act of civic leadership is now
needed to meet the challenge of transportation
sustainability in the 21st century.

PUBLIC FINANCE AND GOVERNANCE

�

Sustainability is often treated as a planning
problem and many sustainability efforts have been
primarily planning efforts. But the bottom line for
public policy is money: how it is raised, how and
on what it is spent. If public tax and fiscal policies
are structured in ways that promote unsustainable
behavior and penalize good economic,
environmental and social management, then the
prospects for obtaining regional sustainability will
be bleak.

The public finances of the Tri-state region have
been characterized for several decades by a cycle
of boom and bust, in which spending, particularly
on short term, high visibility political constituencies
accelerates during periods of prosperity, and then
is choked back, as has happened over the last two
years, in periods of economic downturn. Taxes are
similarly cut in periods of prosperity and then
raised during periods of downtown. Little of the
ebb and flow of these decisions is made on the
basis of any long term economic or investment
strategy, as the state of the region’s infrastructure
testifies. Instead, investment outcomes reflect a
no holds barred struggle among special interests in
which those that already have tend to continue to
get the most.

In recent years, a growing chorus of critics from
virtually all sides of the civic and public interest
spectrum has excoriated the region’s governments
as dysfunctional and unresponsive. The region’s
public finances have been Exhibit A in that
indictment. But so far, the political will to change
those finances and to create efficient governing
structures has been completely lacking.

Current financial dynamics have two particularly
detrimental implications for regional sustainability.
First, as the state of mass transit testifies, long

term investment needs that lack an immediate
political payoff are ignored. Second, they have
directed public money largely to status quo
interests and programs, to the detriment of new
and innovative investments that would position the
region for the future. The result has been a region
that uniquely combines some of the country’s
highest taxes with some of its largest unmet
infrastructure needs. It is also a region that,
despite its image as the world’s leading metropolis,
is suffering a steady erosion of national and
international position in both economic status and
quality of life.

In economic terms, sustainability is about
efficiency, the wise and beneficial use of resources.
The more efficiently resources are invested, the
more of a return on investment they will produce.
If it were approached as an investment strategy,
sustainability could generate the resources the Tri-
state region needs to attack the longstanding
infrastructure, educational, environmental, and
social equity problems that have essentially put a
glass ceiling on its economic growth. But this
would require organizing the region’s public
finances around principles of sustainability.

To do so, a number of strategies have been
identified for exploration. One is green taxes, a
term used to describe taxes on waste and
pollution, not work and production. For example,
Italy, Norway, and Spain now impose taxes on
carbon combustion. Spain, Denmark, and Sweden
impose energy taxes explicitly designed to
discourage wasteful energy use. The proceeds of
those taxes have been used to fund cuts in other,
less desirable taxes.

User fees are another strategy. By making the
users of resources pay the actual cost of the
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service, expenses will be allocated both more fairly
and efficiently, curbing wasteful uses and
increasing the return on resource consumption.
Seattle has had great success in reducing the
volume of solid waste it must dispose of by
charging individual households on a volume basis
for the amount of garbage they generate

There are many potential user fees, but the one
that has attracted the most interest is a user fee for
automobile usage. A huge portion of the cost of
automobile use is subsidized by other tax
payments and payers. Indeed, it could be argued
that the automobile is the last bastion of socialism
in the United States; one whose land use,
environmental, energy and economic
consequences justify every criticism of socialism
ever made.

Impact fees, where developers pay the cost of the
necessary new public infrastructure have also
attracted episodic attention.

Revenue sharing is another strategy strongly
identified with sustainable systems of public
finance. It is a way of insuring that broadbased
public goals, which are administered locally, but
have regional implications, are not stifled by the
inevitable disparities in local income.

Finally, a tax with particularly pernicious effects on
regional sustainability is the property tax, due to
the notorious “race for ratables” that the property
tax has produced. Local governments, faced with
the problems of finding adequate resources to
meet their service objectives while still keeping
property tax rates at affordable levels, have
competed with each other to attract property uses
that will pay a high level of taxes whether or not
such a use is otherwise beneficial to them. One
possibility to be vigorously discussed as part of the
initial explorations of regional sustainability is the
replacement of a property tax with a property use
tax. A property use tax would be based on actual
consumption of government services. It would
replace the narrowly based tax focused on
residential property and its value, with a broad
based tax focusing on the amount of government
services a particular property consumed.

Similar strategies await assessment on the
expenditure side of government. There are
numerous approaches to enhancing the
sustainability of public spending that traditional
budget foes can coalesce around and pursue, such
as an emphasis on problem prevention, learning
from customers, remaking of work forces,
community based service delivery, and true input-
output costing.

Once such an inquiry is initiated, it will become
apparent that the culture of the agencies
themselves and their mechanisms for service
delivery are as obsolete as their financial
structures. Twentieth century government
institutions were organized vertically, around a
single expertise (i.e. building roads) for a single
supply side purpose (increase the number of
highways). Today, the problem is no longer a lack
of supply. It is supply side policies carried far
beyond the point of diminishing returns, when there
are far better ways to meet public objectives.

Sustainability may thus require not only a
restructuring of public finances, but of public
agencies themselves, so that their expertise,
incentives and relationships with each other reflect
the needs of sustainability. In short, agencies must
shift from being vertically organized and output
oriented, to being horizontal in outreach and
entrepreneurial in approach, if they are to deal
successfully with today’s problems and find the
multi-disciplinary solutions sustainability will
require.

If sustainability is to be more than a paper exercise,
these issues of government finance and
organization will have to be addressed.
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The fundamental role land use plays in both the
economic and environmental functioning of the
region, make it a central pillar of sustainability.
Both directly and through its linkages to
transportation, housing, water quality, community
character, public finance, biodiversity, public
recreation, the economic viability of agriculture and
other natural resource industries, and regional and
local governance, land use policies help define the
region. Yet these complex interconnections are
also what makes it extremely difficult to identify
sustainable land use policies and the necessary
institutional framework to administer design them.

Sprawl, the spreading of low density suburban
development across the landscape, is the most
controversial aspect of current land use patterns.
Since 1970, this region has seen a 68% increase in
land development with only a 6% growth in
population. Traffic congestion, mounting property
taxes, a lack of affordable housing and an inability
of low and moderate income individuals to live in
proximity to their jobs are just a few of the resulting
consequences. Yet what is despairingly regarded
as sprawl development by some is often defended
by others as individual and community choice that
should be respected.

On few issues is the public more divided than how
to prevent or reconcile the effects of sprawl.
Questions of how land use decisions should be
made, how to balance local preferences versus
regional interests, and who should pay the costs of
land use development are passionately debated in
communities throughout the region. Land use
institutions, such as local planning boards, lack
both the resources and the technical savvy needed
to address today’s challenges and to administer
processes, such as zoning, that are no longer
efficient tools for implementing public values.

Many believe the key to sustainable land use is to
change current forces which encourage sprawl.
These include the race for ratables created by
existing property tax and educational funding
systems; the fear that property values will decline if
a community becomes more economically and
socially mixed; unimaginative large lot zoning;
follow-the-leader practices by developers; and
public policy biases toward new greenfield
development instead of restoring brownfields and
reinvesting in existing urban and suburban
communities.

The inability or unwillingness of local communities
to coordinate their land use decisions with those
being made in surrounding municipalities has also
been identified by many as an enormous obstacle
to sustainable land use. The balancing of local
choices and control with regional needs and
realities (i.e. preservation of water quality,

protection of biodiversity) is a challenge that
current systems of land use management do not
meet.

Current land use regulators have created classes
of land that are subject to parallel decision-making
processes. These include brownfields, coastal
areas, wetland and unique habitats, watersheds,
urban renewal areas, historic town centers and
land targeted for agricultural preservation. But
these processes are only partially successful in
meeting their stated goals, given the development
bias of the underlying land planning and zoning.

Protection of currently undeveloped land is seen
by many as essential for sustainability. Others fear
such protection may interfere with important social
goals such as affordable housing. Meanwhile,
changes in the average household size and the
economic composition of many communities,
combined with the rigidity of existing land use
controls, have locked communities into a land use
pattern that is no longer consistent with local
needs or desires, and is increasingly unaffordable.

The question of how to protect land for public
open space purposes is another thorny aspect of
sustainable land use. Should valuable public land
be purchased for public ownership or should its
use be regulated? Purchasing requires major
funds and raises politically charged issues of
voluntary purchase versus condemnation.
Voluntary purchase depends on the vagaries of the
land market, greatly magnifying the difficulty of
assembling landscapes and creating the significant
possibility of development windfalls for inholders.
Condemnation generally faces widespread
opposition except for very narrow public purposes.
And the non-purchase alternative — regulation —
generally does not dispel development
expectations and often leads to highly contentious
issues of unfair public taking of private property.

Years of action to preserve critical landscape
resources have created a public recognition of the
beauty and value of the regional landscape and a
desire that its rich heritage of natural resources,
forests, farms and other rural uses remain as intact
as possible. But real estate development is also
one of the most important and powerful industries
in the region, and a growing population means that
continued development of housing must take
place.

Parks and open space, the protection of natural
areas, access to public waterfronts, the tension
between malls and downtown business districts,
finding new land for development in an
environmentally and socially responsible way are
all additional aspects of sustainable land use which
must be addressed. Creating a sustainable region

�
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will therefore require a process that tackles land
use issues on several levels: local goals, regional
needs, economic implications, and local versus
regional values. This presents a special challenge
for the region’s public which has regularly proved
itself both strongly in favor of land preservation and
more afraid of change in land use management
systems than welcoming of it.

Is a sustainable landscape one in which the rate of
population growth does not exceed the
consumption of undeveloped land? Is it one in
which the more dense areas add population faster
than the more lightly populated ones? Is it one in
which the costs of land use to the public and the
environment are minimized? Is it one in which the

incentives are lined up in ways which would be
considered green? Is it one in which irreducible
minimums of biodiversity and habitat are
preserved? Is it one in which local agriculture
remains a viable land use? Is it one in which
certain minimum needs to support social equity,
such as affordable housing are provided for? How
all these pieces will be woven together is the
challenge for sustainable land use policies.

DESIGNED SYSTEMS

�

Like all environmental concepts, sustainability
often evokes pictures of pristine natural areas
carefully preserved and respected by urban
civilization. But making the environmental
performance of human designed systems
sustainable, everything from a one family home to
an urban high rise, from school buildings to
massive utility systems, will be a decisive
component in determining the future of the region
and of the planet.

Designed systems exist at many different levels of
complexity, making it difficult to offer a summary
characterization of their environmental
shortcomings and environmental needs.
Moreover, while the term designed facilities seems
to refer to specific physical facilities, buildings or
utility complexes, in reality most urban designed
systems are combinations of physical facilities and
the complex economic and social processes that
govern their use. To describe food systems,
school systems, public park systems,
communications systems, solid waste systems,
among others, solely by their physical attributes,
would ignore many of these systems’ defining
elements. Indeed in many of these systems, just
improving the physical facilities will contribute little
towards achieving regional sustainability.

Thus designed systems present a special problem
for sustainability. Much is known in a purely
technical sense about how to improve their
environmental performance. The challenge is to
alter the current institutional structures and
processes that shape designed systems so this
knowledge will be utilized.

This is clearly seen in one of the most popular
innovations for designed systems, what are often
called green buildings. Green buildings is a term

that refers to structures designed to utilize high
performance environmental technology to minimize
long term use of environmental goods (energy and
water) and to maximize use of environmentally
beneficial materials and systems (green roofs).
Green buildings have come to serve as the poster
child of urban sustainability, and their visibility has
helped communicate the tenets of sustainability to
a large audience. Yet actual use of green building
technology has been very spotty. Not only does
this technology require a new mindset, but higher
building and implementation costs are borne by
the developer, who will not receive any of its
benefits. Thus, a building developer has little if any
incentive to invest in green building technology.

Industrial ecology is another highly visible effort to
transition to more sustainable designed systems.
It focuses on the total pollution cycle from product
initiation to product disposal and looks for points
at which it can either design pollution out of a
product or ensure the product is ultimately
recycled instead of being disposed of in the
environment. It is seen to be a particularly
promising technique for controlling pollutants such
as mercury which, once dispersed into the
environment, will remain present and toxic forever.

Part of the appeal of industrial ecology is that, if
applied correctly, it uses nature and natural
ecosystems as models for designed systems
which can be self reinforcing, like an ecosystem
which recycles its waste into productive resources.
Unfortunately, industrial ecology has proven to be
more effective in understanding and controlling
waste streams than in original product designs.
The current economics of waste make it
unprofitable to invest in waste free products at the
design stage.
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Similar dynamics exist in land use practices. The
region is running out of space, yet it still has the
greatest difficulty in redeveloping brownfields,
restoring diminished habitats and avoiding
landscape fragmentation Embedded incentives
and institutional biases favor greenfield
development. Land management practices
appear even farther behind than green building and
industrial ecology in learning how to reuse all
inputs to create productive and self supporting
systems.

What could be gained by taking a truly sustainable
approach to designed systems? Schools and
parks would not only function better as schools
and parks but as centers of neighborhood life;
healthy communities would counterbalance the
forces of a sedentary life style through pedestrian
friendly design; money currently spent on product
packaging and marketing would go into product
improvement as a result of different solid waste
policies; pursuing sustainable designed systems
would make green jobs available, thus offering
more diversified economic and work opportunities;
and communities would have faster and easier
travel, and more comfortable, less expensive
homes.

Ultimately, the problem with making designed
systems more sustainable rests with how the
private market assigns costs (and profits) and how
the public market finances public goods through
the tax system. If sustainability in design is
conceptualized as a closed loop, where internally
reinforcing systems minimize pollution outputs,
than financial sustainability needs funding systems
that provide incentives for the introduction and
expansion of such closed loop, pollution
minimizing systems. Given that the physical
design requirements for sustainable designed

systems are either well known or could be
determined with relative ease, it is clear that
addressing the financial dynamics with the right set
of economic and institutional incentives is what is
required.



EN
ER

G
Y

In many ways energy is one of the easier aspects
of regional sustainability to address because of
broad agreement on the immediate potential for
improving energy efficiency and the many tangible
benefits of doing so. The difficult part of
sustainable energy use is the region’s relation to
national and global energy use including the
dependency of the United States on foreign oil; the
focus of national energy policy on increasing the
supply and use of hydrocarbons; and a national
transportation system centered almost exclusively
on the use of automobiles and trucks.

Focusing on energy use and regional sustainability
produces a number of immediate and tangible
policy options. Therefore the starting point for
discussion is determining the right strategy – the
four primary choices being the creation of market
incentives, the dismantling of market disincentives,
public education, and regulation – to cause energy
consumers to adopt technologies and practices
that offer greater energy efficiency. Then the
economic, technical, and political feasibility of
each option must be assessed in a broadbased
public process.

Some of the more specific elements of that
discussion should include the following:

How should the region reconcile the consumer
and commercial interest in lower energy costs
with what appears to be an environmental and
sustainable interest in higher energy costs?

The critical step for reconciling these interests is to
distinguish between rates and costs. Consumers
and businesses are interested in their total cost. A
policy of energy conservation may need to raise
rates to reflect true costs and provide an incentive
for energy efficiency, but if the energy efficient
consumer will lower total costs through reducing
consumption, then the macro-cost problem is
resolved.

The micro-reality can be trickier. Higher rates
affect users differently. Low-income families and
smaller businesses generally have fewer options to
shift either consumption or sources. In some
instances, rates may have to go very high before
consumption is affected. For example, most
studies suggest there would have to be a huge
increase in gas taxes before any substantial
reduction in gasoline use took place. At the same
time, if there were more travel choices--which
could be produced by targeting revenues from gas
tax increases into mass transit or other alternatives
to car use--the elasticity of gas price increases
would probably increase significantly.

Should the greenhouse effect be addressed in
all future regional EISs?

Major impacts from the greenhouse effect who
take affect well within the lifespan of regional
infrastructure currently being planned or under
construction. Thus, in theory, yes, greenhouse
gases and their effects should be systematically
addressed in future EISs. But the real payoff would
be in further requirements to incorporate features
into projects that ameliorate greenhouse impacts
(i.e. creating a larger flood protection zone,
providing wetlands with room to retreat, and
changing the elevation of storm drains). The region
might also consider requirements to mitigate or
offset the production of greenhouse gases in future
projects, if shown to be cost effective and in
harmony with whatever national and international
greenhouse gas control measures are adopted.

Should the region concentrate on a regional
gas reduction plan or should it concentrate on
ameliorating the local greenhouse gas effect?

Both strategies should be pursued, but local and
regional actions to ameliorate the greenhouse
effects on the region’s residents are most critical.
Local officials have much more control over the
features of local projects and can be held more
accountable for those that ignore the reality of a
greenhouse future. But it will be difficult for the
region to have much of an impact on the global
airshed whose pollutant levels determine the scale
of greenhouse effects.

In addition to incorporating the greenhouse effect
into regional infrastructure and development
decisions, the region needs to engage in more
overall planning for a greenhouse effect future--
e.g., what land use and infrastructure actions are
needed to prepare for sea level changes, what
plans should water supply systems make if the
greenhouse effect significantly alters current
precipitation patterns.

What renewable energy sources should the
region be promoting?

The three most promising appear at the moment to
be hydro, geothermal, and solar. For this region,
methane generation from food waste also has
considerable potential, as does retrofitting
buildings for solar panels. The biggest issues will
be questions of scale and NIMBY attitudes. Can
renewables be implemented on a large enough
scale to have a major impact, keeping in mind that
the greater the scale of the facility the more the
local impact and the more likely the local
opposition?

The importance of this choice is highlighted by the
particular dynamic of renewable energy. Most
renewable sources are best implemented at the
neighborhood level. This makes scaling up more
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difficult and increases the importance of coming to
terms with local communities and interests in a
collaborative program. The best opportunity to do
so may be to align renewable source development
with community development, i.e., emphasizing the
local job creation and quality of life improvements
that will flow from programs for greater energy
efficiency.

Globally, the question for mankind is a simple but
profound one. Does sustainability require a shift to
non-carbon energy sources or just control of
pollution outputs from existing ones?

Though a sustainability program for the region and
energy should focus on regional choices, the larger
national and global challenge of energy and
sustainability cannot be completely ignored, for it
sets the ultimate context for energy decision-
making.

Looked at holistically, there are three means of
reducing greenhouse gas emissions. First,
encourage greater energy efficiency on the
demand side (e.g., more transit, fewer cars).
Second, improve efficiency on the use side (e.g.,
reduce the auto emissions). Third, shift to as many
renewable resources as possible, also referred to
as alternative fuels. The questions are ones of
emphasis, time, and scale. But given that even
current worldwide levels of carbon combustion are
having geological scale impacts on the global
environment and economy, it seems clear that, as a
long term proposition, there must be a major shift
away from carbon combustion to the use of
alternative fuels. This is perhaps the critical
strategic fact for the region to consider for it relates
to many aspects of sustainability, including the
future of green economic development.

Meanwhile, there are lots of opportunities to
improve energy efficiency. The major impediment
is a disconnect between the beneficiaries of energy
efficiency and those bearing the costs, thereby
reducing incentives for efficiency. The failure of
efforts to successfully market energy-efficient
programs suggest the need for a regulatory
approach to realign incentives, further analysis, and
focused efforts to educate the public.

Finally, the question of whether the region should
look to nuclear electricity generation as an
alternative to the continued growth of carbon
combustion was raised. Public consensus has
been negative on the grounds that the profound
health and safety concerns with nuclear power
trump efficiency.



INTERNET RESOURCES FOR REGIONAL SUSTAINABILITY

A number of states and regions have applied the concept of sustainability on a regional scale. Below are
some links to regional and state-wide sustainable development initiatives.

New Jersey Sustainable State Project Report (1999):
http://www.njfuture.org/HTMLSrc/SSR/index.html

Sustainable Pittsburgh:
http://www.sustainablepittsburgh.org/ In particular, check out their 2002 Regional Indicators Report.

EcoCity Cleveland’s Bioregional Plan:
http://www.ecocitycleveland.org/smartgrowth/bioplan/bioplan.html

Blueprint for a Sustainable Bay Area:
http://www.urbanecology.org/blueprint/blue.intro.html

Sustainable Seattle:
http://www.sustainableseattle.org/

City-Region 2020, Greater Manchester, England:
http://www.art.man.ac.uk/PLANNING/cure/cr2000/summary.pdf

Additional sites and on-line articles of interest:

George B. Brewster, “Land Recycling and the Creation of Sustainable Communities.”
http://www.cclr.org/papers1.html

Scott Campbell, “Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities? Urban Planning and the Contradictions of
Sustainable Development.” Journal of the American Planning Association, Summer 1996.
http://www.personal.umich.edu/~sdcamp/Ecoeco/Greencities.html

Brian Dumaine, “Are You Ready for the Green Revolution?” Fortune Small Business. December 3, 2001.
http://www.fortune.com/fortune/smallbusiness/articles/0,15114,361087,00.html

Joan Martinez Alier, “Ecological Debt – External Debt.”
http://cosmovisiones.com/DeudaEcologica/a_alier01in.html

William McDonough and Paul Hawken. “Seven Steps to doing good business.” Inc. Magazine.
November 1993.
http://www.inc.com/magazine/19931101/3770.html

Redefining Progress
Redefining Progress works with a broad array of partners to shift the economy and public policy towards
sustainability.
http://www.rprogress.org/

Edward O. Wilson. “Bottleneck.” Scientific American. February 2002. (From the book The Future of Life,
by Edward O. Wilson.)
http://www.sciam.com/article.cfm?articleID=000E5878-3E45-1CC6-B4A8809EC588EEDF&catID=2
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