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APA-SCP Chair’s report to Core, 4/30/12 

1. Summary  

2. “Division or Interest Group?” issues to consider 

3. Conference event report 

4. Mission, objectives, history, statistics, and sponsors 

5. Notes from conference event breakouts 

Summary 

Our event at this year’s APA national conference was a 90-minute strategy meeting on Sunday April 
15th open to all conference attendees. 83 people signed in, three different areas (communications, 
structure, and a ‘clearinghouse’ project) were discussed, and about 20 people expressed interest in 
being more directly involved with the group. 

The big news from the conference, however, is that APA is apparently now ready for us to 
become a Division if we want. Although we have not been interested in this since we were first 
rejected for Division status in 2007, it seems worth considering now because (a) the Interest Group 
structure has not helped us do much other than hold the annual conference events, (b) APA’s 
approach to sustainability (and possibly to Divisions) has improved in the last few years. 

There’s a lot of context and considerations around this question, and I’ve tried to cover the most 
important points in the next section. Then in the section that follows that, you’ll see some of the top 
ideas that arose out of our conference event -- and I ask you to consider whether becoming a 
Division or not would help us enact those ideas.  

In summary, however, the main question I would like you to consider is this: “Will becoming a 
Division make us more effective in fulfilling our mission to help APA become a national 
advocate and leader for sustainable community planning?” 

I would like to resolve this question in the next two weeks because it will obviously impact how our 
work continues -- and we have a closing window of time to engage the people we connected with at 
the conference. After collecting arguments for and against (please submit to me by 5pm Pacific on 
Wednesday May 2nd) I will send a survey to the entire APA-SCP Core group of ~40 people together 
with the collected arguments.  

Finally, I had a lot of conversations about APA-SCP at the conference, including with Core members, 
sponsors, APA staff, APA leadership, current and past APA Presidents, New Urbanists, folks 
completely cynical about APA but still coming to conferences, and so on. I’d need a whole second 
report to describe everything, but my takeaway boils down to this: Sustainability is rapidly 
emerging within planning whether APA is ready for it or not -- and since we now have the ear 
of APA leadership and have had some success in connecting with APA members, we’re in an 
exciting position to push some big ideas about sustainability in the planning profession. 
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Division or Interest Group? 

As shown in the APA-SCP History later in this report, we originally wanted to become a Division -- 
but APA would only allow us to be an “Interest Group” at first. 

Our Coordinating Committee and some members of our Core group have occasionally discussed 
whether to press on becoming a Division. The majority feeling has always been that the cons of 
becoming a Division would probably outweigh the pros, and that we were better off being small and 
flexible as an Interest Group. Indeed, what we’ve accomplished so far as an Interest Group is 
notable: We’ve attracted around 2,000 planners to our cause, and APA leadership is now 
seeking us out as a partner on APA’s next steps on sustainability.  

Unfortunately, we’ve been unable to accomplish much that is tangible other than (a) holding an 
event at the annual APA conference, and (b) getting some of our people involved in APA initiatives 
like Policy Guide reviews and the Sustaining Places Task Force. Given the diversity of things we’ve 
tried (see this report from last year), I see no reason to expect the future will be any different if 
we retain our current structure. Put simply, it’s hard for people to make time for volunteer work 
that neither creates professional value for them nor carries real professional consequences 
(contractual, reputational) if the work isn’t done.  

Moreover, in the last year I’ve begun hearing some positive things about Divisions. I’d often heard 
concern that becoming a Division would lead to irrelevancy, or being burned by byzantine APA 
requirements. But a few folks I spoke with at the conference --including two people currently 
involved with Divisions, and APA staff Mike Welch-- argued that a lot depends on how the Division 
itself chooses to run, that APA now keeps a pretty hands-off approach, and that APA’s requirements are 
essentially limited to reporting of basic activities and finances (which I do anyway).  

Here are the three top possible pros and cons about us becoming a Division that I’ve gathered 
from conversations with folks within our group over the years: 

- PRO: More collaborative relationship with APA (Divisions can get assistance from staff, plug 
in more directly with APA procedures, influence AICP exam questions, etc.). Receive perks 
like a by-right session at the conference, and direct notification re things like Policy Guide 
revisions. 

- PRO: Probably will be easier to get volunteers to do work since there is professional benefit 
to being in Division leadership. 

- PRO: Receive funding via APA membership dues 

- CON: Danger of sustainability becoming a ‘silo’ within APA if we are a Division. 

- CON: Danger of getting sucked in to APA’s less-than-user-friendly structure and procedures. 

- CON: Would probably restrict our ability to ability to act independently outside APA (e.g., 
undertaking projects with counterparts at other organizations, like USGBC or APWA). 

Have you checked out the conversations on our LinkedIn site recently? It’s painless to join, and it’s where 
all the action is. Even APA President Mitch Silver is on it! linkd.in/apascp-ig 

APA-SCP MISSION 

To assist the American Planning Association (APA) in becoming a national advocate and leader for 
sustainable community planning, within the planning community and beyond. 

http://apascp.wordpress.com/2011/07/07/july-update-apa-policy-guide-and-task-force-involvement-etc/
http://linkd.in/apascp-ig
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Conference event report 

At our Open Strategy Meeting we broke up into groups to focus on the three topics that our 
organizing group felt most needed discussion. Here are the groups and the key takeaways: 

- Communications: How do planners get information about sustainability? How do they use 
APA for this? What do they want to see? (Facilitated by Ben Herman and Rob Kerns) 

o Dedicated website or portal for this group – but build in ability to connect by topic 
area or area of interest (not just one single, large group). Access to experts 
(consultants or other) with opportunities to connect for questions or information. 

o Focus at the state or APA chapter level – local committees, or perhaps replicate this 
session (at APA national) at chapter level. Ability to connect by topic area or area of 
interest (not just one single, large group). 

o Communications forum independent of APA – to enable broader access outside of 
APA structure. Should be set up for specialized topics of interest; library. 

- Organization: How APA-SCP should function to meet its stated mission? How should 
members interact and participate in the process? (Facilitated by Christopher Ryan) 

o Have regional or state-level subgroups to facilitate communication on common 
issues; regional seminars? Each APA chapter should have a SCP subgroup? 

o Consider meet-ups for face-to-face interaction…maybe base on subgroups. Create 
opportunities for student/professional and student/student connections. 

o Online, develop sustainability topic “rooms” for information and dialogue 

- Project: For years we’ve heard planners express a desire for a ‘clearinghouse’ to collect and 
organize sustainability resources for urban planners.  The intention of this group was to 
gauge interest, brainstorm, and strategize. (Facilitated by Nathan Storey) 

o What urban planners interested in sustainability need is a “Clearinghouse of 
Clearinghouses.”  We should not reinvent resources that already exist.   

o Crowdsourcing is important, as well as a rating mechanism to have a way to 
evaluate the usefulness of a particular resource.  There was general excitement that 
Clearinghouse would be a useful thing, and there was optimism that funding and 
volunteer hours could be found to implement the project. 

Notes from each of these groups are included at the end of this report. I’ll point out that probably 
the biggest common theme to emerge out of this meeting was “connections.” I heard over and over 
again (also throughout the conference) that people want ways to connect to other planners: 
practitioners want to connect with others doing similar work, students want to connect to 
professionals as mentors, etc. 

Final thoughts: Among the folks who expressed interest in working with us on projects are 
datadrivenplanning.org (a sponsor), mindmixer.com, and openplans.org. And I want to highlight a 
very valuable idea that Doug Farr (a sponsor) brought: Get big action by setting big goals (for APA / 
for planners)! For example, what if we inspired planners by campaigning for a goal of getting one 
LEED-ND project in every county of the nation by 2020.

http://datadrivenplanning.org/
http://mindmixer.com/
http://openplans.org/initiatives/
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APA-SCP Mission & Objectives (adopted April 2011) 

MISSION: To assist the American Planning Association (APA) in becoming a national advocate and leader 
for sustainable community planning, within the planning community and beyond. 

OBJECTIVES: 

a) To advance the integration of sustainability principles and applications within city, town, and regional 
planning so that planning for sustainability becomes the conventional way of planning. 

b) For the APA to continue to engage its Board of Directors, Executive Director, staff, and members in 
advocating for and leading the sustainable community planning movement. 

c) For the APA to fully implement its Planning for Sustainability Policy Guide and use sustainability 
principles as a lens through which the other policy guides are evaluated. 

d) For the APA to be a leader in identifying and promoting best practices in sustainable community 
planning within the planning profession and allied professions. 

e) For the APA to promote and advocate for best practices in sustainable community planning to its 
chapters and membership. 

f) For APA-SCP and the APA to network and partner with other organizations interested in and working 
toward sustainable community planning. 

APA-SCP History 

- 2007, at the Philadelphia conference Sharon  collects 600+ signatures in support of a new 
Sustainability Division. Sharon learns that APA is not allowing new Divisions and will get back to us with 
an alternative. 

- 2009, after coordinating with Divisions leadership, Sharon and Daniel submit a proposal to be a 
Division in March. In July we are told that we may become an “Interest Group.” We begin organizing a 
launch event for the 2010 conference, and a Coordinating Committee to run the group. 

- 2010, we throw a launch party at the New Orleans conference, attracting a few hundred folks. Some of 
our Core folks start thinking through projects they want to do, and some of our members are invited to 
be on APA’s Sustaining Places Task Force. 

- 2011, we throw a showcasing party at the Boston conference, attracting a few hundred more folks. We 
solidify a mission and structure at a business meeting, and continue building relationships within APA. 

- 2012, we hold an open strategy meeting, drawing in 80 people. APA tells us they’re ready for us to 
become a Division if we want. 
 

APA-SCP Current Stats 

Over 1,800 LinkedIn members. Over 1,000 mailing list subscribers. Over 250 Facebook friends.  
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Our 2012 Sponsors 

 

 



Communications Subgroup Notes 

Facilitators: Ben Herman and Rob Kerns 

 

What Sources Do You Currently Use to Get Information about Sustainability? 

 Federal government websites (e.g., EPA) 

 Social media 

 Universities 

 APA publications 

 Planetizen 

 Rocky Mountain Land Use Institute Model Sustainable Code 

 Various ListServes 

 Award-winning projects/case studies 

 Sustainable Communities Network 

 Sustainable Cities Collective 

 

What Information from APA Do You Rely On for Information about Sustainability? 

 APA Policy Guide 

 Conference sessions 

 Technical training sessions (such as Planners Training Service) 

 

How Would You Like to Connect With Other Planners about Sustainability? 

 LinkedIn site (some mentioned awareness issues, as well as somewhat random set of topics) 

 Occasional email blast with information updates from SIG 

 Dedicated SIG website or portal – but build in ability to connect by topic area or area of interest 

(not just one single, large group)* 

 Access to experts (consultants or other) with opportunities to connect for questions or more 

information 

 Focus at the state or APA chapter level – local committees, or perhaps replicate this session (at 

APA national) at chapter level?* 

 

*Identified by the group as priorities 

 

Ideas on how to create a communication forum (topic related to Nathan’s Clearinghouse subgroup) 

 Would be best if independent of APA – to enable broader access outside of APA structure 

 Should be set up for specialized topics of interest 

 Library for e-documents 

 

Are There Any Models Out There That You Think Would be Useful to Replicate? 

 Professional Institute of Engineers ( http://www.theiet.org/) 

 Denver Sustainability Club (note – not really sure what this was referring to…) 

http://www.theiet.org/


Organization/Internal Communication Breakout Group 
Facilitator: Christopher Ryan 

 
Question: What ideas do group members have regarding how APA-SCP should function to meet its 
stated mission? How should members interact and participate in the process? 
 
Comments Summary 
 

1. Create an online forum (topical, weekly newsletter, other sub-classifications) 
2. Use tools like Basecamp or Wiggio 
3. Develop natural alliance with other organizations 
4. Have regional subgroups to facilitate communication on common issues 
5. Consider meet-ups for FTF interaction…maybe base on subgroups 
6. Create opportunities for student/professional connections 
7. Hold regional seminars 
8. Facilitate student to student connections 
9. Online, develop sustainability topic “rooms” for information and dialogue 
10. Each APA chapter should have a SCP subgroup 
11. Develop a listserv much like the Massplanners listserv for best practices and Q&A. 
12. Consider APA-SCP as an official APA division 
13. Develop link between APA-SCP and APA Board of Directors, Executive Director/President, 

Staff, Divisions, and Chapters 
14. Use common terminology to communicate consistently and develop key data and statistics 

to make points in public discussion and presentation.  
 
Three Immediate Actions 
 

1. Get additional input on this question from broader APA-SCP membership (e.g. 
SurveyMonkey). 
 

2. Identify specific tasks and jobs for volunteers to clarify what people would do as volunteers. 
 

3. Establish state level subgroups 
 
Volunteer List To-Date 
 
Christopher J. Ryan, Ph.D., AICP 

 
Alexi Martin (APSA at Cal-Poly Pomona) 

 
Cassandra vander Zweep (Planning Student at Cal-Poly Pomona) 

Katie Poppel (University of Cincinnati) 

Christine E. Ratekin, Senior Transportation Planner w/ CalTrans 

mailto:Christopher@relocalizations.com
mailto:cryan@co.benton.ar.us
mailto:Aleximartin87@yahoo.com
mailto:cvanderzweep@csupomona.edu
mailto:kapoppel@gmail.com
mailto:Chris_ratekin@dot.ca.gov


Clearinghouse Group 

Faciltator: Nathan Storey 

 

 

The Clearinghouse group briefly discussed the history of the idea of creating a Clearinghouse website to 

collect and organize sustainability resources for urban planners.  The intention of the Clearinhouse 

breakout group at the APA strategy session was to gauge interest in creating such a resource, brainstorm 

possible resources to include and possible organizational structures for the website, and strategize ways to 

implement this idea.  As a first step, the group brainstormed existing websites that provide sustainability 

resources that are useful to planners. 

 

Some of the resources suggested were: 

 

·      Rocky Mountain Land Use Institute Model Sustainability Code 

·      California Climate Change Clearinghouse 

·      EPA Green Products 

·      California Planning Roundtable 

·      CA State Clearinghouse (includes a user upload option) 

·      Healthy City 

·      US Department of Energy EERB 

·      Institute for Sustainable Infrastructure (project of the Harvard Zofrans Center for Sustainability?) 

·      Lincoln Land Use Institute 

·      Sonoran Institute 

·      US EPA Office of Sustainable Communities 

·      Farmland Info Center (with USDA) 

·      Office of Sustainable Management (City of Santa Monica) 

·      US HUD Office of Sustainable Communities 

 

The next brainstorming session focused on types of resources that would be helpful to urban planners 

interested in sustainability. Some of the suggestions were: 

 

·      Manuals 

·      Definitions 

·      Concepts 

·      Overview 

·      Case studies (including global examples) 

·      Models 

·      Searchable topics and categories 

·      Ratings 

·      Best practices (including principles and practices) 

·      Implementation examples 

·      Example plans 

·      Tracking/evaluation methods 

·      Resources (including funding resources) 

·      Education 

 

 

  



The last brainstorming session focused on strategies for implementing the Clearinghouse.  Some 

suggestions were: 

 

·      Wiki 

·      Best practices 

·      Searchable 

·      Apps 

·      Rated (like Yelp) 

·      Interactive 

·      Real time 

·      Upload potential 

·      Best in category 

·      Editorialized 

·      Not just info, but best info 

·      Start simple 

·      Collaborate with external communications effort 

·      Grants might be available to support the website 

 

There were a lot of suggestions, and it seemed like everyone in the group was aware of a few resources.  

It was observed that many of these resources are themselves clearinghouses in their own right.  Urban 

planning and sustainability are multi-disciplinary pursuits that draw from areas that already have well 

developed resources.  It was suggested that what urban planners interested in sustainability needed was a 

“Clearinghouse of Clearinghouses.”  One key sentiment was the feeling that we should not reinvent 

resources that already exist.  The idea of crowdsourcing was important, as well as the idea of having a 

rating mechanism to have a way to evaluate the usefulness of a particular resource.  There was general 

excitement that an online Clearinghouse focused on sustainability resources for urban planners would be a 

useful thing, and there was optimism that funding and volunteer hours could be found to implement the 

project. 

 

A mockup template for a clearinghouse was created at http://nathanstorey.info, but only a handful of 

people have visited or contributed to the site.  This could indicate that the site needs to be further 

developed before it seems like something that others feel is worthwhile to contribute to.  During the APA 

conference 10 new people identified themselves as being interested in helping to explore the 

Clearinghouse idea. 



APA SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITY PLANNING INTEREST GROUP 
 

OPEN MEETING, SUN. 11:45am, GOLD SALON 4 
 

 

AGENDA 

A. Overview of APA-SCP, our accomplishments, and our goals.  

B. Group breakouts; come up with next steps that people can do: 

–1.) COMMUNICATION: With interest in sustainability skyrocketing, the 
need for effective, interactive communication on sustainable community 
planning issues is greater than ever. What can we do to facilitate better 
communication among planners — and between planners and APA? 

–2.) CLEARINGHOUSE PROJECT: Planners have long wished for a 
thorough, vetted, up-to-date, crowdsourced one-stop-shop for sustainable 
community planning resources. What can this group do about it? (One idea 
is up at sustianableplanning.net.) 

–3.) ORGANIZATION: We may be just an ad hoc APA Interest Group, but 
we also now have over 1,500 members and allies in APA leadership. How 
do we ensure that members can meaningfully participate in this group, 
while also getting things done on volunteer power and staying effective, 
relevant, and true to our mission? 

C. Reconvene; report-backs to main group. 

D. Wrap-up facilitated discussion to identify points of overlap, emergent 
ideas. 

E. Conclusion: Acknowledge what people said they’re going to do.  
 

 


