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The Shaping of Sustainability Efforts in Cities

In a report entitled Our Common Future, the World Commission on Environment and
Development defined sustainable development as “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (1987,
Chapter 2, { 1). Over the last three decades, the discussion of sustainable development has
shifted to sustainability. Beset with ambiguity, the term sustainability has no fixed meaning and
can encompass anything from the design of green buildings to the reduction of carbon dioxide to
the introduction of renewable energy sources. With regards to policy, sustainability can entail
land use, waste management, energy efficiencies, green jobs, and local food systems.

The challenge of understanding what is meant by sustainability increases exponentially
amidst local policy considerations. Hundreds of U.S. cities have at least considered sustainability
to some degree. The perspectives from which to view these many local sustainability instances
are countless, which makes for a complex sense-making exercise. There is no shortage of
detailed information regarding what cities are doing. What is missing is a discussion that
encapsulates and characterizes some of the general trends and challenges attending sustainability
efforts in cities.

This paper poses the question: What are the defining factors in shaping sustainability
efforts in cities and how do these factors operate? Beginning with an overview of the importance
of sustainability and why it matters for cities, the paper considers the context from which the
sustainability movement emerged, namely as a facet of environmental policy, and then examins
the major themes within the sustainability literature. This review informs the framework that is
presented for understanding tensions that shape local sustainability initiatives. Finally, the
framework is applied to a case study of Kansas City and various viewpoints of sustainability

efforts within the city.
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Sustainability & Cities

Environmental concerns have influenced public policy since the 1970s, so one might ask,
why sustainability? To answer this question, it is important to distinguish between
environmentalism and sustainability. The “environment™ has typically been conceptualized as
the natural world, separate from the man-made, built environment, and environmentalism refers
to those restrictions and regulations that protect the natural world from human impact and
damage. Sustainability differs from environmentalism in that the environment includes the
ecologies of both the natural and the built environments. Sustainability speaks not only to
restrictions intended to protect the natural environment but also to actions that can be taken
within the built environment to reduce energy consumption, replenish resources, and reshape
communities in ways to enhance the quality of life for current and future generations. The
problems that sustainability efforts need to address include the depletion of the Earth’s resources
and severe and damaging effects of climate change. According to Lester Brown of the Earth
Institute (2009), an example of a huge sustainability effort on a global scale would be an 80
percent cut of net carbon dioxide emissions by 2020.

Based on present and future population growth and migration patterns, the majority of the
world’s people will live in cities. This means that sustainability needs to be addressed at the city
level. Cities are and will continue to be centers of massive resource consumption and waste
output. According to the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, cities
consume between 60 and 80% of the world’s produced energy, and cities emit 60 to 80% of the
world’s carbon-dioxide (OECD, 2010). Cities are also among the regions that are most at risk
from climate change effects such as rising sea levels and increasing temperatures.

Cities are at the frontline of sustainability concerns. In considering climate change and

types of governance response, Bestill and Rabe (2009) quoted London Mayor Ken Livingstone
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as stating, “It is in cities that the battle to tackle clime change will be won or lost” (p. 202).
Slavin (2011) argued that cities need to counteract the effects of sprawl, which epitomizes the
conflict between the carrying capacity of the local environment and development. Creating links
between the traditionally opposing forces of economic development and emerging green
economic opportunities (Slavin, 2011) can pose a monumental task for cities. Approaches to
sustainability present technological, financial, policy, and management challenges. The shape
that sustainability efforts take depends on how cities address these and other factors.

Three Epochs of Environmentalism

In trying to understand sustainability and what implications it holds for cities,
Mazmanian and Kraft (2009) offered a structured view of environmentalism and its
transformation into the many theories and practices now associated with sustainability. The
authors viewed the transformations as three interconnected, somewhat overlapping, yet distinct
environmental epochs: regulation, regulatory reform, and sustainability. These environmental
epochs indicate shifts in the way society has learned to think about and respond to environmental
challenges. Within Mazmanian and Kraft’s framework, the epoch shifts can be broadly
characterized by changes in the level of authority and responsibility in addressing environmental
concerns.

Largely in response to polluted waterways, air space, and solid waste, the environmental
regulation epoch, spanning from the late 1960s and early 1970s to the 1990s, saw the emergence
of the Environmental Protection Agency and favored a top-down, federally driven approach to
halting what was seen as industry-generated pollution. Running from approximately 1980 to the
2000s, the regulatory reform epoch’s politically conservative underpinnings meant that
environmentalism felt some push back from the business world. Regulatory bodies such as the

EPA were expected to do more to establish baseline data by which to assess regulations. More
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responsibility for monitoring regulations shifted to from federal to state levels. The third epoch
of sustainability, which originated in the 1990s and remains in an emerging state, brings in more
complex issues that include the confluence of people and the environment within the context of
climate change. Mazmanian and Kraft (2009) believed that the emergence of the sustainable
development epoch had at its core a recognition that environmental problems were not “isolated
from the pace and growth of human activities” (p. 24).

The value of the three epochs is that they allow a much needed sense-making framework.
Researchers have struggled with how to understand and discuss sustainability and what
sustainability should look like at the local level (Krueger, 2003). One explanation for the
uncertainty and ambiguity surrounding sustainability and locality within research conducted in
last decade is that sustainability had just transitioned out of the 2" and was moving into the 3"
epoch. Mazmanian and Kraft’s idea epochs framework help chart how our society has learned
and continues to learn about sustainability.

Orientations and Tensions of Sustainability

If society is in a continual learning process with regards to sustainability, what does that
mean for cities? Hempel (2009) observed that “most cities have been very reluctant to tackle the
challenge of sustainability” (p. 50). Having studied dozens of cities with and without
sustainability initiatives, Portney (2009) commented that the “pursuit of local sustainability is a
truly daunting task” (p. 237). Cities must contend with costs, technological requirements,
policies, implementation, and management. Cities may have various environmental differences,
some more pressing than others. The ever growing body of work related to sustainability studies
speaks to the fact that more questions exist than answers and that, as of yet, there exists no one-

size-fits-all approach to local sustainability. Yet, recurring and overlapping viewpoints suggest
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that similar patterns of sustainability efforts are emerging in many U.S. cities. This section looks
at several of these orientations as well as some of the associated tensions.
Orientations: Metropolitan Governance and the 3 E’s

How should cities be approaching sustainability? Where should cities be directing
attention? Hempel (2009), Maltzman and Shirley (2011) and many others have seen
sustainability as encompassing the intersection of social equity, environmental, and economic
spheres, or the three E’s. Yet, amidst the intersection of the three E’s, Hempel observed that a
gap can appear between “high concept” policy and practically applied problem solving (p. 51).
Researchers and practitioners alike have grappled with how to take sustainability from clouds to
concrete. In a project management approach, Maltzman and Shirley (2011) called for a guiding
principle of “greenality” which amounts to the pursuit of both green-sustainable as well as high
quality objectives (p. 39). Identifying implementation as a feature of practicality, Mackres and
colleagues (2012) argued that local governments have three ways to help implement efficient
energy policies and programs: regulatory mechanisms, financial incentives, and local
relationships (p. 2). The themes of managing and implementing sustainability recur in
sustainability-related literature, but these practical matters require a framework that lends clarity
and focus.

Hempel (2009) provided the most coherent and useful framework by identifying five
main orientations in how cities tend to approach sustainability. These orientations include natural
and social capital, urban design/smart growth, ecosystem management/urban ecology,
metropolitan governance, and neighborhood ecovillage (pp. 42 & 43). Each of these orientations
circumscribes sustainability issues in various ways, yet the concerns of this paper fall most
squarely within the metropolitan governance orientation. The city presents a unit of size that is

large enough to involve the three E’s (ecology, economy, equity) yet small enough to engender a
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sense of place (Hempel, 2009). The city stands as a metropolitan governance focal point where
sustainability efforts and ecology, economy, or equity tensions converge.
Ecological Tensions

Within the metropolitan governance orientation, Hempel identifies several sources of
tension that affect the local ecologies. The first is a perceived conflict between sustainability and
economic development. Thinking shaped by the first two environmental epochs (regulation and
regulatory reform) tends to pit traditional economic development against sustainability
initiatives. Hempel observed that cities have grappled with addressing tradeoffs between
environmental quality and economic growth, such as, how much pollution and waste should be
allowed in the name of economic growth (2009, p. 41). Another ecological tension speaks to the
question of “fair share among communities” and how decentralized communities compete as
they pursue sustainability initiatives (p. 37). A third ecological tension source arises as cities set
about choosing a sustainability initiative and then how it should be gauged or measured for
success. Hempel argues that even though mapping, data, and indicator selection tools are
available, policy making has not made much use of these information resources (p. 52).
Economic Tensions

Cities face many economic tensions that can impact sustainability efforts. From the
classical economics perspective on growth, true costs, hidden costs, and costs of environmental
degradation were not factored into classical economic measures of production and price. Daly
(2007) argued that growth models in economics saw the world as empty and in need of filling
up; economic growth would take care of that process and would do so indefinitely. Daly rejected
this model and pointed out that while micro-economics have models that indicate when
production needs to stop, macro-economic models do not. From an ecological economic

perspective, Daly saw the world as full rather than empty, and that economies needed to focus
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something other than growth in order to be sustainable. Some cities have tried to work around
rather than resolve the issue by importing sustainability and exporting waste output (Hempel,
2009, p. 48). This sustainability-slight-of-hand obscures true costs such that cities can
simultaneously afford to pursue sustainability and economic growth.

Brugman (2012) argued that local governments could do more to foster urban
sustainable development by reducing risks and offering incentives to attract private sector
partners. Largely by modifying local zoning codes, incentives could include “value capture
schemes, tax increment debt financing, revolving loan funds, property-assessed clean energy
financing and project guarantees” (p. 224). According to Brugman, cities could also offset risks
by offering insurance plans, catastrophe bonds, and climate adaption funds. Such options might
hold the economic potential needed to foster both sustainability and economic development.

A final economic consideration pertains to the question of how cities are able to address
sustainability in light of reduced budgets and financial contractions. Since 2008, the nation’s
overall economic downturn has resulted in budget cuts at federal, state, and local levels. Faced
with higher costs involved with the development and purchase of green sustainable products,
energy, and services, some cities may opt to abandon sustainability initiatives and focus on other
civic concerns. The National League of Cities examined related questions in a 2010 survey of
442 cities. When asked how the economic recession has affected the “willingness to invest in
sustainability work™ 38 percent of the participating cities responded that there had been a
decrease in sustainability efforts (p. 1). Cities hit by recessions may have limited or non-existent
sustainability budgets.

Equity Tensions
One concern surrounding equity based tensions stems from how citizen socioeconomic

status affects citizen participation levels in sustainability initiatives and programs. In a study of
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100 cities in California’s Central Valley region, Lubell, Feiock, and Handy (2009) suggested city
sustainability policies are linked to a city’s financial health and the socioeconomic status of the
residents. Financially strong cities with more affluent residents are in a better position to create
and adopt sustainability policies, according to Lubell and colleagues. Portney (2010) argued that
it is the level of citizen participation rather than income that influences which cities will have
strong sustainability policies. What is not clear is whether economic disparities among citizens
account for disparities in sustainability initiatives in different communities. O’Connell (2009)
found that cities need to have good policies in place, identify appropriate stakeholders, and then
invite public participation. City policy types, according to Zeemering (2009), determine the
extent public involvement in sustainability initiatives. Between the aspiring, traditional
development, and participatory policy types, the participatory policy type encouraged the highest
level of citizen involvement. Hawkins and Wang (2012 found that for many cities, participation
was limited to citizen boards, commissions, and advocacy groups.

A final source of equity tension for cities arises between the local and regional levels.
One city’s sustainability initiative may be negated if a neighboring municipality is not on board
with the plan. Slavin and Snyder (2011) noted this phenomenon with Portland, Oregon’s 2009
Climate Action Plan and that there was a question as to whether the outlying “suburban ring”
would follow suit and adopt this or a similar climate strategy (pp. 39-40). The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (2010) called for the necessity linking of municipal
and regional sustainability approaches, arguing that a lack of cooperation between cities within
the same metropolitan region presents a key obstacle to both the cities’ and the region’s ability to
function effectively. Competition rather cooperation can increase conflicts which would likely

undermine sustainability efforts.
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From Shaping to Viewing

Having identified several factors that affect how sustainability efforts take shape in cities,
the discussion now turns to perceptions of sustainability. From the historical perspective,
sustainability—the third epoch of environmentalism—is still emerging; thus there are many
ways to understand and apply sustainability. A single city may have within it several agents that
have differing orientations towards sustainability. Multiple perspectives and approaches may not
only occur naturally but may be necessary in providing a diversity of options needed to solve
complex problems. Thus far, this paper has discussed generalized themes that may hold true for
many U.S. cities. This paper will now examine one city, Kansas City, Missouri, in order to gain a
more nuanced understanding of how shaping factors and multiple viewpoints affect sustainability
efforts.

Kansas City and Multiple Perspectives of Sustainability

No single authority can determine what sustainability for a particular city should look
like, what should be included among sustainability initiatives and programs, or what criteria
should be used to assess them. The shape of sustainability efforts in the city of Kansas City,
Missouri changes depending on the perspective. What follows is a look at external and internal
perspectives as to what sustainability means for Kansas City.
External Views of Kansas City

In SustainLane’s 2008 US City Sustainability Rankings list, Kansas City earned 20™ out
of 50 cities. SustainLane, an online community and sustainability organizational resource, called
its sustainability rankings list the “most comprehensive and credible benchmarking of

sustainability in America” (9 4, http://www.sustainlane.com/about/). The rankings list used

sixteen categories to assess the 50 most populous cities in the nation. (The sixteen categories

were: Air Quality, City Commuting, City Innovation, Energy & Climate Change, Green
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Building, Green Economy, Housing Affordability, Knowledge & Communication, Local Food &
Agriculture, Metro Street Congestion, Metro Transit Ridership, Natural Disaster Risk, Planning
& Land Use, Tap Water Quality, Waste Management, and Water Supply.) Interestingly, among
the sixteen sustainability categories, there was nothing for “sustainability plan.” The criteria for
judging the sixteen categories were derived from primary and secondary research data. Rankings
were then determined by aggregate scores in all the categories.

Kansas City’s individual scores included 1% for tap water quality, 7" for Energy and
Climate Change Policy, 20" for Green (LEED) Building, 40™ for Transit, and 47" for Planning
and Use. SustainLane pointed to the city’s climate protection plan (Climate Protection Plan,
2008) as an example of good progress towards better sustainability, and sited sprawl as one of
the city’s biggest sustainability challenges. SustainLane’s ranking process did not reduce
sustainability to one green initiative but rather provided an assessment of a city’s comprehensive
sustainability efforts to address both natural and built environments. From this perspective,
Kansas City is doing well in some areas and needs to improve in others.

Rather than assign rankings of the most populated cities, the Sustainable Cities Institute
presents city profiles of US and Canadian cities of various sizes. The Sustainable Cities Institute
is a resource maintained by the National League of Cities, a city advocacy organization. The city
profile resource provides an “at a glance” sustainability snapshot. Kansas City is reported as
having a Climate Protection Plan (2008), a City Sustainability Board, and a sustainability
officer. The city counts as its major accomplishments the unanimous adoption of the Climate
Protection Plan, conversion of the city’s transportation fleet to alternative fuels, and City
building energy efficiency retrofits resulting in a savings of $2 million.

The Sustainable Cities Institute profile does not directly indicate deficiencies of city

sustainability efforts. But the implication is that if a city lacks something, such as a dedicated
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sustainability office or a sustainability plan, then this could suggest an area that needs to be
addressed. Kansas City does not have a sustainability plan, according to Sustainable Cities
Institute’s definition. Sustainable Cities Institute’s snapshot suggests that it is important for the
city to have governing bodies dedicated to sustainability and that a plan or policy of some kind is
important. It is worth noting that Sustainable Cities Institute considers Kansas City’s Climate
Protection Plan (2008) the same thing as a sustainability plan. While specific sustainability
actions and accomplishments are given recognition, Sustainable Cities Institute appears to place
greater importance on having sustainability plans and agencies in place rather than specific,
targeted initiatives.
Internal Views of Kansas City

External perspectives of sustainability in Kansas City vary and present inconsistencies.
What does sustainability look like from the inside, from within Kansas City? In this next section,
the paper presents a city and a regional perspective on sustainability. While the external
perspectives focused more on what was accomplished, the internal city and regional perspectives
place more emphasis on comprehensive visions and goals. This paper drew from artifacts and
original interviews to prepare this section.

The City of Kansas City

The City of Kansas City has a Department of Environmental Quality whose vision,
mission, goals, and programs focus on developing a sustainable community through conservation
of resources, environmental protections, and compliance with environmental regulations. In
terms of artifacts, the only document with a direct reference to sustainability comes in the form
of a sustainability brochure that lists several green accomplishments but does not present a
cohesive sustainability plan. Indirectly, the department’s environmental improvement goals can

be viewed as sustainability concerns. These include improving energy management, reducing air
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emissions, introducing green solutions, and reducing illegal dumping. The most comprehensive
and complex effort associated with the department is the Climate Protection Plan.

The Climate Protection Plan was prepared in 2008 and recommended short term,
midterm, and long term goals for cutting greenhouse gases. The short term goal was that by
2010, the City government and the community both should have reduced carbon dioxide
emission levels to 10% below year 2000 levels (City of Kansas City, 2008, p. 11). The long term
goal is that by 2020, the City government and the community both are called upon to reduce
carbon dioxide emission levels to 30% below year 2000 levels (City of Kansas City, 2008, p.
11). The plan calls for the City of Kansas City as well as the greater Kansas City community to
conduct evaluations every five years and proposes partnerships with the Greater Kansas City
Chamber of Commerce, Kansas City Power and Light, the Kansas City Green Builders Council,
and other home associations (City of Kansas City, 2008, p. 15). With regards to participation, the
community involvement in climate protection planning took the form of a steering committee
and ten climate protection workgroups (City of Kansas City, pp. 20-21).

According to Dennis Murphey, the Chief Environmental Officer for the City of Kansas
City, the Climate Protection Plan is a sustainability plan yet is also part of a broader
sustainability vision that extends beyond reducing the city’s greenhouse gases and the overall
carbon footprint. To better understand the City’s sustainability efforts, the discussion now turns
to Hempel’s (2009) idea of metropolitan governance in grappling with the three tension areas of
ecology, economy, and equity. The following examples used in addressing these tension areas
came from an interview with Mr. Murphey (D. Murphey, personal communication, July 3,
2012).

For Kansas City, the main ecological tension involved the perceived conflict pitting

economic growth against environmental management and sustainability. Yet, by introducing the
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Climate Protection Plan in 2008 and working to bridge the gap with the business community, the
City was able to influence the Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce’s understanding that
sustainability efforts could be valuable to business success. Recognizing the merits that climate
protection and sustainability could bring to a triple bottom line (profit, people, planet), the
Chamber adopted its own climate protection plan. In turn, the Chamber influenced hundreds of
local businesses and organizations to start taking steps to reducing their carbon footprints.

The recent economic downturn has not left Kansas City untouched. The main economic
challenges for the City’s sustainability efforts are not far down the road. The City was able to use
its Climate Protection Plan to help secure grants from stimulus funds, and these grants have been
used to develop various energy efficiency programs. Yet these funds will soon end. In addition to
these fast-approaching financial contractions, the City has had a 20% reduction in staff over the
past several years. The city’s challenge will be how to work smarter in continuing to pursue
sustainability despite diminished dollars and personnel.

With regards to equity, the City of Kansas City had to decide whether it would participate
in a regional climate protection plan or do something on its own. An action in one city can affect
neighboring cities in positive or negative ways. In Mr. Murphey’s mind, it was important for the
City to step out, create a plan, and hopefully lead the way for other cities and organizations to
follow a similar path. He believes that if the City of Kansas City had not created its own Climate
Protection Plan, then the city would still be waiting for a regional plan today. As it turned out,
once the city’s plan was published, other cities began to follow suit.

Many other examples would serve to illustrate the city’s response to sustainability
tensions. But rather than provide an exhaustive chronicle of every sustainability effort, it is
important to call attention to an idea that emerged in this study: Sustainability does not mean the

same thing for every city. Though entities such as SustainLane and the Sustainable Cities
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Institute have in effect judged Kansas City, these organizations have done so based on selective
assumptions about what sustainability should mean for a city. Mr. Murphey pointed out that
many of these ranking systems use third party data and often do not contact cities directly to
verify information or take into account how cities define sustainability.

As an example, storm water management is an important part of sustainability for Kansas
City but not so much for Phoenix. The shape of public transit for a city of approximately 133
square miles (Portland, OR) differs from a city of approximately 314 square miles (Kansas City,
MO) (U.S. Census Bureau, State & County Quick Facts). In other words, to look at sustainability
from city to city is not necessarily comparing apples to apples. This is not to suggest that
attempts at comparisons are meaningless or that a city should not try to assess its own efforts.
The take away point here is that unique local conditions shape what sustainability means for a
city. Sustainability criteria from external entities may not accurately define what is true for a
particular city. In the process of creating sustainability plans and programs, cities are also
defining sustainability from a specific context. Kansas City is currently developing its own “Star
Community Index Project” which would include benchmarks and measures unique to the city’s
efforts (D. Murphey, personal communication, July 3, 2012).

MARC (Mid America Regional Council)

With its Creating Sustainable Places: A Regional Plan for Sustainable Development in
Greater Kansas City (2011) MARC presents a very comprehensive vision of sustainability, not
just for Kansas City, but for the greater metro region spanning nine counties throughout Kansas
and Missouri. The plan’s intent is to create sustainable places by adhering to principles of
Economy, Society, and Environment. These principles closely echo the three E’s (ecology,
economy, equity) noted earlier in this paper. The desired outcomes would be places that are

vibrant, connected, and green. The plan then points to several specific plans and strategies
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designed to create these vibrant, connected, and green sustainable places. Each of the strategic
areas articulates goals and benchmarks by which to measure progress. For example, the Smart
Moves Transit Plan intends to strengthen communities by increasing various transportation
options and improving public health through transit options (MARC, 2011, p. 16). Benchmarks
would include increases in ridership and transit coverage, diminished traffic congestion, and
improved air quality (MARC, 2011, p. 16).

Creating Sustainable Places cites the City of Kansas City’s Climate Protection Plan as
one of nine community plans that comprise MARC’s regional sustainable development plan
(MARC, 2011, p.3). This approach of inclusiveness can also be found in the plan’s long list of
Creating Sustainable Places Partners, which includes over thirty local governments, eight
nonprofit organizations, seven equity and engagement organizations, four universities, and many
other partners (MARC, 2011, p. 27). The partnerships will be essential to bringing the regional
plan into fruition.

Much of what MARC envisions for the Kansas City metro has yet to unfold. But MARC
has already begun to grapple with several barriers. MARC’s Sustainability Planning Project
Manager, Jeff Hirt, identified ecological, economic, and equity barriers that could affect the
implementation of programs proposed in MARC’s regional plan. First, ecological tensions can
be characterized by sprawl which originates from regulations. Zoning codes created thirty to
forty years ago emphasized single family homes, large lots, and non-mixed land use. MARC is
trying to develop new models for zoning codes designed to created multiuse areas where people
can live/work/play with minimal car usage (J. Hirt, personal communication, July 3, 2012).

Economic tensions arise out of two conflicting market-based views. In one camp, are
those who maintain that sustainable development is not economically feasible in the Kansas City

metro region. Yet, a number of economists have suggested to MARC that there is an increasing
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demand for better transit options, walkable communities, and diverse housing choices. MARC’s
approach will be to study different market and economic impacts of non-sustainable and
sustainable approaches. MARC will augment these studies with educational campaigns to
promote sustainable development (J. Hirt, personal communication, July 3, 2012).

Finally, MARC has identified a source of equity tension in the form of underrepresented
populations in planning decisions. MARC has not always had equity engagement integrated into
planning processes. According to Mr. Hirt, MARC plans to move to a new engagement paradigm
where communities of color and low income will be able to shape decisions and outcomes. There
will be many strategies to increasing engagement. To facilitate better online engagement, for
example, MARC has hired a group called Mindmixer to develop a crowd sourcing tool, which
acts as a form of online town hall discussions and idea exchanges (J. Hirt, personal
communication, July 3, 2012).

Though MARC and the City of Kansas City share many similar views, particularly in
placing importance on larger, more comprehensive sustainability plans, the two diverge on the
question of locality or region. The City of Kansas City chose to create its own Climate Protection
Plan, believing that it would be a long wait for a regional plan to emerge. Mr. Hirt at MARC
noted that cities could certainly move more quickly in going alone on sustainability efforts. Yet,
he also felt a local approach means a city would lose out on additional resources and
collaboration opportunities that would arise within a regional approach.

Conclusion

Many books, articles, and websites have chronicled the hundreds of localized
sustainability efforts taking shape throughout the country. Yet there is no single source that
provides an overall framework from which to understand what is happening in cities and why.

This paper has attempted to explore these matters and suggests that sustainability efforts in cities
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can be understood as part of a larger historic shift known as the sustainability epoch in which
sustainability takes the form of initiatives, programs, and plans that can be part of a
comprehensive approach and can include varying levels of local participation. The challenges
cities face with sustainability efforts can generally be characterized as ecological, economic, or
equity based tensions. Beyond this framework, however, there remains no uniform, standardized,
or preferred approach to sustainability. A city must arrive at its own definition of sustainability
based on local conditions and then find appropriate responses to ecological, economic, and
equity based tensions.

While cities may each define sustainability differently, they must all find ways to address
ecology, economy, and equity tensions at a local level. This paper explored global themes and
local applications of sustainability, but there are many opportunities for further study. The
question of whether a regional or local sustainability approach is more effective warrants further
investigation. Also worth deeper consideration is how cities go about establishing measures and
setting benchmarks by which to evaluate the effectiveness of local sustainability efforts. Finally,
a more nuanced examination and comparison of sustainability efforts in multiple cities could be
used in attempting to understand how cities’ localized sustainability efforts are relevant when

viewed from a global perspective.



The Shaping of Sustainability Efforts in Cities 19

Sources
Books

Brown, L. (2009). Plan B 4.0: Mobilizing to save civilization. New York, NY: Earth Policy
Institute; W.W. Norton & Company, Inc.

Daly, H. E. (2007). Ecological economics and sustainable development: Selected essays of
Herman Daly. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Hempel, L.C. (2009). Conceptual and analytical challenges in building sustainable communities.
In Mazmanian, D.A., & Kraft, M.E. (Eds.). Toward sustainable communities : transition and
transformations in environmental policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Maltzman, R. (2011). Green project management. Boca Raton: CRC Press.

Mazmanian, D.A., & Kraft, M.E. (2009). Toward sustainable communities : transition and
transformations in environmental policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development. Cites and climate change. (2010).
Paris: OECD Publishing.

Portney, K.E. (2009). Sustainability in American cities: a comprehensive look at what cities are
doing and why. In Mazmanian, D.A., & Kraft, M.E. (Eds.). Toward sustainable communities :
transition and transformations in environmental policy. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Slavin, M.1. (2011). Sustainability in America's cities : creating the green metropolis.
Washington, DC : Island Press.

Slavin, M.l. & Snyder, K. (2011). Strategic climate action planning in Portland. In Slavin, M.I.
(Ed.). Sustainability in America's cities : creating the green metropolis. Washington, DC : Island
Press.

Journal Articles

Brugman, J. (2012). Financing the resilient city. Environment and Urbanization, 24(1), 215-232.
doi: 10.1177/0956247812437130

Hawkins, C. V., & Wang, X. H. (2012). Sustainable Development Governance: Citizen
Participation and Support Networks in Local Sustainability Initiatives. Public Works
Management and Policy, 17, 1, 7-29. DOI: 10.1177/1087724X11429045

Krueger, R., & Agyeman, J. (2005). Sustainability schizophrenia or “actually existing
sustainabilities?”” Toward a broader understanding of the politics and promise of local
sustainability in the US. Geoforum, 36(4), 410-417.

ISSN 0016-7185, 10.1016/j.geoforum.2004.07.005.
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718504001034



http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0016718504001034

The Shaping of Sustainability Efforts in Cities 20

Lubell, M., Feiock, R., & Handy, S. (2009). City adoption of environmentally sustainable
policies in California's central valley. Journal of the American Planning Association, 75(3), 293-
308.

DOI: 10.1080/01944360902952295

O’Connell, L. (2009). The impact of local supporters on smart growth policy adoption. Journal
of the American Planning Association, 75(3), 281-291.
DOI 10.1080/01944360902885495

Portney, K.E. & Berry, J.M. (2010). Participation and the pursuit of sustainability in U.S. cities.
Urban Affairs Review, 46(1), 119-1309.
DOI: 10.1177/1078087410366122

Zeemering, E.S. (2009). What does sustainability mean to city officials? Urban Affairs Review,
45(247), 247-273.
DOI: 10.1177/1078087409337297

Reports

The City of Kansas City, MO. (2008). Kansas City Climate Action Plan. Kansas City, MO.
Retrieved from
http://www.marc.org/environment/airg/pdf/CP-Plan-7-16-08.pdf

Mackres, E., Alschulter, E. Stitely, A., & Brandt, E. (2012). The Role of Local Governments and
Community Organizations as Energy Efficiency Implementation Partners: A Review of Trends
and Case Studies. Washington, D.C.: American Council for an Energy-Efficient Economy.
Cambridge, MA: Energy Efficiency Strategy Project. Retrieved from
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/303535/The_Role_of Lo
cal_Governments_and_Community Organizations_as_Energy Efficiency Implementation_Part
ne

MARC (Mid-America Regional Council). (2011). Creating Sustainable Places: A Regional Plan
for Sustainable Development in Greater Kansas City. Kansas City, MO. Retrieved from
http://www.marc.org/sustainableplaces/RPSD032111.pdf

National League of Cities. (2010). State of America's Cities: Sustainability. Executive Summary
and Preliminary Results. Retrieved from http://www.nlc.org/find-city-solutions/research-
innovation/sustainability/sustainability-101-

World Commission on Environment and Development. (1987). Our Common Future. UN
Documents: Gathering a body of global documents. Retrieved from
http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-02.htm

and

http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf



http://www.marc.org/environment/airq/pdf/CP-Plan-7-16-08.pdf
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/303535/The_Role_of_Local_Governments_and_Community_Organizations_as_Energy_Efficiency_Implementation_Partne
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/303535/The_Role_of_Local_Governments_and_Community_Organizations_as_Energy_Efficiency_Implementation_Partne
http://icma.org/en/icma/knowledge_network/documents/kn/Document/303535/The_Role_of_Local_Governments_and_Community_Organizations_as_Energy_Efficiency_Implementation_Partne
http://www.marc.org/sustainableplaces/RPSD032111.pdf
http://www.nlc.org/find-city-solutions/research-innovation/sustainability/sustainability-101-
http://www.nlc.org/find-city-solutions/research-innovation/sustainability/sustainability-101-
http://www.un-documents.net/ocf-02.htm
http://www.un-documents.net/our-common-future.pdf

The Shaping of Sustainability Efforts in Cities 21

Websites

Kansas City Office of Environmental Quality
http://www.kcmo.org/CKCMO/Depts/CityManagersOffice/OfficeofEnvironmentalQuality/index
.htm

Sustainable Cities Institute
http://www.sustainablecitiesinstitute.org/view/page.home/home

SustainLane
http://www.sustainlane.com/

United States Census Bureau. State & County Quick Facts
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/index.html



http://www.kcmo.org/CKCMO/Depts/CityManagersOffice/OfficeofEnvironmentalQuality/index.htm
http://www.kcmo.org/CKCMO/Depts/CityManagersOffice/OfficeofEnvironmentalQuality/index.htm
http://www.sustainablecitiesinstitute.org/view/page.home/home
http://www.sustainlane.com/
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/index.html

