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Today’s Presentation

• Why urban sustainability appraisal?

• Appraisal tool qualities

• Profiles of a dozen assessment & rating tools

• Tool selection guidance

• Q&A



Learning Objectives

1.  Understand the value of urban sustainability appraisal

2.  Recognize the qualities of an appraisal tool

3.  Be aware of the 12 profiled U.S. tools

4.  Know how to select a best-fit tool
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The World of Urban Rating Tools



Tool Definition for Today’s Webinar 

Built environment 
beyond buildings

Well-being
for future

generations

Quantitative 
assessment or rating

Publicly 
available 

nationally in 
the U.S. 

urban sustainability appraisal tool



A Dozen U.S. Tools 

Urban
Components

• SITES

• Envision

Neighborhoods

• 2030 Districts

• EcoDistricts Certified

• Green Communities

• Living Comm. Challenge

• LEED Neighborhood Dev.

• LEED for Communities

Cities

• Sustaining Places

• Sustainable Communities

• LEED for Cities

• STAR Community



Why Urban Sustainability Appraisal?

• 80% of the U.S. population in cities

• Built environment decisions last for decades, centuries

• Urgency of critical issues – climate change, equity, resilience

Courtesy EcoDistricts



What’s at Stake 

CO2 savings

available in 

neighborhood location 

& design

Norman, ASCE, 2006

Toronto



Two Take-Aways

• Using appraisal tools to kindle leadership in your community

• Using the tools to accelerate your community’s sustainability progress



Tools as Petri Dishes for Leadership 

Leaders

• Citizens/advocates

• Planners/designers

• Developers

• Local governments

Attributes

• Awareness

• Capacity

• Incentives

• Affirmation



Inclusive & Collaborative Appraisal

EcoDistricts Certified



Tools as Sustainability Accelerators

• You can’t manage 
what you don’t 
measure

• When you do
measure, gains can
be accelerated

ULI MN

23 Minnesota Cities
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Monetizing Sustainability Gains in Miami Beach

Buildings over 7,000 sq. ft. pay 5% of construction cost to Sustainability Fund

Uses of Sustainability Fund 

Ordinance 2016-3993



LEED ND 
Platinum

100% Onsite 
Wastewater 
Treatment

------
Over $1 million 
saved on SDC



Tool Qualities

• Scope and scale of appraisal

• Assessment procedure/criteria

• Costs to use

• Tool maturity 

• User support

• Overall usefulness



Appraisal Scope & Scale 

• Topical scope – environmental, economic, social

• Physical scale – entire city, neighborhood, component system

• Built environment status - planned or existing or both

• Minimum required elements – number of acres, buildings



Appraisal Criteria

• Mandatory, elective, or mixed

• Prescriptive or performance-based criteria

• Criteria adaptable to local conditions/priorities

• Formulation process – transparent, multiple experts, public comment

• Regularly updated



Appraisal Procedure

• One-time, self-assessment by user - 1st party

• One-time, completed by tool provider - 2nd party

• One-time, completed by independent reviewer – 3rd party

• Performance reporting, certification maintenance via 2nd or 3rd party



Timeframe

• Time required to complete an appraisal: 

- Hours          e.g. Green Communities self-assessment

- Weeks         e.g. Sustaining Places

- Months       e.g. Envision, LEED ND

- Years            e.g. EcoDistricts Certified, Living Community



Costs

• Tool provider fees

• Reference materials, training

• Expenses to complete process & documentation

• Ongoing costs to maintain rating, report performance 



Tool Provider & User Support

• Type of organization, history with tool

• Technical guidance documentation

• Training availability

• Tool-related credential

• Staff/other support services



Overall Usefulness

• Alignment of tool output with user goals & objectives

• Value proposition – how does it move the needle?

• Tool efficiency = benefit / effort



Appraisal Tools as the Swiss Army Knives of Sustainability

• Best thinking on standards, process & indicators

• Public/professional education 

• Collaboration platforms

• Self-assessment devices

• Formal certification tracks, performance reporting

• Monetizing sustainability outcomes



A Dozen Tools – Urban Components

Urban
Components

• SITES

• Envision

Neighborhoods

• 2030 Districts

• EcoDistricts Certified

• Green Communities

• Living Comm. Challenge

• LEED Neigh. Dev.

• LEED Communities

Cities

• Sustaining Places

• Sustainable Communities

• LEED Cities

• STAR Community



SITES





SITES 



SITES                                                        SustainableSites.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Landscapes Rating system, 
no cost

1-time, point-
based rating of 
project plan

$8,000 >



How SITES Moves the Sustainability Leadership Needle 

• Deep singular focus: dedicated exclusively, rigorously to 
sustainable landscapes 

• Rewards public engagement & education – sparking leadership





ENVISION - 60 Credits in 5 Categories Worth 758 Points 

Purpose, Community, Wellbeing

Siting, Land, Water, Biodiversity

Materials, Energy, Water

Collaboration, Management, Planning

Emissions, Resilience

QUALITY

OF LIFE

LEADERSHIP

RESOURCE

ALLOCATION

NATURAL

WORLD

CLIMATE

AND RISK

30% 40% 50%20%
Percentage of Points Achieved



ENVISION                                     SustainableInfrastructure.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Infrastructure Rating system, 
no cost

1-time, point-
based rating of 
project plan

$10,000 > by 
project cost



How ENVISION Moves the Sustainability Leadership Needle 

• Embraces critical elements: civil engineering profession & 
infrastructure investments 

• Rewards engagement & collaboration – inducements to leadership



A Dozen Tools - Neighborhoods

Urban
Components

• SITES

• Envision

Neighborhoods

• 2030 Districts

• EcoDistricts Certified

• Green Communities

• Living Comm. Challenge

• LEED for Neigh. Dev.

• LEED for Communities

Cities

• Sustaining Places

• Sustainable Communities

• LEED Cities

• STAR Community





2030 DISTRICTS Performance Targets 

Existing buildings:

• 50% reduction by 2030 - energy 
use, water use, transportation 
GHG emissions

New buildings:

• Energy – immediate 50% 
reduction, carbon neutral by 
2030

• Water – immediate 50% 
reduction

• Transp GHG – immediate 50% 
reduction



2030 DISTRICTS                                             2030districts.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Central business 
districts

Website 
description, 
toolkits

Self-appraisal, 
shared results, 
coop purchasing 
& action

Varies by local 
district



How 2030 DISTRICTS Moves the Needle 

• Grass-roots, self-organizing action - induces leadership 

• Shared data, tech assistance, communal buying power, to hit 
targets



EcoDistricts Certified



3 IMPLEMENTATION PHASES

6 PRIORITIES

3 IMPERATIVES

ECODISTRICTS CERTIFIED
Framework 



ECODISTRICTS CERTIFIED                                EcoDistricts.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Neighborhood 
regeneration & 
development

Protocol, no cost 3-phase self-
directed process, 
with  
performance 
reporting

$10,400 
certification; 
$1,200/2 yrs cert 
maint



How ECODISTRICTS CERTIFIED Moves the Needle 

• Functions as an engagement device, requires collaborative 
governance – kindling leadership

• Requires a carbon neutral target

• Uses performance reporting of locally-selected indicators for 
continuous improvement





GREEN COMMUNITIES

Framework 

New construction – min. 35 points



GREEN COMMUNITIES                    EnterpriseCommunity.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Affordable 
housing

Rating system, 
no cost

1-time, point-
based rating of 
plan & as-built

Free certification



How GREEN COMMUNITIES Moves the Needle 

• Dedicated to affordable housing 

• Mandatory charrette

• Rewards integrative design, resident engagement, performance 
monitoring





LIVING 

COMMUNITY 

CHALLENGE 



LIVING COMMUNITY CHALLENGE                 living-future.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Neighborhood 
dev & redev

LCC Standard, no 
cost

3-phases, 100% 
prerequisites,     
1 yr ops data

$11,200 > by 
acreage



How LIVING COMMUNITY CHALLENGE Moves the Needle 

• 100% prerequisites

• Aspirational standards, e.g. net positive energy/water/waste, 
social justice, sharing programs, nonprofit sector support, public 
art, disaster preparedness



LEED ND



LEED ND Rating System

Location

Design

Construction

40-49

pts
50-59 

pts

60-79 

pts

80+ 

pts



LEED for NEIGHBORHOOD DEVELOPMENT             usgbc.org

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Large 
development 
projects

Rating system, 
no cost

1-time, point-
based rating of 
plan or 
constructed 
project

$19,500 > by 
acreage



How LEED ND Moves the Sustainability Leadership Needle 

• Smart locations for sustainable growth & redevelopment

• Rewards stakeholder outreach & engagement

• Basis for urban design policies and standards



LEED for Communities





Communities provide data 
across 5 categories to 
generate a score:



LEED for COMMUNITIES                                     ArcSkoru.com  

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Performance 
indicators

Website 
description

Annual indicator 
reporting, 
converted to 
performance 
score

$2500 
registration + 
$10,000/yr > by 
sq kilometers



How LEED for COMMUNITIES Moves the Needle 

• Annual performance reporting

• Requires community engagement



A Dozen Tools - Cities

Urban
Components

• SITES

• Envision

Neighborhoods

• 2030 Districts

• EcoDistricts Certified

• Green Communities

• Living Comm. Challenge

• LEED Neigh. Dev.

• LEED Communities

Cities

• Sustaining Places

• Sustainable Communities

• LEED for Cities

• STAR Community





Principles

Processes

Attributes

Comp Plan

1. Livable Built Environment

2. Harmony with Nature

3. Resilient Economy

4. Interwoven Equity

5. Healthy Community

6. Responsible Regionalism

SUSTAINING PLACES Framework 

Principles



SUSTAINING PLACES                                          planning.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

City & county 
comprehensive 
plans

Sustaining Places 
Best Practices -
PAS 578

1-time, point-
based rating of 
plan

Free pilot



How SUSTAINING PLACES Moves the Needle 

• Dedicated to the most impactful community plan

• Supports self-assessment during local process



SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES



SUSTAINABLE 

COMMUNITIES

Focal Areas & 

Stages



SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES        AudubonInternational.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Stakeholder 
engagement in 
planning, 
implementation 

Stage handbooks 
available to 
registrants; 
indicators locally 
selected

3-phases, provider-
local collaboration, 
indicator reporting; 
recertified 
biennially

$500-1,000/yr by 
sector and stage



How SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES Moves the Needle 

• Functions as an engagement device, cultivator of leadership

• Accessible for small/moderate-size cities

• Comprehensive approach, tailored to locality





ArcSkoru.com 







STAR COMMUNITY Goals & Scoring

Goals

• Built environment

• Climate & energy

• Economy & jobs

• Education, arts, community

• Equity & empowerment

• Health & safety

• Natural systems

Certified 5-STAR Community (600+ points)

Certified 4-STAR Community (400-599 points)

Certified 3-STAR Community (200-399 points)



STAR COMMUNITY                                 StarCommunities.org 

Focus Criteria Procedure Cost

Local 
governments

Rating system, 
no cost

1-time, point-
based rating; 
also annual 
indicator 
reporting 

$3,000 cert; 
$1,000/yr 
reporting



How STAR COMMUNITY Moves the Needle 

• Dedicated to local government sustainability leadership

• Comprehensive, rigorous, standards

• Monitored outcomes



Contact tool providers for complete/latest info



EnvironmentalDashboard.orgOBERLIN, OHIO



Tool Selection Guidance

1. Scale, scope, criteria

2. Intended users

3. Budget

4. Others’ experiences

5. Tool efficiency

6. Alignment with your goals

Tool efficiency = output benefit / input effort

2   /   1   =  2      preferred

1   /   1   =  1      acceptable

1   /   2   =  0.5   questionable





Recapped Learning Objectives

• Understand the value of urban sustainability appraisal

• Recognize the qualities of an appraisal tool

• Be aware of major U.S. tools

• Know how to select a best-fit tool



Leverage the Tools, Move the Needle

• Use them to engage stakeholders, collaborate, and lead

• Use them to manage by measurement, and see economic, social, and 
environmental gains accelerate



TransformativeTools.org



Questions?

Urban
Components

• SITES

• Envision

Neighborhoods

• 2030 Districts

• EcoDistricts Certified

• Green Communities

• Living Comm. Challenge

• LEED for Neigh. Dev.

• LEED for Communities

Cities

• Sustaining Places

• Sustainable Communities

• LEED for Cities

• STAR Community

Eliot Allen

eliot@transformativetools.org


