Sustainable Communities Summit 10/27/09
Governor’s Institute on Community Design

The purpose of the Sustainable Communities Summit was to explain and discuss the recent Sustainable Communities Partnership that has been achieved at the Federal level between three agencies:  Housing and Urban Development (HUD), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and Department of Transportation (DOT).  Thirty-six states were represented at the meeting and the Governor’s Institute on Community Design urged all representatives to share with each other what types of processes, projects and issues that we have going on in our states regarding sustainability, partnerships, inter-departmental cooperation, etc.  The discussion and summit was held in the hopes of other states partnering their respective EPAs, DOTs and Housing agencies in order to correctly plan and participate in “Smart Growth” for the future; therefore, having sustainable communities.  This report summarizes what speakers at the event explained to state representatives and, in turn, what the representatives shared with each other in regards to sustainability in their state.

8:30 – 9:30 a.m.	Lisa Jackson, Administrator
				U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 

Summary
Lisa Jackson spoke on a wide variety of issues.  She began by discussing what is contained in the Climate Change and Energy Bill and why it is significant.  Jackson said that there is real momentum behind sustainability and that people want it.  There is a marketing edge since it can keep prices down and affects people’s quality of life.  She said that with the Obama administration, “There is huge potential for change in regards to sustainability that we have been fighting for.”

Administrator Jackson explained that one of the main reasons for holding the Sustainable Communities Summit was to, “Help you do, what you are doing – better, in regards to sustainability.”  She also discussed some of the early successes of the Obama Presidency by discussing the fuel standards that were passed and went into detail.  Giving numbers, for example, she explained that the fuel standards they passed is like taking, “42 million cars off the road and stops us from consuming another 1.8 billion barrels of oil.”  She also discussed the Toxic Chemicals Control Act and explained that during the day of the Summit, President Obama was in Florida where he was explaining the new smart grid system that Florida was going to receive that came from ARRA stimulus funds.

9:00 – 9:10 a.m.	Governor Parris Glendening
	President of the Governor’s Institute on Community Design

Summary
Governor Glendening explained that having Sustainable Communities involves an extraordinary amount of coordination – HUD, EPA and DOT – and that President Obama is the first President to ever look at these three agencies as one interrelated set and that he routinely talks of the sustainable communities in this way.  Governor Glendening has taught for many years and written multiple books on Federalism.  He continued, “What is going on is amazing, from a policy standpoint.”


9:10 – 9:20 a.m.		Elizabeth Wilkins, Policy Assistant
				Domestic Policy Council, White House

Summary
In July, President Obama said that Federal Policy actually incentified bad environmental policy.  Elizabeth began by explaining the point that the Domestic Policy Council is looking at is how the Federal government can be a better fit with Sustainable Communities and create some basic tenets that will actually incentify sustainability.  She listed four basic tenets of approaching sustainable communities:
 
1. Federal government needs to be a partner.
2. Approach this regionally; emphasize and strategize regional planning.
3. Interdisciplinary thinking and getting out of the way of federal barriers.
4. Reverse trend and start thinking hard about the actions we want to achieve and to make clear those goals.

Elizabeth explained that the President always says that the best ideas come from outside Washington, D.C.  She talked about the need for Urban and Rural policy to be linked and that the Federal government needs to do a comprehensive review on how we fund agencies and that states need to do the same.

9:20 – 10:10 a.m.		Introducing the Sustainable Communities Partnership
Shelley Poticha, Sr. Advisor for Sustainable Housing & Communities
U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development

Summary
Shelley Poticha began by explaining a set of “Living Community Principles” that included providing more transportation choices, supporting existing communities and valuing communities and neighborhoods.  She believes in helping to attain affordable transportation and wants to stop calling it “alternative” transportation.  However, she explained that she and the Federal government are not “anti-car” by any means.  She explained the new program “Choice Neighborhoods” is a $250 million initiative intended “to transform neighborhoods of extreme poverty into functioning, sustainable mixed-income neighborhoods with well-functioning services, schools, public assets, transportation, and access to jobs.” 

Beth Osborne,
Deputy Assistant Secretary for Transportation Policy
U.S. Department of Transportation

Summary
Beth Osborne began by explaining the history of transportation in the United States.  In the 1950s, there were numerous choices of transportation: roads, interstate highway system, transit, and railroads.  For the next four decades, the United States has gone backwards in regard to their transportation policy.  She discussed her personal lifestyle and transportation opportunities, saying how she ended up having to buy another car since she moved and cannot take public transportation, and how much that takes away from her and her husband’s income.  Not having to buy cars for everyone in a household saves families a lot of money and also reduces their carbon footprint.  Beth explained that the U.S. Department of Transportation has four priorities:	Safety, Economic Competitiveness, Livability, and Sustainability.

John Frece, Director of Smart Growth Program
U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

Summary
John Frece said that he believes that the Smart Growth Program is a ‘no brainer’ and that it is “good for the economy and community.”  He has been producing publications on Smart Growth that include ways to deal with storm water runoff, building guidelines and technical assistance at the state and local levels.  The years 1982 through 1997 have given us the biggest growth spurt in the history of the United States.  Growth affects air and water quality.  This growth spurt has created 50 percent more storm water runoff and habitat destruction to 80 percent of species that are on the Endangered Species List.

10:10 a.m. – 12:30 p.m.	Breakout Session

During the breakout session, people broke off into three separate groups:  environment, transportation and housing.  I joined the transportation group and we were directed to identify barriers from the Federal government (what gets in the way?).  Money was an overarching theme; the fact that states do not receive enough.  Many representatives from states (including myself) explained that one of the biggest hurdles to sustainable methods in transportation is internal and that most of the engineers that are involved in state departments of transportation are “stuck in their ways” and believe that sustainability is a trend and is not serious.  Many points were made about engineers who have been working in transportation for 30 or more years and who have not had environmental engineering courses, etc. that explain sustainable issues.  One of those engineers was from the state of Washington who agreed with the points that were made.  I spoke and commented on this matter and concurred as I have seen this as one of the largest obstacles at the Illinois Department of Transportation.  I suggested a targeted, hard marketing campaign by the federal government to engineers of state DOTs for at least two years.

Other concerns that members of the transportation group had are as follows:

· difficulty of cross agency cooperation
· quantifying sustainability/performance measures
· incentives – many state representatives said that the federal level is too much about process and not outcome
· red tape

12:30 – 1:30 p.m.		Lunch

1:30 – 2:30 p.m.		Role of Federal Leadership:
Cross-agency Collaboration Toward Sustainability (panel discussion)
Secretary Roy Kientiz, U.S. Department of Transportation

Summary 
Roy started the discussion by explaining how the federal DOT began thinking seriously about sustainable transportation by posing these questions – What do you want to do?  When are you going to do it?  Basically, at the federal level they know what they are trying to achieve – sustainability and they are planning for it.  They understand that sustainable transportation needs to be multi-modal and they know that Secretary Ray LaHood is dedicated and has a vision of high speed rail.  
Gina McCarthy, Assistant Administrator
Office of Air and Radiation, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency

Summary
Gina explained that Secretary LaHood is adamant about transit and high speed rail.  Gina joked, “He’s religious about it.”  Gina went on to say that the opportunities in this administration to be successful in this endeavor – ARE REAL!  Gina discussed the enormous amount of change she has seen and movement of these issues at the Federal level.  She has been in government for over 35 years and has never seen change occur this fast.  The most important factor is cross-departmental cooperation on planning and implementation of sustainable initiatives.

	Ron Sims, Deputy Secretary
	U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 

Summary
Ron explained that President Obama has changed HUD and declared it a “Community Development” agency.  He echoed Gina’s view of the amount of change that has occurred.  He also confirmed previous points made about cross departmental cooperation being important to get the work done on sustainable communities.  HUD is working with DOT to develop transportation systems that serve areas no matter if they are stable or not.
 
2:30 – 5:30 p.m.		Discussion on State Leadership
Beverly Swain-Staley, Secretary of Transportation
State of Maryland

Summary
Secretary Swain-Staley spoke about steps that her state and DOT have taken in regards to sustainability.  Half of Maryland’s cabinet agencies have sustainability offices, and a concentrated effort has been made toward transit-oriented development and the expansion of transit.  Efforts have been made by Maryland’s Department of Transportation in coordination with other state agencies to preserve and maintain the natural environment of the area.  Partnerships have been created with Maryland’s DNR, EPA, etc.  

The “million trees” program is an example of a successful sustainability project with cross-departmental cooperation.  Maryland’s DOT buys trees, the state’s DNR decides where to put them and the DOC services plants the trees.  This year, the state of Maryland has planted over 150,000 trees.  The Secretary also replied to questions about how the state was able to get some of the projects completed and she said that two keys to their success was the political will of the Governor’s Office to get sustainability projects done and also – citizenship understanding.

Jim Lareer
Office of Iowa Governor Chet Culver 

Summary
Jim Lareer explained that Iowa is in the experimental stages of sustainability.  Iowa has had to deal with two “100 year floods” in the last 15 years.  He revealed that after the flood of 1993, the state of Iowa rebuilt the same way that they had done in previous years.  However, after one of the largest snowfalls on record in the winter of 2007 and the flood of 2008, the state of Iowa contacted the Governor’s Institute of Community Design and began planning to rebuild using sustainable techniques.  The state of Iowa has four goals with this endeavor:

1. Maximize benefits/grants from American Recovery and Reinvestment Act funding. 
2. Borrowed bonding plan.
3. Flood recovery effort with Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA).
4. Work with RIO (Rebuilding Iowa), which is a 15 member board.

Richard Leopold, Director
Iowa Department of Natural Resources 

Summary
Richard said that since the latest flood, the state of Iowa has been reaching out to academia in search of strategies, ideas and assistance on how to rebuild sustainably.  IDNR has been looking into vulnerability assessment, co-steam generation as an energy source and other sustainability building and energy options.

Conclusion
The main themes of the Sustainable Communities Summit were clear and concise:
 
· The Federal government is now a friend to the states in regards to sustainability issues and projects and is willing to assist in any way they can.
· The importance of perceiving the three federal agencies – HUD, EPA and DOT – as one interrelated entity and planning for sustainable communities together.  Also, the importance of states working together to form similar partnerships.
· The importance and significance of working/thinking in an interdisciplinary way and working cross-departmentally to achieve sustainability goals such as livability, economic competitiveness and sustainable transportation.
· Using “Smart Growth” principles during state planning.
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