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SUSTAINABILITY 
and Local Governments: 

Planning Helps Balance Environmental,  

BY GEORGE C. HOMSY, MILDRED E. WARNER, 
AND LU LIAO

L ocal governments can be laboratories for innovation 
on many issues, such as sustainability, which are 
complex and raise concerns of environmental pro-

tection, social equity, and economic development. In gov-
ernment, as in business, this triple-bottom-line approach 
requires planning and acting beyond typical departmental 
and jurisdictional silos. ICMA’s 2015 Local Government 
Sustainability Practices Survey sought to measure actions, 
drivers of action, and ways that municipalities and coun-
ties measure progress on sustainability.1

The survey reveals that the economy remains a primary 
concern of local governments. However, many local govern-
ments now recognize the important role that environmental 
protection plays in establishing a foundation for both short- 
and long-term economic development. Unfortunately, the 
survey also shows that attention to sustainability’s third di-
mension, social equity, lags behind. Sustainability requires 
that local governments give attention to all three legs of the 
sustainability stool – economic development, environmen-
tal sustainability, and social equity.

The survey finds interesting ways in which some com-
munities link environmental protection and economic 
development. For example, more than 71% of survey 
respondents report that the potential to attract develop-
ment projects is a significant or very significant factor 
motivating sustainability efforts. The potential for fiscal 

savings from actions such as energy conservation motivate 
82% of respondents. These communities find co-benefits of 
economic development in environmental protection. 

-
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This economic link is how many local governments 
justify putting environmental protection on their local 
agenda.2 However, the survey finds room for improve-
ment. Only 68% of local governments list environmental 
concerns as a significant motivator for sustainability, and 
social equity concerns only motivate 39% of responding 
municipalities. Less than one-third of local governments 
have adopted a sustainability plan, but many act without 
a plan. The survey shows that the most effort on sustain-
ability occurs in energy conservation in local government 
operations, where savings on power bills can translate into 
savings for the municipality. Recycling is also common. 

The 2015 Local Government Sustainability Practices 
Survey was sent to 8,562 municipalities, townships, and 
counties. This included all counties (3,031), all municipali-
ties and townships over 25,000 in population (1,889), and 
a one in 2.5 sample of municipalities and townships from 
2,500 to 25,000 population (3,642). The overall response 
rate was 22.2%, with 1,899 governments (14% of counties, 
31% of cities, and 19% of towns) in the final sample. 

See Table 1 for the response rates of various local gov-
ernment categories. The highest response rate was from the 
West region, and the lowest was from the South Central. 
Every state is represented in the sample, with California 
cities returning the most surveys. We also find the highest 
response rate from principal cities in metropolitan areas, 
and the lowest rate from non-metropolitan communities.3

Only 31% of local governments have adopted a sustainabil-
ity plan. Nearly half (47%) of metro core communities report 
adopting such plans, but only 28% of suburbs and 28% of 
rural communities did. Larger places also adopt plans at a 
higher rate than smaller places, with locales under 25,000 
in population size adopting plans at half the rate of those 
over 100,000 in population size. 

Economic development. Local governments that 
adopted sustainability plans do a better job balancing the 
priorities represented by three legs of the sustainability 
stool. Across all survey respondents, the vast majority (91%) 
chose economic development as a priority for their com-
munity, with 47% choosing environmental protection and 
26% choosing social equity. As shown in Figure 1, more 
than twice as many communities with a sustainability plan 
prioritized environmental protection compared to those 
without a sustainability plan. Similarly, just over three times 
as many with a plan than without considered social equity 
a priority. Even economic development is impacted, as 
more communities with plans consider it a priority than do 
places without plans. 

Plan goals. For those with a sustainability plan, the 
survey also asked about its contents. As expected, the 
top priorities focus on economic development (with 68% 
reporting its inclusion), energy conservation (60%), and 
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disaster mitigation (48%). Public health (37%), green energy 
production (37%), community resiliency (34%), and climate 
change (31%) were less likely to be part of sustainability 
plans. Social equity (22%) was least likely to be included in 
sustainability plans.

Social equity in disaster planning. Disaster planning 
is much more common in communities than sustainability 
planning. The majority of respondents (87%) have a haz-
ard mitigation or emergency evacuation plan, with two-

thirds (69%) of those plans specifically addressing issues of 
at-risk residents (low-income populations, seniors, etc.). 
The higher inclusion of social equity concerns in disaster 
planning is likely due to federal requirements, but it may 
provide a template for the integration of social equity is-
sues more effectively into sustainability plans. Seventy-six 
percent of governments have responded to a disaster in the 
past 15 years, with floods and blizzards the most commonly 
reported disasters. 
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Sustainability policies. The survey presented 82 spe-
cific sustainability policies and asked local governments 
to identify which ones they had adopted across seven 
topic areas: climate change, energy conservation, land 
use, water management, social supports, transportation, 
and waste management. On average local governments 
report adopting 21 sustainability policies. As shown in 
Figure 2, larger communities tend to adopt more policies 
than smaller ones. Jurisdictions of 100,000 people or more 
adopt about twice as many policies as the smallest cat-
egory of local governments. This response to sustainability 
by size is similar to findings from the 2010 ICMA sustain-
ability survey.4 

Metro core cities and counties have on average 33 
policies on their books, while suburban places average 
21 and rural local governments on average report only 15 
sustainability policies. Not surprisingly, local governments 
in the Pacific Coast geographic region (Alaska, Califor-
nia, Hawaii, Oregon, Washington) have adopted the most 
sustainability policies, with an average of 35 policies per 
local government. A distant second, with an average of 24 
policies, was the Mountain geographic region (Arizona, 
Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Utah, 
Wyoming). California cities averaged the highest (40 poli-
cies), with Nevada (33 policies per city) second.

S A
When policies have the potential to save local govern-
ment money, the survey reveals that officials seem to 
adopt those more often than those policies that would 
benefit the community more broadly. One area in which 
this trend is strong is energy conservation. As shown in 

Figure 3, three policy actions (energy audits; upgrades to 
heating, ventilation, and air conditioning; and the instal-
lation of solar equipment) show the difference in effort. 

Table 2 lists all of the local policies in terms of energy 
sustainability and illustrates the tendency of local gov-
ernments to try to “green” their own operations first. In 
addition to saving money, acting on government opera-
tions is easier than acting on community-wide issues. Local 
capacity is important in instituting any program, and 
previous research shows that the presence of a municipal 
utility helps local governments spread energy conserva-
tion programs more widely across the community.5 

Waste management. Another part of the survey asked 
about waste management policies. Almost two-thirds of 
local governments (66%) have instituted internal govern-
ment recycling programs, while 57% have community-
wide recycling for homes; 55% have recycling of house-
hold electronic waste; 52% have programs for recycling 
household hazardous waste; and 46% collect yard waste 
for composting. The greater parity between recycling 
in government operations and across the general com-
munity is probably due to top-down mandates in many 
states.6 Twenty states require recycling by local govern-
ments while 47 have some kind of disposal ban, such as 
on electronic or hazardous waste, that makes recycling a 
viable option for keeping prohibited items out of landfills. 

Provision of water. With the years-long drought in 
California and water quality issues in older, deindustrial-
ized cities, the provision of water has become an impor-
tant sustainability topic. The survey found that only 56% 
of local governments own their drinking water utility. Just 
over one-quarter (27%) use pricing to encourage water 

L L AL N NT I
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conservation. Only 8% have programs to protect low-
income households from water service shutoffs. 

Reclaimed water. A small, but significant number of 
places have become creative in their reuse of water. Grey 
or reclaimed water is used by 14% of locales to water the 
landscape of public facilities, such as parks and buildings. 
Ten percent of local governments have provided for the 
reuse of grey water on the landscapes of private homes 
or businesses. Previous research has found communities 
in Washington State, Arizona, and Florida going as far as 
laying a second set of pipes through neighborhoods from 
which homeowners can draw reclaimed water for reuse 
on lawns.7 

Climate change. Climate change actions garnered 
the lowest response from survey respondents. Only 6% 
of local governments have adopted a climate mitigation 
plan and 3% a climate adaptation plan. A greenhouse gas 
inventory of local government facilities and operations 
was conducted by 14% of respondents, with 11% setting 
greenhouse gas reduction targets for government opera-
tions. Only 9% have undertaken a green house gas inven-
tory of the community, and only 7% have set targets for 
the entire jurisdiction. 

Performance measurement. Measuring the effec-
tiveness of any program is always a challenge for local 
governments.8 One goal of this survey is to explore the 
ways that communities might measure their sustain-
ability efforts. The survey asked about policy monitor-
ing and whether the policies produce positive results in 
four areas: recycling, government energy conservation, 
community-wide energy conservation, and water conser-
vation. As shown in Table 3, recycling has the highest rate 
of monitoring (45%), with 85% of those who track their 
program reporting that it has increased recycling rates. 
Just over a quarter of local governments (29%) monitor 
energy conservation in their own operations, with 91% of 
those reporting increases in energy savings. 

The rate of monitoring drops for energy conservation 
across the community; this is a far more difficult chal-
lenge, as investor-owned utilities are often reluctant to 
share electricity usage data, which they may consider 
proprietary.9 Still, 8% of local governments do track energy 
use across their jurisdiction, with 59% of those reporting 
success in energy conservation. Only 22% of local govern-
ments monitor the success of water conservation efforts, 
with 72% reporting positive results. 

SUSTAINABILITY AN  L AL N NTS
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Impact of public engagement. Citizen participation is 
considered a key ingredient to the creation of sustainability 
plans and implementation of programs.10 However it seems 
to be of limited importance to community sustainability 
plans, according to the officials who responded to this 
survey. Nearly two-thirds (59%) of the respondents indicate 
that public participation had little or no impact in shaping 
sustainability plans and strategies, while only 14% report 
that public participation has a lot of impact. Only 38% of 
respondents report that their communities have established 

  S    
The survey examined the roles of different actors in the 
community—city officials and citizens. Only about one-
fourth of responding governments have dedicated staffing 
and 19% have a dedicated budget specifically for sustain-
ability or environmental protection. Another 9% have 
pulled together a sustainability task force, and 24% simply 
report having sustainability goals across governmental de-
partments. The remaining 42% of respondents have no staff, 
no task force, or no goals addressing sustainability issues. 

A TI N  T  

Re y ling (n 1, 11) 45% 5%

o ern ent Energy Conser a on (n 1,7 7) 2 % 1%

Co unity Energy Conser a on (n 1,77 ) % 5 %
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Sample size: 1,899.  
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development (85%), grant writing (85%), hazard mitiga-
tion (84%), and storm water management (82%). Climate 
change mitigation and adaptation rank lowest, possibly 
because localities are still figuring out how to address these 
global challenges. Most municipalities do not have climate 
change policies. 

Regional coordination is highest in transportation, 
with 85% of respondents reporting that they worked with 
their neighbors on this issue. Economic development 
(82%) and hazard mitigation/evacuation planning (80%) 
were, respectively, the second- and third-ranked areas of 
regional cooperation. Climate change planning and miti-
gation, although they rank at the bottom of the list, seem to 
have more people working across geographic boundaries 
than across bureaucratic ones. As the most complex issue, 
collaboration could be a challenge going forward for local 
governments that engage in climate change projects. 

   S    A
Economics drives communities to act. Fiscal savings is the 
top motivator for action, with 84% of respondents calling 
it a very significant or significant driver. Potential to attract 
development projects is another important motivator for 
72% of local governments. In many ways, local governments 
see the connection between the environment and economic 
development as operational efficiency or as a way to attract 
investment.12 Other important drivers are local leadership 
(82%) and federal or state funding (75%). These indicate 
the importance of capacity as technical expertise and fiscal 
resources (often outside grants) drive the ability of local 
governments to implement sustainability policies. Other 
drivers of sustainability can be seen in Figure 5. 

resident committees, commissions, and/or task forces as a 
means of public participation. Despite low usage of these 
kinds of engagement vehicles, many studies report that 
appointing community members to a formal government 
committee or body enhances sustainability policymaking, 
especially in smaller and more rural communities.11 

Sources of information. The surveys also asked about 
sources of sustainability information for local officials. 
More than three-quarters of respondents (78%) rate “ex-
amples in other municipalities” as either very important or 
important sources of information. If looking to other com-
munities happens among neighbors, this understanding 
may help policy makers promote greater regional coordi-
nation. As shown in Figure 4, local, regional, and national 
environmental groups are the second most important 
source of information, followed by state government, and 
then regional governmental organizations. Appointed resi-
dent advisory boards are less important than other sources 
of information. Local governments, it seems, learn best 
from each other. 

 I     S
Sustainability policies are complicated, and the issues 
bridge departmental boundaries within a local govern-
ment as well as across municipal and county boundaries. 
Effective implementation requires collaboration across 
agencies within government and among governments  
in the region. The 2015 Local Government Sustainability 
Practices Survey asked respondents if departments 
within the jurisdiction coordinated on some sustainabil-
ity programs. As shown in Table 4, the highest areas of 
interagency collaboration are in land use (91%), economic 

A  A A I  I  
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Figure 6. Only 14% of communities have energy conserva-
tion programs targeted to assist low-income residents. 
Such a program could reap important environmental ben-
efits as well as save money for those poorer citizens who 
need it most. Only 8% of local governments have programs 
to protect low-income households from water service shut 
off—an increasingly important issue as some struggling 
communities seek to privatize the provision of this vital 
resource. Only 30% of localities provide incentives for af-
fordable housing. 

The one bright spot in terms of social equity was in 
the creation of hazard mitigation and emergency evacua-
tion plans. Here the survey finds that 69% of plans include 
provisions specifically targeted to at-risk low-income 
populations and seniors. Hurricane Katrina and Super 
Storm Sandy have taught local governments that emer-
gency plans have to be made for the most vulnerable in 
our communities. The challenge going forward is to extend 
this same attention to equity issues more broadly in local 
sustainability policy. 

If funding and economic development drive sustain-
ability, then it stands to reason that a lack of funding 
holds it back. The survey found that 88% of respondents 
cite this as the number one barrier to sustainability. No 
other barrier came close. State or federal restrictions are 
second, lack of staff capacity third, and opposition by 
elected officials fourth. Fewer than two-thirds of local 
governments chose all of these as either a significant or 
very significant barrier. 

A      
S    L
Sustainability requires action across all three dimensions: 
environmental protection, economic development, and 
social equity. While the survey found economic develop-
ment goals most commonly articulated by local govern-
ments as drivers of sustainability, social equity ranks low 
on many measures on this survey. 

The social equity gap. The absence of social equity 
goals in sustainability programs is glaring, as shown in  

Somewhat important Important Very Important Not important 

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Threats of lawsuits

Pressure from advocacy groups

Desire to promote social equity

Pressure from business/industry

Pressure from residents

Federal and state policies

Leadership of regional/state o cials

Desire/e per se of municipal sta

Poten al to a ract development pro ects

Concern over the environment

Federal or state funding opportuni es

Leadership of local elected o cials

Poten al for scal savings

6%

6%

8%

10%

14%

23%

18%

15%

31%

20%

37%

46%

46%

19%

25%

31%

32%

37%

40%

42%

47%

41%

48%

38%

36%

38%

34%

49%

42%

39%

33%

26%

31%

28%

18%

24%

17%

12%

10%

42%

20%

20%

19%

15%

12%

10%

10%

11%

8%

8%

6%

6%

I U  5   a ng the Factors That Mo vate Sustainability orts

Sample size: 1,899. 



13SUSTAINABILITY AN  L AL N NTS

GEORGE C. HOMSY is an  assistant pro essor  
in the epartment o  ubli  dministra on, 

inghamton Uni ersity. omsy resear hes the 
a tors that shape sustainability programs and 

planning poli ies at the muni ipal le el. ther 
resear h interests in lude heritage and 

neighborhood sustainability, land use and e onomi  de elop-
ment planning, ommunity planning a ross genera ons, and 
i en par ipa on. e ore oining a ademia, omsy was a 

planning onsultant helping muni ipali es reate en iron-
mentally and e onomi ally sustainable ommuni es.  
ghomsy@binghamton.edu 
 

IL  . A N  is a pro essor in the 
epartment o  City and Regional lanning, 

Cornell Uni ersity, where her wor  o uses 
primarily on lo al go ernment ser i e deli ery, 
e onomi  de elopment, en ironmental 

sustainability and planning a ross genera ons. She wor s 
losely with the Interna onal City County Management 
sso ia on and the meri an lanning sso ia on to ondu t 

na onal sur eys o  lo al go ernment poli y ma ing in planning, 
e onomi  de elopment, and en ironmental sustainability. 
Copies o  re ent ar les and resear h an be ound at her 
website. www.mildredwarner.org  
 

LU LIA  is a graduate student in the 
epartment o  City and Regional lanning, 

Cornell Uni ersity. She studies sustainability 
poli y ma ing in the United States and in China.  
ll743@cornell.edu

Sample size: 1,899. 

The groups that are assisted by energy
conserva on programs

14% 
9% 

73% 

0% 
10% 
20% 
30% 
40% 
50% 
60% 
70% 
80% 

Low-income residents Seniors None speci ed 

 

Yes
69%

No
31%

Mi ga on plan or emergency evacua on/
reloca on plan addresses popula ons at ris    

Sample size: 1,330. 

Yes
8% 

No
92% 

Protect low-income households from
water service shut o

Sample size: 1,899. 

I U  6   Areas here Social quity Is Absent From Sustainability and Where It Is Prominent



14 L  L AL N NT I

ENDNOTES

1  his sur ey was supported by unding rom the US  gri ulture and 
ood Resear h Ini a e, ounda onal gri ultural E onomi s and 

Rural e elopment rant (  2014-6 006-21 34). We a nowledge 
ellowship support rom the t inson Center or a Sustainable uture 
or ro essor Warner.

2  George C. Homsy and Mildred E. Warner, Defying the Odds: 
Sustainability in Small and Rural Places. Washington, C  ICM  Center 
or Sustainable Communi es, 2013. rie ng aper. h p i ma.org

en i ma nowledge networ do uments n o ument 305454
e ying the dds Sustainability in Small and Rural la es (June 

16, 2014).
3  Metro Core lo al go ernments are de ned as metropolitan oun es 

(as iden ed by the U.S. e o  Management and udget) and 
prin ipal i es within those metropolitan oun es. Suburban pla es 
are lo al go ernments within metropolitan oun es that are not 
the prin ipal ity. Rural areas are all oun es iden ed as non-
metropolitan and the muni ipali es within them.

4  George C. Homsy and Mildred E. Warner,  the eaten ath  
Sustainability i es in Small owns and Rural Muni ipali es.  In 
The Municipal Year Book 2012 (Washington, C  ICM  ress, 2012), 
53–61.

5  George C. Homsy, owering Sustainability  Muni ipal U li es and 
o al Go ernment oli yma ing.  En ironment and lanning C  

Go ernment and oli y, 2015 published online rst . h p ep .
sagepub. om ontent early 2015 07 31 0263774 155 6530.
abstra t ( ugust , 2015).

6  Ri hard C. eio  and Johathan . West, es ng Compe ng 
E plana ons or oli y dop on  Muni ipal Solid Waste Re y ling 
Programs.”  46 no.2 (1 3)  3 –41 .

7  atharine Cupps and Emily Morris, Case Studies in Reclaimed Water 
 a ey, W  

Washington State epartment o  E ology, 2005  Susanna Eden, Joe 
Gelt, and Claire Landowski, 

 u son,  Water Resour es Resear h Center, 
Uni ersity o  ri ona, 200 . h p als.ari ona.edu a water: Homsy 
and Warner, Defying the Odds; Sustainability in Small and Rural Places.

  George C. Homsy and Mildred E. Warner, Intermuni ipal Coopera on: 
he Growing Re orm.” In The Municipal Year Book 2014 (Washington, 
C: ICM  Press, 2014), 53–65.

  Maike Sippel and ill Jenssen, What about Lo al Climate Go ernan e  
 Re iew o  Promise and Problems,” MPR  Paper (No ember 

200 ), h p: mpra.ub.uni-muen hen.de 20 7  George C. Homsy, 
Powering Sustainability: Muni ipal U li es and Lo al Go ernment 

Poli ymaking,” Environment and Planning C: Government and Policy, 
2015 published online rst , doi:10.1177 0263774 155 6530.

10  ad M Galliard, d an ing Sustainable Communi es through Ci i  
Engagement and Per orman e Measurement.” In The Municipal Year 
Book 2014 (Washington, C: ICM  Press, 2014), 53–65.

11  Homsy, “Powering Sustainability”; George C. Homsy and Mildred E. 
Warner, “Ci es and Sustainability Poly entri  on and Mul le el 
Go ernan e,”  51, no. 1 (January 1, 2015): 46–73, 
doi:10.1177 107 0 7414530545.

12  Elaine . Sharp, orothy M. aley, and Mi hael S. Lyn h, 
“Understanding Lo al dop on and Implementa on o  Climate 
Change Mi ga on Poli y.”  47, no. 3 (3011): 
433–57.


