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Message from the Division Chair 
by Rob Kerns, AICP

Greetings Sustainable Communities Division (SCD) 
members.  This past winter has been a long one for 
most of the nation and we’re all getting renewed 
energy with signs of spring.  I’m excited about this 

newsletter because it communicates many of the great things the 
Division has been working on the past six months.   Read further 
to learn about our growing membership and social media network, 
our policy projects, and our plans for the APA national conference 
in Atlanta.  

None of these initiatives would be happening without the Divi-
sion’s new organization and dedicated volunteer leaders who have 
stepped up to build the SCD.  The Division now has three active 
committees:  the Communications & Outreach Committee led 
by Beth Otto, the Policy & Leadership Committee led by Anne 
Miller, and the Education & Practice Committee led by Becky 
Bradley.  These committee leaders along with Daniel Lerch (Past 
Chair), Mark Teschauer (Secretary-Treasurer), and myself form 
the Division’s Executive Committee.  I would be remiss if I did not 
recognize Matt Bucchin who is working tirelessly to make SCD 
activities at the Atlanta conference even better than last year; and 
Chris Ryan, Jennifer Koch, Andrew Parish and Lisa Nisenson who 
have shown incredible dedication as the Division’s Communica-
tions Team.  This group shows how the SCD’s future is only as 
strong and effective as the people who get involved and make 
things happen.    

At the Atlanta conference and throughout 2014, SCD members 
will find new ways to get involved.  I want to highlight again how 
important members’ contributions are and how much they are 
amplified by the growing Division. Over the next year there will be 
opportunities to develop articles and webinars, ways to participate 
in updating APA’s Sustainability Policy Guide and Smart Cities 
Initiative, and invitations to expand 
SCD activities at the state level by be-
ing an SCD Sustainability Champion.

I’m so thankful and consider it a 
privilege to be leading SCD and I look 
forward to celebrating with many of 
you in Atlanta.       
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Sustainable Communities at APA
 � SCD Business Meeting� Sunday, April 27th 7:15AM

 � SCD Facilitated Discussion� Sunday, April 27th 10:45AM

 � SCD Awards Celebration and Reception� Sunday, April 27th, 5:00PM

 � Taking Sustainability To the Next Level� Monday, April 28th, 10:30AM

 � SCD Sustainability Policy Guide Listening Session� Monday, April 28th 
12:00PM

About the Sustainable Communities Division
The APA Sustainable Communities Division (APA-SCD) supports 
planners who are committed to planning for sustainable communities 
by integrating all aspects of sustainability into our work through the 
combined economic, social, and ecological factors that shape our 
communities.

Sustainable Community Planning is the newsletter of the Sustainable 
Communities Division. We welcome articles, letters, suggestions and 
information regarding workshops and other educational opportunities 
for sustainability professionals. Please send your materials to 
Christopher Ryan (christopher@relocalizations.com).
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The SCD – From Here 
to Where?

By Matt Bucchin, AICP, LEED Green Associate and Tony Robalik, AICP

BACK IN 2007 a group of planners got 
together to discuss the need for a new Sustainable Communities Division – 
one that could provide clarity and focus to a previously unfocused conversa-
tion on sustainability. 

The objective of the division would be to discuss, organize, and collaborate on 
a national scale, addressing the most pressing sustainability challenges, while 
fostering the connections needed to act on these challenges at the state and 
local level. A lot of things have changed since then.

Since that time, the original initiative has grown and progressed through 
many changes, from a proposal for a new division in 2009, to a formal “Inter-
est Group” in 2010, to an officially recognized division – the Sustainable 
Communities Division in 2012. Understandably, much of our history has 
been focused on getting established and organized for the future; something 
that will always be a focus. Today, we are finding our voice, turning the corner 
towards action, and are just beginning to achieve one of our primary objec-
tives – being at the forefront of the American Planning Association’s (APA) 
national dialogue on sustainability. 

In the past six months, the APA has asked the SCD to spearhead several na-
tional initiatives, both starting now and finishing by the national conference 
in Seattle. The first initiative is an overhaul of the now outdated Planning for 
Sustainability Policy Guide. The second initiative, the Smart Cities Initia-
tive, is a three-division initiative being chaired by the SCD. Both of these 
important, national initiatives are starting points to allow the SCD to frame 
(or reframe) the discussion about how planning for sustainability is and will 
continue to be important for planners now and into the future. The success 
of these initiatives, and others, hinge on proactive leadership supported by an 
active and contributing volunteer membership. So, where do we stand now?

WHERE ARE WE NOW?
Currently, the SCD has 435 dues-paying members representing every state 
in the U.S. and 11 other countries – the Bahamas, Belgium, Canada, Cayman 
Islands, China, Mexico, New Zealand, Nigeria, Saudi Arabia, United Arab 
Emirates, and the United Kingdom. Our outreach extends to 370 Facebook 
“Friends,” 712 Twitter followers, 3,539 LinkedIn members, as well as direct 
email blasts to our official member (430 persons) and e-bulletin (1,338 per-
sons) mailing lists. The SCD also fully supports two Web pages, http://plan-
ning.org/divisions/sustainable (our official APA division page) and http://
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sustainableplanning.net (our blog and central clearinghouse). 
These outreach efforts, in addition to this newsletter, are the 
primary tools the SCD has to disseminate news and informa-
tion. We must be doing something right, because the number 
of people joining and following the SCD, in our national 
dialogue on sustainability, has been steadily increasing.

However, the SCD’s influence and the ability to effect change 
cannot solely rest on a few people compiling and disseminat-
ing information. Rather, the SCD’s real power to achieve 
our objectives lies with a strong network of people who not 
only share the same purpose, but are also willing and able to 
contribute the necessary time to effect the change needed.

This network, to be truly effective, needs to have strong 
leadership not just at the top, but from top to bottom. This is 
the only way a true national dialogue can occur, and it is also 
the best way to implement any “best practices” that may be 
identified. This brings us to a third major SCD initiative – the 
SCD Chapter Champion’s Program.

Continued on page 4

1st Annual Awards for Excellence 
in Sustainability

Interest Group First-Ever 
Strategy Meeting

First Annual Reception as a 
formal division

Introducing the SCD flyer

SCD Launch Party

Interest Group 2nd Annual 
Reception

The SCD’s real power to achieve our 
objectives lies with a strong network 
of people who not only share the same 
purpose, but are also willing and able to 
contribute the necessary time to effect the 
change needed.

Next Edition of the APA-SCD Newsletter
The Fall/Winter edition of the Sustainable Communi-
ties Division Newsletter will feature a focus on the U.S. 
Green Building Council’s LEED for Neighborhood 
Development (LEED-ND) rating system.  The news-
letter will include a brief background and summary of 
the rating system plus several case studies highlighting 
use of the system or similar initiatives.  If your agency or 
organization proposes or evaluates LEED-ND projects, 
please send us your case study for consideration in this 
issue to Christopher Ryan, AICP; Newsletter Lead 
Editor/Coordinator, cjryan32@gmail.com.
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The Chapter Champion’s Program is an SCD initiative which is 
intended to expand our outreach and influence to move beyond 
being just a national-based, top-down division. It is intended to 
tap into APA’s already established framework of organized state 
chapters to create two-way communication and a “network” of 
active volunteers who are all interested in contributing to the 
SCD’s program and representing those ideas, opportunities, and 
challenges that may or may not be geographically unique. It is 
also intended to ensure that “best practice” information is dis-
seminated by those who may already have an affiliated connection 
to the intended recipient. In other words, the message can be 
tailored and has greater validity when coming from someone you 
know, and what may be useful, important, or appropriate in one 
region may not be the same in another region.

Ideally, to best implement this SCD Chapter Champion Program, 
each state chapter would organize a formal sustainability com-
mittee as part of the structure of their overall chapter. As part of 
this formal organization, one SCD member representative (i.e., 

the chapter champion) would play the role as an active advisor 
and point position over their sub-network of members who are 
interested in moving sustainability planning forward. This has 
already occurred in several APA chapters across the country, some 
of which are formally “established committees,” and others which 
are “active efforts” (see Figure 1, Percentage of SCD Membership 
to Overall Chapter, later in this article). Most chapters, however, 
have no active effort. Understandably, creating this chapter-based 
organizational framework will take time, even years. In these 
cases, the chapter champion will be identified as the person who 
is capable and willing to start the dialogue with their chapter to 
create an organizing structure that works best for their chapter.

Understanding the importance of SCD’s third initiative then, 
changes the way we should be looking at our membership 
numbers. Accordingly, we now need to start looking at where 
our division is the strongest, where we can capitalize on a strong 
member base to effect change and to learn from those who may 

Continued on page 5
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have already “been there, done that.” But, we also need to look at 
where our division may be not as strong, where we might need to 
work harder and provide additional resources to build the member 
base.

To understand our strength at the chapter level, we analyzed our 
membership further. Identified in Table 1 and Figure 1, Percent-
age of SCD Membership to Overall Chapter, is a tabular and 
visual summary of our membership delineated by APA chapter. 1 
The SCD has the strongest presence in the National Capital Area, 
where over four percent of the chapter is dues-paying members 
of the SCD.  In Hawaii, New Mexico, New York – Upstate, and 
Northern New England chapters, over two percent of the overall 
chapter is SCD members. Interestingly, none of these chapters 
have a formal established committee or active effort to form one. 

On the other end of the spectrum, the SCD is least active, by 
percentage of overall chapter, in the APA chapters of Connecti-
cut, Indiana, Kentucky, and Oklahoma, where each has less than 
a half percent of their membership involved in the SCD. In these 
chapters, we need to proactively identify why our message is not 
resonating. Is there a need for additional support for organiza-
tion – a need that could be filled by a SCD-supported chapter 
champion? Is it lack of resources applicable to their geographic 
area? Or, is it something else?

1   Since official chapter membership totals are not available from APA, the percentage of SCD 
members to their respective chapter total membership was derived using APA’s membership 
directory and in some cases, direct contact with chapter leadership.

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
The only way the SCD is going to fulfill its mission and objectives 
is to continue to strengthen our active and contributing member-
ship, and to recognize those who are being innovative, forward-
thinking, and getting results on the ground. Our recent transition 
from establishment to action only further necessitates this. This 
year, as we approach the Atlanta conference next month, the SCD 
will be hosting our first-ever awards for excellence in sustainabil-
ity. This inaugural event is intended to recognize those who are 
showing leadership in sustainability from across the country.

If you are attending the national conference in Atlanta, please 
join us during this inaugural event as well as in all of our SCD 
sponsored events. During our by-right session, Taking Sustain-
ability to the Next Level (S555), we will discuss how the APA 
and our allied professions (e.g., architects, landscape architects, 
and others) can partner to advance sustainability. In our facilitated 
discussion, From Sustainable Plans to Sustainable Communities, 
we will discuss strategies for creating and managing a statewide 
sustainability certification program. We will also be sponsoring 
an open listening session to start the discussion on how best to 
reframe the sustainability policy guide.  The opportunities for 
volunteering are plentiful and we look forward to seeing you 
there and hearing your voice. Oftentimes, active participation and 
word of mouth, is the best way to expand our membership and 
outreach. Come join us!

Matt Bucchin, AICP and Tony Robalik, AICP are members of the SCD 

Leadership and Policy Committee

Green Infrastructure and the Economics of Adaptation
Matching the strategy to the community can yield cost-effective benefits.

by Susan Fox

A surge of flood-related impacts from extreme 
weather events or sea level rise is leading 

planners and other officials in coastal and Great Lakes communi-
ties to wonder which climate change adaptation approaches will 
yield the “biggest bang for the buck.” 

Many are considering green infrastructure strategies to improve 
water quality and reduce flooding impacts. A few strategies 
include conserving land to absorb floodwaters, retrofitting 
stormwater infrastructure for greater capacity and functioning, 
and adding on-site, natural features such as water-absorbing 
plants, green roofs, and permeable pavement. 

However, green infrastructure’s potential to lower the costs of 
hazard-related damage cannot be achieved by a “one size fits all” 

approach.  Each community presents different opportunities and 
challenges. This is the message of a pilot study soon to be released 
that examined green infrastructure opportunities to reduce current 
and future flooding in two cities in the Great Lakes region—Du-
luth, Minnesota, and Toledo, Ohio. 

The study was commissioned by the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) Coastal Services Center 
and funded by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Great 
Lakes Restoration Initiative.

Continued on page 6
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D U L U T H
In June 2012, this city on Lake Superior’s western shore expe-
rienced a “200-year” storm and flood within the Chester Creek 
watershed that caused roughly $1.8 million in damages. Stormwa-
ter culverts and stream banks suffered heavy damage, as did a park 
that plays a major role in the city’s outdoor-recreation economy. 

The pilot study showed that green infrastructure investments in 
land conservation and capital improvements could protect the 
park’s cultural and economic value in a cost-effective way. Ad-
ditional improvements to prolong the life of Duluth’s stormwater 
infrastructure would also lessen the strain on existing pipes, 
culverts, and storm drains. 

During high-precipitation events, floodwaters rush down the 
city’s dramatic bluffs, overwhelming storm infrastructure and 
causing bank erosion and failure. NOAA and Minnesota Sea 
Grant are working with the city to identify green infrastructure 
opportunities that can lessen these negative impacts by providing 
floodwater storage. 

NOAA and the pilot study planning team found that if Duluth 
were to  implement green infrastructure to reduce peak stormwa-
ter discharge in the Chester Creek watershed by 20 percent, the 
flood-related economic losses “associated with a 100-year storm 
would decrease by 27 percent under current precipitation condi-
tions.”

T O L E D O  
This densely developed city located along Lake Erie and the 
Maumee River first considered green infrastructure in 2006, after 
a major flooding event.

“Toledo is highly motivated on green infrastructure because of 
flooding and water quality issues,” says Patekka Bannister, an 
industrial waste control specialist for the City of Toledo. 

Unlike Duluth, Toledo does not have open spaces that can be 
easily purchased to store additional water. It is also challenged by 
a flatter land area, high water table, and huge amount of impervi-
ous surface within the Silver Creek watershed. Even with these 
challenges, city officials have been very proactive in their green 
infrastructure plans. 

“In our first neighborhood-scale project, we constructed bioswales 
with porous pavement driveway aprons and sidewalks,” says 
Bannister. (Bioswales are stormwater ditches outfitted with plants 
that absorb and filter stormwater while releasing it more slowly 

through the system.) “The cost of this stormwater solution was 
under $1 million—compared to the multi-millions it would have 
cost using gray infrastructure practices.”

Other projects completed or planned include rain gardens, ad-
ditional bioswales, rain barrels, and green roofs. The City recently 
worked with graduate students at University of Michigan to 
develop a stormwater utility credits program. The City connected 
with the students through the Great Lakes Adaptation Assess-
ment for Cities project taking place at the Graham Sustainability 
Institute.   

In early 2014, the city was granted $500,000 from the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency through the Great Lakes 
Restoration Initiative. With these funds the city will outfit a 
riverfront park with green infrastructure and construct additional 
bioswales in a residential area. 

The pilot study found that if Toledo continues to implement 
green infrastructure strategies to reduce peak stormwater dis-
charge by 10 percent in the Silver Creek watershed, the flood-
related economic losses associated with a 100-year storm “would 
decrease by 39 percent under current precipitation conditions.” 

The study on Duluth and Toledo will support an analytical frame-
work that can help other communities better understand their 
own green infrastructure opportunities to reduce flooding. More 
details on the pilot study and the framework will be available later 
in 2014 from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Adminis-
tration (NOAA) Coastal Services Center. For more information, 
contact Tashya.Allen@noaa.gov.

Report Contributors
Many partners worked together to provide the data, informa-
tion, and green infrastructure strategies to be featured in this 
pilot study. 

 �Association of State 
Floodplain Managers

 �City of Duluth

 �City of Toledo

 � Eastern Research Group, 
Inc.

 �Minnesota Sea Grant

 �NOAA Coastal Services 
Center

 �U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers

 �U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency’s Great 
Lakes Restoration Initia-
tive 
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SEEING OUR COMMUNITIES AS THRIVING ECOSYSTEMS 
A  Pe r m a c u l t u r e  A p p r o a c h  to  C o m m u n i t y  P l a n n i n g

by Steve Whitman, AICP

Our communities are dynamic ecosystems 
composed of natural resources, brick and mortar infrastructure, 
and complex social systems that we constantly alter through hu-
man actions. And yet the majority of these local actions degrade 
our ecosystems rather than support and regenerate our shared 
resources. Considering the fact that the quality of our own health 
is linked to the health of our shared ecosystem it seems like time 
for a new approach. There are also countless other benefits to 
taking a whole system approach in our communities that will lead 
to greater resilience at the community level.  

The current trend in most communities includes land use changes 
that tend to reduce ecosystem services, fracture the natural 
systems in our communities, decrease habitat and biodiversity, 
and increase our need for energy and food from great distances 
while exporting money and leaving us more vulnerable to external 
forces. What if we if we changed our approach? Land use change 
should be leveraged to provide opportunity to the property owner 
while ensuring that the new activity contributes to the larger 
ecosystem services in the community. Each action could be used 
to boost the resilience of the community instead of constantly 
eroding it so it is more fragile.

This will take change agents, which planners are, to incorporate a 
clear framework for ecosystem design into our existing regulatory 
and non-regulatory systems at the local level. Comprehensive 
plans, land use regulations, and other non-regulatory initia-
tives each provide opportunities for this holistic approach. The 
framework we suggest and are trying to bring to the planning 
profession is Permaculture. The Permaculture movement and its 
corresponding design practice began in Australia in the 1970s 
inspired by ecology, indigenous understanding and practice, 
and the natural farming movement. At its heart Permaculture 
is an approach to designing human settlements and agricultural 
systems that are modeled on the relationships found in natural 
ecologies.

The multi-disciplinary approach advocated for in Permaculture 
design is an excellent fit for the comprehensive planning efforts 
communities undertake, and also works well at the site scale 
where most land use changes take place. The fact that Permacul-
ture is scalable and can be used as a design framework for rural 
and urban locations in any geographic or cultural context makes 
it very desirable.  The resulting designs stack the many site level 
needs (structures, parking, landscaping, stormwater management, 
habitat, energy, etc.) using a systems approach that acknowledges 

the interconnectedness of all of the site elements, the geographic 
and cultural context, and the needs of the owner.

To date Permaculture has been adopted mostly by property 
owners, residential landscape designers, and farmers but this 
is changing quickly.  As the movement has matured and the 
literature on Permaculture has exploded here in the United States 
it appears that the time has come to incorporate what we can of 
these principles at the community scale. There is a clear need to 
share this design system with community planners while con-
necting planning staff and planning commission members with 
existing permaculture practitioners and designers in their area. 

The other reason you may just be hearing about Permaculture 
through this article, or have heard of it but struggle to define 
it, is because the knowledge transfer happens mostly through 
permaculture design courses that follow an internationally agreed 
upon curriculum that includes a minimum of seventy-two hours 
of course time. These are long courses, and until recently they were 
offered most often in a two week format. Now they are being 
offered in many locations around the country using alternative 
weekend formats that are much more accessible.

To bring this framework to planners we are announcing to all 
the members of APA's Sustainable Communities Division a 
series of Permaculture workshops for professional planners. These 
will mostly include day long and multi-day introductory courses 
eligible for certificate maintenance credit through the AICP. 
The first such workshop was hosted in New Hampshire by the 
Northern New England Chapter of APA in Nov of 2013. The 
next workshop will be hosted in Watertown, Massachusetts on 
March 7th. More information on this workshop can be found at 
http://rootedbystacey.com/ecological-design/workshops/.  If you 
or your APA Chapter are interested in hosting a similar event 
please feel free to contact us! 

In our work as planners we need to identify effective frameworks 
for guiding change while removing potential barriers that prevent 
us from creating the robust and resilient systems our communities 
deserve. Please join us as we explore how Permaculture can be 
fill this role and aid those of us in the planning profession in our 
work.

Contact information: 

Steve Whitman, AICP / Plymouth, New Hampshire    
steve@low-energy-future.com
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SCD Leadership and Policy Committee to Revisit APA 
Sustainability Policy Guide.

By Aaron Tuley, AICP, member of the SCD Leadership and Policy Committee.

PERHAPS MORE THAN ANY OTHER PROFESSION, 
planners are in a unique position to significantly advance 

the principles and practices of sustainability; and do so through a 
range of applications, including policy directives, regulations, and 
physical planning at a variety of spatial scales. Indeed, it could be 
argued that the very act of planning embraces the fundamental 
principles of sustainability. Sustainability planning policies may 
include broad recommendations found within municipal compre-
hensive plans, and/or specific land development regulations and 
codes that define the form and character of new development; 
require or incentivize high-performance, green building construc-
tion; or enable the development of urban gardens and composting, 
or other sustainability measures. From a physical and spatial plan-
ning perspective, sustainability principles may influence the form 
and use of special districts, the preservation and enhancement of 
sensitive lands, or the increased pedestrianization of a congested 
transportation corridor. 

Amidst the breadth of significant and exciting tasks before the 
Sustainable Communities Division (SCD) is the responsibility 
of revising the American Planning Association’s (APA) Planning 
for Sustainability (PFS) Policy Guide. During the 2014 National 
Planning Conference in Atlanta the SCD will host a facilitated 
discussion regarding the policy guide and how it should be revised 
to better assist planners in responsibly addressing the challenges 
of a largely uncertain future. 

Under the leadership of Robert Kerns, Chair of the Sustain-
able Communities Division, a team of authors and reviewers, 
composed of members of the SCD Leadership and Policy 
Committee and the APA’s Legislative and Policy Committee, 
have commenced with redrafting the APA policy guide, Planning 
for Sustainability, which was adopted by the Chapter Delegate 
Assembly, and ratified by the APA Board of Directors in April 
of 2000. The Planning for Sustainability (PFS) Policy Guide is 
one of 23 policy guides drafted by planners and adopted by the 
APA. Policy guides merge the stated policies of the organization 
with general recommendations, in order to provide direction and 
clarity to its membership on a range of relevant, often controver-
sial planning topics. The APA’s Legislative and Policy Committee 
provides overall direction as draft policy guides are developed. 

Although the PFS Policy Guide was written 14 years ago, the 
majority of its principles and recommendations, while general, 
remain strikingly current and relevant. Since the policy guide’s 

original drafting, several additional APA policy guides have 
been developed that further define and provide greater clarity to 
the varied topics within the original PFS Policy Guide. As we 
reconsider the principal thrust and trajectory of the revised and 
updated PFS Policy Guide we have the opportunity to craft a 
policy document that is broad in perspective, yet definitive and 
highly useful in its application. Over the past 14 years the general 
discussion of sustainability has increased in its level of sophistica-
tion. We can now expand the discussion beyond the triple bottom 
line and the somewhat artificial silos of environment, economy, 
and society and embrace a systems perspective; where we discuss 
and apply sustainability in terms of energy and resource inputs, 
throughputs, and outputs. With the redrafting of the PFS Policy 
Guide we have the opportunity to redirect the discussion and its 
application.

The final draft of the PFS Policy Guide must be prepared for 
review by the APA Legislative and Policy Committee no later 
than January 15, 2015; which provides slightly more than nine 
months to solicit membership views and commentary regarding 
its focus and content. Once the draft policy guide is approved by 
the APA Legislative and Policy Committee, it is sent to all APA 
Chapters and appropriate APA Divisions for review and com-
ment. Comments are then submitted to the APA Legislative and 
Policy Committee and a final draft is prepared for presentation at 
a Chapter Delegate Assembly during the 2015 National Planning 
Conference in Seattle. During the Assembly, chapter delegates 
make any final changes and then vote to adopt the draft guide. 
Once the PFS Policy Guide is adopted, it is forwarded to the 
APA Board of Directors for ratification.

In the weeks leading up to the 2014 National Planning Confer-
ence in Atlanta, the committee responsible for redrafting the 
PFS Policy Guide will be preparing to host a one-hour facilitated 
discussion, which will be the first of several opportunities for 
APA general membership to provide input into the policy guide’s 
framework and content. The PFS Policy Guide Facilitated Dis-
cussion will be held on Monday, April 28th, from 12:00-1:00 p.m. 
Please check the official APA conference programs to confirm the 
location. Now is the time to give us your input. We hope to see 
you there! 

Continued on page PB
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Public Goods and the Invisibility of Sustainability
by June Sekera

PUBLIC GOODS are what governments produce on 
behalf of their citizens: clean air and water; wetlands 
protection and nature trails; safe food and drugs; librar-
ies and parks; highways, bridges and street lights; fire 
and police protection; weather reporting; education; 
emergency services; and scores of other goods and ser-
vices that citizens use and rely on every day, unthinkingly.  
Public goods are funded collectively by citizens and produced 
by their governments. The government produces them because 
the market does not or because a society decides that all citizens 
should have access because the societal benefits are so important. 

While public goods include thousands of goods and services that 
benefit our lives daily – most people in our country are oblivious 
to the fact that government is producing them successfully every 
day, for everyone’s well-being. 

Sustainability—including planning for sustainable communi-
ties—is one of the public goods that benefit communities in every 
part of the US, but that, even more than some other public goods, 
is especially unrecognized and therefore under-appreciated. 

THE PARADOX OF PUBLIC GOODS
Exacerbating public unawareness is the paradox of public goods 
(and especially sustainability) —their essential invisibility when 
they do what they are supposed to do.  Public goods are created 
to meet the unmet needs of a society or to solve complex social, 
economic or environmental problems.  But when the need is 
met or the problem solved, the public forgets that: a) there was 
an urgent problem or need in the first place; b) the problem has 
been remedied or the need met; c) it was their government that 
made this happen; and d) it is their government that continues to 
maintain those solutions.  Thus, success = the absence of presence.

The invisibility of success is especially true in the case of sustain-
ability.  Let’s take a look at the three “outcomes” of successful 
sustainability planning as expressed in the APA Planning for 
Sustainability Policy Guide. (https://www.planning.org/policy/
guides/adopted/sustainability.htm)   

According to the guide, planning for sustainability should result 
in:

 � Local and regional development patterns that expand 
choice and opportunity for all persons, recognizing a 

special responsibility to address the needs of those that are 
disadvantaged.

 � Resilient, diverse, and self-sufficient local economies 
that meet the needs of residents and build on the unique 
characteristics of the community to the greatest extent 
possible. 

 � Communities with a healthy economy, environment and 
social climate that function in harmony with natural 
ecosystems and other species and allow people to lead 
healthy, productive and enjoyable lives. 

But if planning for sustainability is successful, how do people 
know that, for example, development has expanded choice, that 
a resilient local economy is meeting residents’ needs, or that the 
community is operating in harmony with natural ecosystems?  
When things are working well, people tend not to notice. It is 
rather, when systems fail that people take notice and react.

SUCCESS IS UNNOTICED, FAILURE IS VISIBLE
China offers a good example of the failure (or simply the lack) 
of sustainability planning. In hotels and homes in some cities the 
water coming out of the tap is undrinkable, and in the bathroom 
not fit for showering. 2 Air pollution is so severe in Beijing that 
parents won’t let their children play outdoors. The wealthy cope 
by buying masks or sending their children to private schools that 
have built domes over the sports fields. Recently an 8-year-old 
girl was hospitalized with lung cancer that her doctor attributed 
to air pollution.3   Life has become so unbearable in some cities 
that a new group of “environmental refugees”—those with enough 
resources to move—are escaping with their children to the 
countryside. 

In the United States, people forget, or are too young to know, 
about the days when the Cuyahoga River in Ohio repeatedly 
caught fire from oil slicks and other inflammables floating on 

2  Damien Ma and William Adams; “If You Think China’s Air Is Bad...”; New York Times; 
November 7, 2013. 
3  Edward Wong; “Urbanites Flee China’s Smog for Blue Skies”; New York times; November 22, 
2103. 

Continued on page 10

If planning for sustainability is successful, 
how do people know? 
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its surface, and two-thirds of America’s waters were regarded as 
unfit for fishing or swimming. 4 Today we can see the results of 
failure to do sustainability planning in the loss of wetlands, loss 
of agricultural land and accompanying suburban sprawl, traffic 
congestion and the rise of asthma, just to take a few examples. 
These are not as dramatic as seeing a river catch fire which is why 
messaging to the public is all the more necessary.

The “problem” for sustainability planners in the US is that the suc-
cesses of sustainability have remedied some of the most egregious 
and visible environmental hazards, resulting in public apathy at 
best, or resistance to the sustainability movement at worst. 

So a question is: how can successes be made visible in order to 
enlist greater public support for sustainability practices?

MAKING SUCCESS VISIBLE
We hear a great deal about “transparency” these days.  What is 
vitally needed is “visibility.” Transparency is the view motivated 
by the outside: citizens or politicians demanding to know how 
tax dollars are being spent. Visibility is a perspective motivated 
from the inside: pubic managers ensuring that citizens know what 
goods and services have been provided to them.

Rarely, however, is it the explicit job of public managers to 
communicate results to the public or to elected representatives, so 
citizens (as researchers have shown5) are stunningly uninformed 
about pubic goods they themselves have been using, or about 
the benefits from sustainability planning that they have enjoyed. 
What is needed is a practice on the part of public agencies, 
including sustainability planners, of making success visible. 

There are not a lot of good contemporary examples of govern-
ment communicating its successes to the public. The Roosevelt 
administration was good at this: we still hear about the Civilian 
Conservation Corps and the WPA (Works Progress Administra-
tion). 

We do have examples of success from the sustainability world. 
Recycling is certainly a prime one – from laws for beverage 
bottle recycling to curbside recycling programs instituted by local 
governments.  LEED certifications are now highly sought and 
proudly displayed.  And “green” purchasing has been built into 
the consciousness of consumers who seek out green products and 
businesses that implement green procurement policies. 

Local efforts to make public goods successes visible are few 
and far between. Two models have been offered by professor of 
politics, Doug Amy, at Mount Holyoke College, Northampton 
4   Robert Semple Jr.; “Happy Birthday Clean Water Act”; New York Times; October 16, 2012.
5   Suzanne Mettler; “Reconstituting the Submerged State”; Perspectives on Politics; Vol.8,No.3; 
September 2010; Meg Bostrum, By, or for, the People: A Meta-Analysis of Public Opinion of 
Government (New York: Demos, March 1, 2005) p. 34.

MA. One method, pictured here, developed by Professor Amy 
and the local League of Women Voters, was a notice in the local 
newspaper entitled “Thank You Northampton Taxpayers!”. It was 
also made into a flyer that was distributed around the community. 
6 The flyer lists “some of the important things Northampton 
taxpayers helped to do last year”, including:

 � 7.5 million pounds of materials recycled; 

 � 1,000,000,000 (one billion) gallons of clean, safe water for 
drinking, cooking and bathing provided through mainte-
nance of watersheds, reservoirs, and treatment facilities;

 � 115 miles of sewer pipes maintained; and many other public 
goods and services not directly related to sustainability. 

Professor Amy has also created an effective messaging tactic on 
his web page: “A Day In Your Life”, which looks at the dozens 
of ways—unnoticed by most everyone—that government helps 
people in a typical day. Many are related to sustainability and 
public planning. While these examples are about public goods in 
general, they could serve as models for sustainability messaging as 
well. 

In today’s environment in which the successes of government are 
intentionally hidden by anti-government forces and the work of 
sustainability planning is too often un-appreciated, and some-
times resisted by anti-sustainability forces, it is more important 
than ever to communicate successes.  It’s essential to convey to 
the public and to elected representatives the ways in which public 
sustainability practices support the well-being of citizens today 
and preserve our planet’s resources for future generations. 

June Sekera is leading an initiative on public goods and managing in the 
public interest.  Ms. Sekera, MPA, Harvard Kennedy School of Government, 

has over 25 years of experience in management and leadership positions in 
federal, state and local government, and is currently a consultant to public 

agencies on policy and program development, performance management and 
program evaluation.  junesekera@gmail.com. 

6   The flyer will be available in 2014 at the website http://www.governmentisgood.com/    

Rarely is it the explicit job of public managers 
to communicate results to the public or to 
elected representatives, so citizens  are 
stunningly uninformed about pubic goods 
they themselves have been using, or about 
the benefits from sustainability planning that 
they have enjoyed. 
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Social Media at the National 
Conference
By Lisa Nisenson

Nobody goes to a coNfereNce aloNe aNymore.  Social media lets you bring 
your colleagues, friends and followers with you.  The Sustainable Communities 
Division would like to encourage you to actively use social media during the 
conference. This article provides information to help you prepare your strategy.

First, there are three areas of focus related to sustainability that you can cover; 
sustainability as a topic, the Sustainable Communities Division, and of course, 
your own work.

Second, plan for your best channels, whether it’s Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, 
SlideShare, Instagram, LinkedIn, email, blogs, reports, or articles you’ve prom-
ised.  For the division, LinkedIn is the most popular channel, though Twitter 
brings in important contacts like media and global audiences.

Third, think about which times of day for posting are important; most instances 
are weekdays during work hours. Posting later in the day can be important for 
managers who are catching up, or for offices that block Facebook (colleagues will 
be checking personal accounts after work).

Finally, look at the sessions you plan to attend and see how to prepare ahead of 
time, particularly if you are presenting. Think about the best hashtags for your 
industry when using Twitter, LinkedIn and Instagram (e.g., the hashtag #water 
will result in more search hits than #stormwater). Here are some tricks to get 
started:

Before the conference:  start advertising your sessions with industry hashtags 
and your panel’s Twitter handles (either personal or organizational). Contact your 
clients or stakeholders and huddle on what sessions are important to cover for 
your projects.

During the conference: For the division use @APASCD. If you want to get 
re-tweets and engagement, mention the “big names” and big organizations - they 
will often retweet yours. social media has grown so big you often need more 
than one post to get to your audience.  Posts with photographs tend to get more 
traction so try to get a photo with a speaker, your office, an exhibitor, etc. When 
posting or blogging try to link content from separate sessions and how they fit 
to tell a larger sustainability story.  Quotes are incredibly newsworthy, so plan on 
getting a quote for posts and articles.

Sustainable Community Division awards: winners will be announced 
for these first ever awards on Sunday April 27. Follow @APASCD to retweet or 
plan on live reporting from the awards. If you are an award winner, we will have a 
press release but consider writing your own for your local or industry media.

After the conference: Thank you’s are always important and amplified when 
posted socially.  For articles, think of writing about lists. For example, list the top 
three new ideas or top five new tech tools.  Make sure you compile information 
for your office or grants reporting while material is fresh in your mind. If you 
have any questions, please contact us at: apascd@gmail.com 

Sustainable 
Communities at APA

Come listen to your peers discuss sustain-
ability and engage in the conversation. Af-
terwards, celebrate with us as we present 
our inaugural Excellence in Sustainability 
Awards. Come Join Us!

 � Annual Business Meeting – Sunday 7:15 a.m. 
to 8:00 a.m.

 � Discussion: From Sustainable Plans to 
Sustainable Communities – Sunday from 
10:45 a.m. to 12:45 p.m.

 � First-Ever SCD Annual Awards Celebration 
and Reception – Sunday 5:00 p.m. to 7:00 p.m. 
@ The Doubletree by Hilton

 � Presentation: Taking Sustainability to the 
Next Level – Monday 10:30 a.m. to 11:45 a.m.

 � Discussion: Updating the Sustainability 
Policy Guide –  Monday 12:00 p.m. to 1:00 p.m.

Contribute to the 
Sustainable Communtiy 

Planning Newsletter
Sustainable Community Planning is 
the newsletter of the Sustainable 
Communities Division. We 
welcome articles, letters, 
suggestions and information 
regarding workshops and other 
educational opportunities for 
sustainability professionals. Please 
send your materials to Christopher 
Ryan (christopher@relocalizations.
com). The next issue is scheduled 
for October 2014. 


