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Smart Growth Is an Inherently
Resilient Style of Development
No matter where one lives in the United States, it is
possible to discern changing patterns in weather and what
it brings to each community. From upward trending seasonal
temperatures to polar vortexes to wildfires, flooding rivers,
tornadoes and inundation, we are all touched in some way.
Some communities have suffered swift and repeated
devastation, others mild, but noticeable change. Many
communities that have been damaged, and even those that
have not but have seen their neighbor impacted, have started
to sculpt their built environment to withstand the increased
weather impacts.This effort will take imagination, compromise,
time, work and money.The communities that get ahead of the
curve will be well positioned to maintain their desirability to
residents and businesses into the future, as discussed in the
article titled “Resilient Economies.”
It is becoming apparent that it is considerably less expensive
to set in motion adaptation and resiliency plans to protect
our built environment than it is to clean up after these
disasters. This is true for the public and private sectors alike.
Because the destruction is local, it is local government that
has made the greatest headway in developing resiliency
and adaptation plans. The private sector, too, is responding
as demonstrated by developers who are not willing to risk
their sizable investments and are building in adaptation and
resiliency components to their major projects.
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This edition of On Common Ground explores how decision
makers, developers and homeowners are taking action now to
preserve the viability of their property and structures into the
future.The articles that follow spotlight action at the local level,
building resilience, efficient homes, and resilient economies, as
well as the value of open space in absorbing the impacts of
extreme weather and the embedded value of smart growth
development as an inherently resilient style of development.
Though each region of the country is experiencing its
own particular variety of weather events, we are all in this
together. It is the ability of one community to learn from
its neighbor that will make us stronger as we adapt to our
changing weatherscape.
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Adaptation & Resiliency Planning
kicks into high gear
By Brad Broberg

A

s states, counties and cities across the
country absorb more and more blows
from extreme weather, they aren’t waiting for the United States to rejoin the
Paris Agreement or for the Green New
Deal to become a reality — politically
charged issues that won’t be resolved until after the 2020
presidential election and perhaps beyond.
Kicking the can down the road is not an option for governors, mayors and other local officials. The menaces of
extreme weather — record floods, wildfires and heat waves
— are already at their doorstep.
“The political calculations are very different on the local
scale,” said Joe DeAngelis, hazards mitigation expert with
the American Planning Association. “You see climate change

Mitigation, adaptation and
resilience are the new
planning watchwords.
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mitigation and adaptation happening at the local level in
pretty much every state ... whether it’s called that or not.”
Mitigation, adaptation and resilience are the new planning watchwords. Distinct but complementary, they frame
the conversation about meeting the challenges of a rising
planetary thermostat.
• Mitigation refers to reducing greenhouse gas emissions — primarily carbon dioxide from burning
fossil fuels to generate energy and fuel automobiles.
Example: The city of Norman, Okla., passed a resolution to obtain all of its energy — not just for city
government but for the entire community — from
renewable sources such as wind and solar by 2050.
• Adaptation is the process of taking direct action to
prepare for weather-related hazards. Example: Boston adopted complete streets design guidelines that
call for using street trees, green walls (walls that have
plants growing on them), light-colored pavement
treatments and planted areas in medians and curb
extensions to reduce the escalating intensity of heat

Courtesy of Rebuild by Design

Local workshops are a tool to help
communities plan for resiliency.
Photo by Jacinta Quesad/FEMA

islands — urban areas with dramatically higher temperatures than surrounding areas.

Adaptation and Resilience published by the federal Environmental Protection Agency.

• Resilience — a function of mitigation and adaptation — is the measure of community’s overall capacity
to provide services, maintain infrastructure and sustain its economy in the face of a hazardous event or
trend. Example: Cities across the country are integrating resilience strategies into land-use policies such as
Norfolk’s new zoning code that directs future development to higher ground, safe from flooding.

The National Governors Association, the National Association of Counties and the National League of Cities have all
rolled out initiatives to help their members respond to climate change. The National League of Cities, for example,
awards $10,000 grants and a year of technical assistance to
help cities plan for the effects of climate change.

If mitigation, adaptation and resilience sound a bit wonky,
you can also think of them as smart growth.

A recent report by Citigroup titled Managing the Financial Risks of Climate Change acknowledges that extreme
weather events are growing more frequent and intense as
the planet warms. The risks to the private sector fall into
two categories: the financial impact of failing to effectively
mitigate climate change and conversely the financial impact
of action taken to lower emissions such as a carbon tax.

By rethinking land-use policies, transportation strategies
and building codes to reduce reliance on cars, conserve
energy and promote compact development that preserves
natural buffers against climate hazards, communities are
using smart growth principles to prepare for whatever
21st century weather throws at them, be it a devastating
hurricane or a long drought.
“Developing and implementing land-use and building
codes and practices that take climate change into account
can promote climate adaptation even in communities
where reaching consensus on climate action can be challenging,” according to Smart Growth Fixes for Climate

But it’s not just the public sector that recognizes the risks.
The private sector is also getting onboard.

Communities are using smart
growth principles to prepare
for hurricanes, drought and
other impacts.
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Financial risk from climate
change is here to stay —
prepare now or pay later.
“It behooves the private sector to heed (climate change)
warnings and to adjust their own business models and practices accordingly,” stated the report. “Financial risk from
climate change is here to stay. Prepare now or pay later.”
The case for investing in mitigation, adaptation and resilience is supported by climate change evidence from a broad
spectrum of the scientific community — including the
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA).
NASA calls the evidence for rapid climate change “compelling” while noting that 97 percent of climate scientists
agree that global warming trends over the past century
are very likely attributable to human activity.
“The planet’s average surface temperature has risen
about 1.62 degrees Fahrenheit since the late 19th
century, a change driven largely by increased carbon
dioxide and other human-produced emissions into the
atmosphere,” the agency reports on its Global Climate
Change website. “Most of the warming has occurred
in the past 35 years.”
Rising surface temperatures aren’t the only hard evidence
of change. Oceans are warming up, ice is melting and sea
levels are rising — all at accelerating rates, according to a
recently published United Nations report. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change projects sea levels
could rise three feet by 2100.
The fourth National Climate Assessment highlights the
risks of punting on climate change. Published in 2018 by
the U.S. Global Change Research Program, it describes a
host of looming threats ranging from damage to the nation’s
aging infrastructure to disruption of agricultural productivity to the inhabitability of some coastal communities.
“If a community is underwater in 35 or 40 years, where
can all those people move?” said DeAngelis. “That’s one
of a whole host of secondary impacts that are starting to
emerge around climate change.”
Spurred by the increasing risk of flooding due to climate
change, the technology nonprofit First Street Foundation
is working to quantify the flood risk for every home in
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America now and into the future because Federal Emergency Management Agency data — the existing gold
standard for understanding flood risk — does not take
into account changing environmental factors.
As sea levels continue to rise, sea surface temperatures continue to increase and the atmosphere continues to warm,
flooding will increase in both frequency and severity, putting more and more Americans at risk, according to the First
Street Foundation, which draws on the expertise of scientists
from the likes of Columbia University, the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology and the University of California.
At current rates of greenhouse gas emissions, the economy
could lose hundreds of billions of dollars to climate change
by the end of the century, according to the National Climate Assessment. Even if greenhouse gas emissions were
suddenly reduced today, some of their effects are already
baked in because their concentrations in the atmosphere
will remain elevated for many years.

At current rates of greenhouse
gas emissions, the economy could
lose hundreds of billions of dollars
to climate change by the end of
the century.

Courtesy of Rebuild by Design
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“We have no time to waste. We need to get those emission
numbers down,” said Shana Udvardy, a climate resistance
analyst with the Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS).
“If we do something now, we can ultimately spare a lot of
people things like extreme heat and sea-level rise.”
That’s why members of the National Climate Alliance,
which consists of the governors of 25 states, and the Climate Mayors, a network of more than 400 municipal
chief executives, are committed to supporting the mitigation goals of the Paris Agreement in their individual
cities and states.
Although mitigating emissions is considered essential in the
long run, adaptation — which is not as politically charged as
mitigation — offers the most immediate path to resiliency.
The UCS developed a set of principles to help decision
makers close the “resiliency gap” — defined as the degree
to which communities remain underprepared for these
emerging threats — by focusing on the adaptability side
of the equation.
Key principles include:
• Use projected climate patterns rather than historic
patterns when creating new plans and policies such as
zoning regulations, transportation systems and building codes.
• Involve groups affected by climate action decisions in
the decision-making process — especially those who

(Left photo) A hurricane, as shown from space.

live in disadvantaged areas that are most vulnerable
to climate catastrophes.
• Consider the costs of failing to prepare. One dollar
spent proactively can save as much as four dollars on
recovery from a climate disaster.
Monster hurricanes — fed by increased evaporation due
to increased temperatures — are one of the most costly
consequences of our evolving atmosphere.
“We can’t say hurricanes are more frequent because of
climate change (but) we can say they are more powerful
because the warmer air holds more water,” Udvardy said.
While no one ever wishes for a hurricane or other disaster,
the need to rebuild gives communities the opportunity
to “rebuild better,” she said.
In the aftermath of Hurricane Sandy, the federal Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD)
launched a planning competition called Rebuild by Design
to develop strategies for making communities more resilient
as they recover from the 2012 superstorm that caused an
estimated $71 billion in damage across 24 states.
HUD awarded a total of nearly $1 billion to seven winning
projects, many of which incorporate green infrastructure

Adaptation offers the most
immediate path to resiliency.
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The compounding impacts of
climate change are really
starting to settle in for planners
and for their communities.
that relies on natural processes to manage climate hazards rather than human manufactured solutions such as
sea walls and levees.

Courtesy of Rebuild by Design
Courtesy of Rebuild by Design

• The Living with the Bay project on Long Island,
N.Y., is restoring and protecting marshlands at the
mouth of the Mill River in Nassau County to slow
the velocity of tidal storm surges that threaten several communities along its banks.
• The Living Breakwaters project in Staten Island, N.Y.,
is creating a necklace of artificial reefs that will blunt
storm surge and coastal erosion by absorbing wave
energy while providing new habitat for marine life.
• The Resist, Delay, Store, Discharge project in Hoboken, N.J., includes creating a green space park in the
middle of the city to help absorb storm water, slow
its progress and store it until a system of pumps can
drain it away.
When it comes to the hazards of climate change, it’s never
just one hazard and it’s never just one place, DeAngelis
said. While coastal communities brace for rising sea levels
and more powerful hurricanes, inland communities face
drought, which triggers wildfires that not only threaten
to burn towns to the ground, but also flood them and
cause mudslides by destroying soil stabilizing vegetation.
“The compounding impacts of climate change are really
starting to settle in for planners and for their communities,” DeAngelis said.

Courtesy of Rebuild by Design

The Living Breakwaters project in Staten Island, N.Y.
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Glossary Of Key Terms

When Discussing Changes To Our Climate
Adaptation Action that copes with the effects of climate change such as constructing barriers to protect
against rising sea levels.

the surface. CO2 accounts for 82 percent of all GHG
emissions followed by methane (10 percent), nitrous
oxide (6 percent) and fluorinated gases (3 percent).

Carbon neutral A process where there is no net
release of carbon dioxide (CO2). For example,
growing biomass such as trees takes CO2 out of the
atmosphere while burning it releases the gas again.
The process would be carbon neutral if the amount
taken out and the amount released were identical.

Mitigation Action that reduces human causes of climate change by decreasing greenhouse gas emissions
and/or removing them from the atmosphere.

Climate change A pattern of change affecting global
or regional climate as measured by yardsticks such as
average temperature and rainfall. Variations in the frequency of extreme weather are also a gauge. Global
warming is one aspect of climate change.
Extreme weather Excessively high temperatures,
heavy downpours, and in some regions severe floods
and droughts brought on by global warming.
Fossil fuels Natural resources such as coal, oil and
natural gas, containing hydrocarbons. These fuels are
formed in the earth over millions of years and produce CO2 when burned.
Global warming The steady rise in global average
temperature in recent decades, which experts believe is
largely caused by man-made greenhouse gas emissions.
Greenhouse gases (GHGs) Natural and industrial gases that trap heat from the earth and warm

Net-zero GHG emissions The same concept as
carbon neutral, but applied to all greenhouse gases.
Renewable energy Energy created from sources that
can be replenished in a short period of time and that
produce far fewer emissions. The five most common
renewable sources are biomass, hydro, geothermal,
wind and solar.
Resilience The ability of a system to anticipate,
accommodate and recover from climate events and
other hazards by preserving, restoring and improving
its essential basic structures and functions.
Weather The state of the atmosphere with regard
to temperature, cloudiness, rainfall, wind and other
meteorological conditions. It is not the same as climate, which is the average weather over a much
longer period.
Sources: BBC News, U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit,
Environmental Protection Agency, Intergovernmental
Panel on Climate Change

Courtesy of Rebuild by Design

Coastal perspective rendering of the Living with the Bay project on Long Island, N.Y.
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By David Goldberg

T

hinking globally, cities across the country are
planning locally to stave off climate change
and prepare for the weather extremes that
come with it.

The Time Q
Local Action
U.S. cities are
planning for Extreme
weather events

Some are primarily focused on mitigation:
reducing their share of the carbon emissions.
Others are more preoccupied with the effects they already
are seeing, said Johanna Partin, director of the Carbon
Neutral Cities Alliance, an international collaboration
among the cities that have adopted the most aggressive
mitigation plans. “For cities, adaptation means planning
for increased flooding, increased heat, the urban heat
island effect, doing what they can to prepare for increases
in severe storms and other disruptions,” she said. And
many cities are trying to plan for both mitigation and
adaptation simultaneously.
“Everybody has a different reason for taking action,” said
Kristin Baja, climate resilience officer of the Urban Sustainability Directors Network, most of whose 215 local
government members are engaged in some level of climate planning. “Some are very focused on impacts to
people as they see more and more the evidence that climate change is real, in the storms, flooding and wildfires
that are growing in frequency.”
Others are seeing the writing on the wall with insurance companies and credit rating agencies. “Moody’s and
Standard and Poor’s have said they will rate cities’ credit
worthiness based on climate planning, and that has caught
attention and is getting CFOs and politicians on board,”
Baja added.
While planning for adaptation is just taking hold, many
larger cities have had, for several years, action plans to
reduce their emissions. “A lot of what needs to happen is
not controlled by cities,” Partin said, “so people ask, ‘Why
cities?’ when they are the smallest level of government.

Courtesy of the City of Portland

For cities, adaptation means planning
for increased flooding, increased
heat, and other disruptions.
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Moody’s and Standard and
Poor’s have said they will rate
cities’ credit worthiness based
on climate planning.
“But when the larger entities are missing the boat, we
need the cities to act. And the threat feels real to them.
When there is a flood or a fire people call the local government, not the federal.”
Local mitigation plans are as varied as cities themselves,
but all share basic characteristics. “At the most basic
level,” Partin said, “it’s the same challenges regardless of
the city: reduce emissions from buildings, the power supply, transportation and waste. What changes is how large
a proportion each sector contributes, and the strategies
chosen to address each of them.”
As summer temperatures have begun breaking records
year after year and storms are coming fast and furious,
adaptation planning has taken on greater immediacy.
Although coastal cities were among the first to recognize
the threat from rising seas and extreme weather, inland
cities such as Detroit to Cleveland are now seeing the
human cost of intensifying weather patterns. “We are seeing impacts now that are massive: intense rainfall, higher
heat waves and consecutive days of heat,” Baja said. “In
the real estate space, people are very concerned about
impacts to high-value, coastal properties. But in many
cities the most vulnerable people are being impacted right
now by high heat and infrastructure failure.”

Cities with aging infrastructure — water, sewer and transportation systems — face a double whammy: Not only
are facilities beginning to decay, but they were never
designed for the intensity and frequency of rainfall nor
for prolonged exposure to heat. “We see airport runways
cracking because of the heat,” Baja said. “In Arizona,
trash cans are melting in the heat. We are seeing sewers overwhelmed with stormwater and raw sewage going
into our waterways.”
Feeling the effects of a changing climate in real time has
in turn lent a renewed sense of urgency to mitigation
efforts. At the same time, cities are realizing that their
efforts must simultaneously solve other urban challenges,
such as racial and socio-economic inequity, safety, livability and traffic, Partin said. Achieving those “co-benefits”
relies on using the most powerful tools available to local
governments: their capacity to shape transportation and
regulate land use and the built environment.
Pioneering Portland plateaus but pushes forward
Portland, Ore., in 1993, became the first U.S. city to adopt
a climate action plan. Thereafter the Pacific Northwest
city pioneered strategies around the growth of renewable
energy from wind and solar power, investments in transit
and biking infrastructure, creating denser and more walkable neighborhoods, tighter energy standards for buildings
and transitioning from fuel oil to natural gas for heating.
The results have been impressive: Despite strong population and job growth, the city’s overall carbon emissions have
dropped by 15 percent from 1990 levels, and per capita
emissions plummeted 38 percent by 2017 — ironically,

11

Transportation emissions account
for 42 percent of local carbon.
adopt electric vehicles,” Durbin said. “We need electric
freight. We are seeing increases from online shopping.
How do we ensure packages are delivered in a clean way?”
The city also needs to help people drive less. “We are talking to people about what are the barriers to taking transit,”
Durbin said. “What is holding them back?”
Courtesy of the City of Portland

An even bigger issue is the question of housing affordability, she said. As Portland has become more expensive,
less-affluent workers have to drive farther out to find
places they can afford to live, and too often, must drive
to jobs in the city.
“A key part of our climate plan is changing zoning and
development rules to expand housing options,” Durbin
said, to encourage more housing on the 43 percent of the
city’s land that currently is restricted to one house per lot.

Courtesy of the City of Portland

the same proportion by which population grew. However,
a September progress assessment found that progress has
stalled. The culprit? Growth in transportation emissions.
According to the report by the Portland Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, transportation emissions account
for 42 percent of local carbon and are “increasing dramatically” from their low in 2012, to a level 8 percent
higher than in 1990. That reversal is one reason Mayor
Ted Wheeler in September moved toward declaring a climate emergency, with a call for the city council to update
climate action plans with a set of measures being developed by the Bureau of Planning and Sustainability, said
Andrea Durbin, who directs the bureau.
The actions are likely to address some of the areas thought
to be part of the emissions rise: The growth in ride-hailing
from “transportation network companies (TNCs)” such as
Uber and Lyft, an explosion of delivery vehicle travel and
a transit system that still relies on diesel buses. “Electric
vehicles have to be more in the mix. The TNCs need to
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Her office developed a package of zoning and rule changes
dubbed the Residential Infill Project that will “allow more
units on single-family lots, up-zone in transit corridors,
and limit the size of new houses,” she added. “This will
save energy and cut emissions, but it also will help with the
housing crisis — smaller homes will be more affordable.
We have to do a better job of using the land that we have
to ensure that people can afford to live in the city and aren’t
pushed into more driving and living in areas that might be
less prepared for the impacts from climate change.”
Seattle: Bringing social justice — and electricity! —
to climate planning
Long cognizant of the threat from climate change, Seattle
got a stark reminder of the urgency in 2017 and 2018,
when wildfire smoke blotted out the sun for much of the
summer and kept kids indoors while presenting health risks
for vulnerable populations. Climate experts warned that
this likely would be the new normal for many summers.
Though a decade or so behind Portland, Seattle has been
a national leader in developing ambitious climate plans.
With a goal of reducing carbon pollution 58 percent by
2030 and becoming carbon neutral by 2050, Seattle has
seen emissions drop by 5 percent since 2008. But like its
neighbor to the south, the city has seen emissions rise
slightly in the last few years. And again, transportation is

Courtesy of Seattle Department of Transportation

Courtesy of Portland General Electric

to blame. Road transportation accounts for a whopping
two-thirds of Seattle’s greenhouse gas pollution (50 percent passenger vehicles, 16 percent freight). With a goal
of reducing transportation emissions 82 percent from
2008 levels by 2030, Seattle has seen pollution from cars,
trucks and planes level off and then rise.
Given the city’s historically rapid growth this decade —
in some ways that is an achievement. Indeed, Seattle has
been the only big city to see significant growth in transit
ridership since the advent of app-based taxis like Uber
and Lyft. The city has benefited from an urban growth
strategy to steer growth to centers and corridors served
by frequent transit, while expanding that network with
light rail and “RapidRide” bus lines that come every five
minutes at peak times. Voters also have approved special
tax levies to purchase extra service from the county transit agency and to create bus by-pass or exclusive lanes in
congested areas, with the aim of providing faster and more
reliable trips for riders. The city also has been investing
in protected bike lanes and safer streets for walking, and
has seen increases in both walking and biking to work.
While continuing to pursue a growth strategy of denser,
walkable neighborhoods served by dependable transit and
safe biking, under Mayor Jenny Durkan, the city is pinning
hopes for significant progress on electrification of transportation, as well as home heating. “We are fortunate to have
a renewable, non-carbon electricity source, thanks to cityowned hydropower,” said Jessica Finn Coven, director of
Seattle’s Department of Sustainability and Environment.
The city has launched a major campaign to electrify the
transportation system, dubbed Drive Clean Seattle. In
addition to pledging to convert the city’s own fleet to all
electric, Seattle has adopted codes requiring new parking

Courtesy of Seattle Department of Transportation

garages to include electric vehicle (EV) charging and is
pushing to electrify more of the city’s bus lines. The city
also is developing public charging in the right-of-way
for those who live in multifamily buildings or park on
the street, with a 2019 goal of installing 20 sites that can
charge an EV in 30 to 40 minutes.
“What separates Seattle is our longstanding commitment
to our Race and Social Justice Initiative, to ensure that
everything we do is focused on advancing racial equity,”
said Finn Coven. That focus has led to some adjustments
to the electrification plans.

Congestion pricing, a fee on driving into
the city’s core, could raise revenue for
alternative forms of transportation.
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“We thought leading with equity would lead us to ensure
all neighborhoods would have access to charging infrastructure, not just wealthy neighborhoods,” Finn Coven
said. “But some of our residents see public chargers as a
precursor to displacement, and a lot of people can’t afford
electric vehicles. So, we are looking at affordable EV car
share. We also are partnering with [the transit agency]
to electrify buses and putting emphasis on routes serving neighborhoods that have been disproportionately
affected by pollution.”
Equity concerns also are a key focus of the ongoing analysis of Mayor Durkan’s proposal to explore “congestion
pricing,” a fee on driving into the city’s core that, while
discouraging solo motoring, could also raise revenue for
alternative forms of transportation.
Finn Coven stressed, car-oriented development grew up
over the course of several decades, and developing new
patterns that are less car-dependent will take many years,
as well. Meanwhile, car travel should be made as clean as
possible as soon as possible.

Flooding in Houston from Hurricane Harvey.

Flood-ravaged Houston plans for resilience
When Tropical Storm Imelda inundated Houston with
40 inches of rain in a matter of hours in September 2019,
it represented the fifth “500-year flood” in as many years.
It came two years after Hurricane Harvey’s devastating
floods, which prompted Houston to begin climate and
resilience planning. “In this day and time, climate change
is real,” Houston Mayor Sylvester Turner told The Houston Chronicle.

Photo by Maitri on flickr
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That was just a few weeks after the city released its first draft
climate action plan for public review and comment. “Ten
years ago, a mayor in Houston probably wouldn’t be talking
about climate change …” Mayor Turner said at the time.

Courtesy of Visit Houston

Photo by Anthony Rathbun, Courtesy of Visit Houston

Brays Bayou Greenway in Houston

The plan stresses the importance
of building up and not out.

carbon capture technology, in green technology comes
from Houston,” said Lara Cottingham, the city’s chief
sustainability officer. “That’s how we keep and maintain
that proud leadership as the energy capital of the world.”

“But things have changed. It’s a new reality, and now we
have an obligation to respond in a responsible fashion.”

Letting others in on the action

Perhaps it’s no surprise that a city known for its petroleum industry and super highways has among the very
highest per capita carbon emissions in the country. In
order to reverse course, the plan calls for shifting from
Houston’s traditional fossil-fuel usage toward renewable
energy, turning pavement into “green infrastructure”
to handle stormwater, and helping residents and visitors drive less by making it easier and safer to walk,
bike and use transit.
“The plan stresses the importance of building up and
not out, recognizing that another million-plus people
are expected in Houston over the next 20 years,” said
Marissa Aho, Houston’s chief resilience officer. “How
can we smartly accommodate that growth and increase
mobility and safety and air quality?”

Planning for a changing climate is increasingly grappling with the question of the haves versus the have-nots.
“We see a lot of investment in bigger cities that can pull
off big moves,” Baja said. “The cities able to lead right
now are the ones that have the most resources and have
been given more support. We have to figure out how
to get more resources for this work to the less wealthy
jurisdictions.”
The questions of equity that Seattle and other jurisdictions are increasingly orienting their planning around
are the literal frontline of the next wave of planning.
“Climate change is happening now and frontline communities, particularly low income and people of color,
are being hit worst and first with flooding and heatrelated impacts, and that is a result of the way we have
been conducting business for many years.

One idea that is gaining ground in Houston is the idea of
green infrastructure, or using nature to slow, absorb and
filter stormwater. In some cases, this could mean restoring or at least working with the low, formerly swampy
areas and prairies that typically have been drained and
paved. “We are looking at 22 watersheds for ‘bayou resilience’ — flood mitigation but also biodiversity,” Aho
said. “We are looking for ‘co-benefits’: How can you
address flooding, but also recreation and jobs.”

“People is the reason we are doing this work,” said
Baja. “If we center human needs, we see that the most
important things are housing affordability and safe transportation. Those are the same sectors you address from a
scientific standpoint, but for different reasons.”

Houston is considered the center of the “energy economy,”
which used to mean fossil fuels exclusively. “We need to
make sure that the next big thing in renewable energy, in

and Transportation for America. In 2002, Mr. Gold-

David A. Goldberg is a nationally recognized journalist and founding communications director of
two national nonprofits, Smart Growth America
berg was awarded a Loeb Fellowship at Harvard
University, where he studied urban policy.

WINTER 2020 15

BUILDING RESILIENCE
BUILDERS and CITIES
ADAPT PROJECTS and
INFRASTRUCTURE in
RESPONSE TO THREATS
POSED by EXTREME
WEATHER
Courtesy of David Martin and Terra Group

By Brian E. Clark

T

ropical Storm Imelda, which hit southeastern Texas in mid-September and dropped
more than 40 inches of rain in parts of the
Houston-Galveston area, produced at least
the fifth 500-year flood in the past five
years. And only a few weeks earlier, Hurricane Dorian blasted the Bahamas with sustained,
200-mile-per-hour winds that wiped whole communities off the map.
“Buildings and communities need to be better prepared
to deal with the effects of climate change because the
destruction from these storms is terrible,” said Katharine Burgess, vice president of the Urban Land Institute’s
(ULI) Urban Resilience Program.
“We aren’t just looking at how structures and cities can
bounce back from major storms and events like hurricanes,
but also how they can be more prepared for the long-term
environmental changes that we will be facing,” she added.
The goal of the ULI, a nonprofit education and research
organization, is to help urban planners, developers and
others face a future where dangerous weather is more frequent and worrisome. The ULI hosts conferences and has
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produced a number of reports such as “Scorched: Extreme
Heat and Real Estate” and “Future Proofing Real Estate
from Climate Risks.”
Five years ago, she said, the term resilience wasn’t well
understood and was “still considered kind of wonky. Some
were interested in it, but didn’t always understand what
exactly it meant. Now, though, it’s front and center for a
wide range of people, including investors, builders, homeowners and insurance companies.”
Developers and investors take notice
For their part, developers are slowly getting on board, said
David Martin, president of the Miami-based developer,
Terra Group.
“Local governments across South Florida have been studying
solutions for protecting against climate change for years,” he
wrote in a 2018 opinion piece in the Miami Herald. “But

Buildings and communities need to
be better prepared to deal with the
effects of climate change.

Many developers have
embraced resilient design.
our real estate industry has historically been sidestepping
the issue. That pattern of neglect must end now.
“Florida is among the most susceptible states in the United
States, when it comes to sea-level rise, but we are not
alone. Climate change is a global phenomenon and its
effects are far-reaching, from stronger storms and forest
fires, to hurricanes and heat waves. Like Miami, coastal
cities such as New York and Boston are tackling geologic
challenges and rising seas.”
While there is no single panacea for solving what he called
the “climate-change conundrum,” he said part of the answer
is summed up in three basic development principles his
company is adopting: 1.) Moving density away from vulnerable areas; 2.) Bringing people closer to mass transit; and
3.) Embracing innovation and resilient building techniques.
Laura Craft, head of the global sustainability program
at Chicago-based Heitman — a real estate investment
firm with $44 billion in assets under management —
said resilience is of growing importance to her company.
“If we are investing in properties for five to 10 years and
selling to other investors for five to 10 years, we need to
consider climate risk as part of our underwriting,” said
Craft, who has been in her post for three years. “So it’s
a really big deal.”
In the past, the typical way to mitigate risk has been
with insurance, which is a one-year policy. Only recently
have computer models been available to help investment
managers understand a project’s vulnerability over longer
periods of time. She said many developers have embraced
resilience, though others haven’t. They need to be aware
of potential threats from flooding or wind or wildfire.

Planned developments by the Terra Group incorporate design features to mitigate
climate change effects.

But Heitman doesn’t just accept developers’ assurances,
she noted. It has hired a company called Four Twenty
Seven, which screens and scores all of Heitman’s assets
on a 0 to 100 scale, highlighting potential risks to which
a property could be vulnerable.
“If the score goes above a certain threshold, we do further due diligence and bring on a third-party consultant
Photos courtesy of David Martin and Terra Group

17

“Some types of the best practices we are seeing include the
incorporation of green infrastructure, the use of renewable
and distributed energy, elevated buildings and mechanicals,
cool surfaces and heat-prepared design,” she said.
“We’re also working with more and more cities that are
interested in putting these concepts of resilience into their
land-use regulations and zoning. They are introducing incentive programs, so it’s been a privilege to collaborate with
cities that support the development of these concepts.”
Cities working with developers for resilient communities
Courtesy of Howard Hughes Corp.

to learn more about the risk,” she said. “We take it a step
further and look not only at the development, but the
infrastructure around it. And some projects have been
rejected because of climate-change related risks.”
Burgess, who leads the ULI’s resilience program, got
her start in urban planning and design after Hurricane
Katrina hit New Orleans in 2005, causing billions of dollars in damage. She said the ULI has a long history of
providing technical assistance and undertaking research
relating to sustainability, climate change and bouncing
back from natural disasters.
In 2014, after it received funding from the Kresge Foundation, the resilience program was created following
Hurricane Sandy, which battered the northeast coast of
the United States two years earlier, killed more than 200,
and caused an estimated $70 billion in damage.
“I think because of the major storms we’ve seen over the
past six years, such as hurricanes Harvey, Maria and Irma,
there has been a tremendous increase in awareness by the
real estate industry and among ULI members, recognizing the importance of resilience in dealing with climate
change. It’s a really important topic that’s highly relevant
to real estate and land use.”
She said many industry leaders are “getting out ahead
by incorporating resilient design and development
approaches into their work and incorporating more
sophisticated analysis of climate risks in their real estate
investment decision making.”
The ULI report, developingresilience.uli.org, highlights a
number of resilient development projects that have seen
a demonstrable return on investment due to its forwardthinking design.
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Earlier this summer, the city of Houston released a draft of
its Climate Action Plan to improve its resilience to climate
hazards. Among other things, the plan calls for increasing
the generation of renewable energy, greater investment in
green infrastructure and expanding the use of alternative
modes of transportation by making it easier for people to
walk, ride their bikes and use public transit.
The city is working with the Houston Advanced Research
Center (HARC), an independent, science-and-engineeringbased organization focused on building a sustainable future.
When he announced the plan, Houston Mayor Sylvester
Turner said “climate change is no longer a mirage on the
horizon. It is very real and something we need to deal with
every day. If we don’t move with a sense of urgency, our
city will suffer, our businesses will suffer and our people
will suffer.”
Mayor Turner said the plan will develop strategies that
will “not only help minimize the city’s carbon footprint
but can help save money and improve the quality of life
of residents. Co-benefits associated with such action planning include decreased traffic and congestion, improved air
quality, better access to parks and green spaces, and cost
savings through energy efficiency projects.”
According to a report prepared for the ULI, the 11,400acre Bridgeland master-planned community, about 25 miles
northwest of downtown Houston, weathered major storms in
recent years well because of its resilient design and use of miles
of lakes and open space to handle flooding. Buildings in the
development also are built on raised fill, a key component.

Resilience is an important topic
that is highly relevant to real estate
and land use.

At Bridgeland’s western edge,
no homes took on water —
validating the resilient design.
“These lakes form a stormwater system that exceeds local
design requirements, and which has managed storm events
much larger than those anticipated,” the report said.
The first big test of the development’s drainage network
came with the Tax Day flood on April 15, 2016, when 15
inches of rain fell within 12 hours at Bridgeland’s western
edge, according to the study. This was calculated as a 600year event for this area and set new high-water records,
both for rainfall and for the water level in Cypress Creek.
Even though Josey Lake — actually a series of lakes —
had not yet been completed at the time, no homes and
only isolated thoroughfares flooded.
Remarkably, analysis (and aerial footage) after this flood
showed that the stormwater system conveyed the local
flows as designed in the development, which is owned
by the Howard Hughes Corp., a Dallas-based developer of master-planned communities. The high-water

marks after the flood occurred not from local runoff,
but from Cypress Creek exceeding its banks and flowing into Bridgeland’s lakes.
In 2017, Hurricane Harvey brought a larger and more
sustained rainfall, with 17 inches of rainfall over 24 hours,
and 27 inches of rain in 48 hours.
At Bridgeland’s western edge, the two-day rainfall total
was considered a 5,000-year event, the report said. Standing water filled many streets (as is expected during an
event of this magnitude) and flowed onto many yards, but
again, no homes took on water — validating the team’s
design standard decision.
During and after each event, numerous homeowners
expressed gratitude for the foresight in planning for flood
resilience. ULI’s report noted that one resident wrote on
Facebook, “It was worth paying $30,000 more to live
here and not have my house flood.”
Resiliency important to developers
Heath Melton, a vice president in charge of residential development at several Houston-area Howard Hughes Corp.
developments, said resilience is important to his company.

The 11,400-acre Bridgeland master-planned community, about
25 miles northwest of downtown Houston, weathered major
storms in recent years well because of its resilient design and use
of miles of lakes and open space to handle flooding. Buildings in
the development also are built on raised fill, a key component.

Photos courtesy of Howard Hughes Corp.
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Rendering of the planned Grove Central development, which will include a rooftop
solar trellis to create the state’s first “microgrid” within an urban development —
capable of powering the project in its entirety.
Courtesy of David Martin and Terra Group

“As Bridgeland experiences accelerating growth, we continue to optimize the master plan with a constant focus
on innovation and sustainability,” said Melton, who serves
on several ULI committees. “We remain committed to
providing the best lifestyle and engaging experiences for
our residents and visitors.”
Terra Group’s Martin, whose integrated development
company was launched in South Florida nearly two
decades ago, said his firm is building what he called sustainable, design-oriented communities that use parks and
green spaces as a way to deal with runoff from storms.
Miami created some of the first building codes in the country more than 100 years ago. And after Hurricane Andrew
in 1992, which had sustained 165-mile-per-hour winds
and caused more than $27 billion in damage, Miami-Dade
County adopted the toughest wind-related codes in the nation.
“For me, the climate change story is about dealing with
the effects and innovation, return on investment and
financing resilience,” Martin said. “For us, it’s a question of creating a lot of incremental tax revenue with
our developments. We have chief resilience officers at the
county, city of Miami, and Miami Beach, for example,
and their task is to allocate resources for infrastructure
with metrics that looks 50 and 100 years out.”
Martin said long-term viability means bringing people
and commercial density to higher ground while reducing
exposure in low-lying areas. That’s a departure from the
decades-old development model in South Florida, which
he said was based on extracting as much value as possible
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from environmentally sensitive areas, such as land adjacent to the Everglades.
At the same time, the public and private sectors must
collaborate to ensure workforce and market-rate housing
opportunities are available in high-lying zones, he added.
Developers and local governments should improve access
to transit by linking multiple forms of mobility with commercial and residential uses.
Terra Group is doing this now, in partnership with MiamiDade County, at its newest project in Coconut Grove.
Grove Central will combine 330 market-rate and workforce apartment units, retail stores, and an improved
Metrorail station that will connect with the Miami trolley system, county buses, and the Underline linear park.
Martin said the development will include a rooftop solar
trellis to create the state’s first “microgrid” within an urban
development — capable of powering the project in its
entirety. In addition, rainwater will be used for irrigation and wastewater, and groundwater will be harvested
to keep public spaces climate-controlled.
The project, which is set about 12-feet above sea level,
will also feature porous building materials designed to
stave off flooding during heavy rains.

The best practices we are seeing
include the incorporation of
green infrastructure.

Clippership Wharf is a resilient-minded project on Boston Harbor because the company raised the ground plain up for the first level of occupied
apartments and condos from six to eight feet above surrounding roadway networks — and 14 feet above high tides — as a way to deal with
potential flooding. That’s about three-and-one-half feet more than any other builder in the area.
Photos courtesy of Lendlease

Long-term viability means
bringing people and commercial
density to higher ground
while reducing exposure in
low-lying areas.
In East Boston, the Lendlease — an international property and infrastructure group based in Australia — has
incorporated future climate change scenarios into its
Clippership Wharf development, said Nick Iselin, general manager of the project. The area is vulnerable to
flooding during anything much above a normal high or
storm surges, he added.
“We often build on waterfronts, particularly in postindustrial areas, and resilience is of utmost importance
to us,” he said. “It is a big part of our overall sustainability strategy going forward. It adds to the cost, but
it’s worth it.”
Iselin called Clippership Wharf the most-resilientminded project on Boston Harbor because the company
raised the ground plain up for the first level of occupied apartments and condos from six to eight feet above
surrounding roadway networks — and 14 feet above
high tides — as a way to deal with potential flooding.
That’s about three-and-one-half feet more than any other
builder in the area, he said.

In a related development, Boston Mayor Marty Walsh
launched his “Resilient Boston Harbor” plan in 2018
that would protect the city from climate change flooding by elevating roads in low-lying areas by as much as
seven feet, build seawalls, natural areas and add 67 acres
of green space to the city’s 47-mile shoreline.
Iselin said his company was able to raise the land under
the Clippership Wharf project — which is being built
in a former warehouse area — because “we had a sevenacre site with enough area around our buildings to
be able to transition with attractive site walls, ramps,
stairs, plantings and berms to the sidewalks and harbor walk,” he said.
When finished, it will have 478 apartments and condos. And rather than have lawns and viewing areas, he
said builders excavated behind the wall to create a “living shoreline,” that emerges and submerges with the
tidal flow. The project also has a kayak launch and recreation programs.
“It’s a completely different take on how to create wavedissipating features but also repatriate a shoreline with
native species and plantings,” he said. “That’s been an
interesting experiment as well.”
Brian E. Clark is a Wisconsin-based journalist and
a former staff writer on the business desk of The
San Diego Union-Tribune. He is a contributor to the
Los Angeles Times, Chicago Sun-Times, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, Dallas Morning News and
other publications.
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They’re frequently and effectively collaborating on smart development,
including adaptive and resilient strategies
By G.M. Filisko

N

orman Morris is unaware of another
bond like the one his organization, Louisiana REALTORS®, has built with the
Center for Planning Excellence (CPEX).
“It’s been a wonderful relationship, but
I’m not sure if any other state REALTOR® associations have partnered with similar groups,”
reports the Baton Rouge-based organization’s CEO.
REALTOR® groups like the one Morris heads — as you
likely already know — focus on protecting property rights
for owners nationwide, fostering smart growth, and supporting the professionals in the industry working toward

those and other important goals. The Center for Planning Excellence is a Louisiana planning nonprofit that
coordinates urban, rural, and regional planning efforts
in the state, according to Camille Manning-Broome, its
president and CEO.
“Since 2006, we’ve had a very large focus on climate
change adaptation,” she says. “In Louisiana, we’re on the

Louisiana REALTORS® have a
wonderful relationship with the
Center for Planning Excellence.

The Louisiana REALTORS® and CPEX conducted Better Block Demonstration Projects,
which were funded by NAR smart growth grants. Through the projects, improvements
were highlighted to show how community design could enhance livability.
Photos courtesy of CPEX
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Planners and developers partner
on numerous smart growth
initiatives in the state.
front lines of dealing with the impacts related to not only
sea-level rise and intensified hurricanes, but also issues
around drought coupled with very large rain events. In
2016, 57 of 64 parishes in the state were declared national
disasters due to some weather-related event — even our
northernmost parishes that had never seen tornadoes and
flooding before.”
It’s no secret that planners and developers can disagree on
the best ways to build strong communities. But these two
groups have frequently found agreement on growth issues.
Over the past 10 years, they’ve partnered on numerous
smart growth initiatives in the state.
“A nonprofit planning organization and the REALTORS®
may seem to be unlikely partners because our lines of
work are very different, but we actually are very closely
aligned in our interests and long-term goals,” notes Manning-Broome. “Both of our organizations want to create
lasting value in communities by helping them become
quality places to live, work and play.”
Manning-Broome considers the affiliation a success. “Our
partnership has been both unique and highly productive,”
she says. “Bringing together our different skill sets and
perspectives has resulted in projects and initiatives that
have transformed neighborhoods and communities for
the better in very tangible ways.”

Collaborating from the ground up
As best they can remember, Morris and Manning-Broome
say it was in about 2008 when the groups began investigating whether they could join forces to bring smart
development to the state. “We had seen some of the things
CPEX was working on and heard of its efforts by talking with local elected officials,” recalls Morris. “We also
saw that they were bringing in experts from around the
country to talk about growth issues and best practices.
So we reached out.
“We believe that if we can partner with other organizations, we can bring new trends to not only help our
members represent their clients and customers, but also
to build better cities and communities and to make our
state better.”
Their inaugural effort was an educational drive on best
practices for land-use management. In 2005, reports
Manning-Broome, only 15 of 64 parishes — what
many other states call counties — had a master plan.
It was that year that Hurricanes Katrina and Rita hit
within a month of each other and devastated many
Louisiana communities.
As rebuilding efforts began, many leaders realized Louisiana needed better and smarter planning. The Louisiana
REALTORS® supported legislative efforts to institute
building codes, reports Morris. “We didn’t have a statewide building code at the time,” he says. “It was something
we worked on with a large coalition including the insurance industry and others. That was a totally dynamic
culture change. We also worked to lay the groundwork
with legislative changes that would keep the property and
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The Government Street Better Block demonstration in
Baton Rouge has been a huge economic driver.
The street was reimagined to include shaded
sidewalks, bike lanes, improved retail, and
increased safety for those navigating it.

Photos courtesy of CPEX

casualty insurance market viable in Louisiana, to make
sure insurance was available and affordable.

in the area — the roads were all gravel, and there were
no connections to water or sewage systems.

“The building codes enacted were stronger and more stringent the closer you got to the coast,” recalls Morris. “We
knew there was more cost involved in construction, but
we also knew it would protect individuals’ investments.
That effort allowed us to bring in, through CPEX, such
stakeholders as elected officials and planners to collaborate with our REALTOR® members so when decisions
were being made, REALTORS® would be a part of them.”

“If there was a fire in any of those homes, there weren’t
even water pipes for fire trucks to use to put the flames
out,” she states. “People contacted us as the only nonprofit planning organization in the state.”

No longer neighborly
Manning-Broome agrees it was the massive rebuilding
efforts that helped draw CPEX and REALTORS® together.
“In Louisiana, we don’t have an office of state planning,
and culturally there hasn’t been a lot of planning and
regulating of the land through zoning,” she says. “We’ve
been a very strong private-property-rights state, and people were just good neighbors. But for the most part, the
state wasn’t growing. After Hurricane Katrina, populations shifted dramatically. There was also a realization that
developers were coming in and not being good neighbors.”
Manning-Broome still remembers getting a call from a
concerned citizen wanting to know if CPEX could help
in a situation in which a developer was building a subdivision next to a dairy farm. There was no infrastructure
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CPEX created a program, called Louisiana Speaks, that
allowed residents to redesign the state’s building, neighborhood, parish, and regional planning. Through the
program, CPEX and the Louisiana REALTORS® teamed
up to create the Louisiana Land Use Toolkit, intended
to give residents the tools necessary to create laws and
develop plans that fostered smart growth.
“Our first collaboration began around us creating the toolkit,” notes Manning-Broome. “With the support of the
REALTORS®, we conducted massive educational workshops across the state to not only educate the public and
leaders on best practices on land-use management tools,
but also to build a stronger relationship with the REALTOR® community.

The Louisiana REALTORS®
supported legislative efforts to
institute building codes.

“NAR has a very strong smart-growth platform,” adds
Manning-Broome. “We had transparent conversations
and robust discussions about the communities of the
future, and having that relationship with REALTORS®
is critical. You want everybody in the tent to be part of
establishing a plan and executing it.”

The effort allows REALTORS®
to be a part of decisions that
are being made.

That “roadshow,” as Manning-Broome dubbed the effort,
drew more than 2,500 people to workshops on land use
and ordinances in areas covered by local REALTOR®
boards. Participants were mostly REALTORS®, she says,
joined by key local stakeholders.

able to have every executive director of the state’s REALTOR® associations combine their grant requests to reach
that amount,” says Manning-Broome.

“We’re dealing with best practices in the new age of building,” explains Morris. “CPEX brought in national experts
who had done specific plans to discuss new ways to build
out. For the first time, we were able to really see the big
picture based on what was being done in other areas and
best practices. The idea was to discuss where we thought
our communities could be 10 to 15 years down the road.
It was a great education process for our members, and
it strengthened relationships between REALTORS® and
local officials.”

Later, the groups used another NAR smart growth
grant to conduct a day-long workshop in Houma, La.,
that focused on weathering the effects of increasing
storms. “We brought in experts on how to mitigate
the effects, how to build stronger and better, where to
build to protect communities, best practices on building elevation, and other topics,” says Morris. “It was
a packed room. The money NAR brought to the table
allowed experts, who’d seen other types of storms, to
come in and offer their best advice. It was invaluable
for the local people to learn more about how to protect their community.”

To facilitate that massive roadshow, the Louisiana REALTORS® and local REALTOR® organizations in the state
applied for, and were awarded, NAR smart growth grants
[https://realtorparty.realtor/community-outreach/smartgrowth]. “That first grant was $50,000 because we were

The organizations also educated stakeholders through
the Coastal Toolkit and Best Practices Workshops. “We
conducted workshops in our most high-risk coastal communities on how to make land-use decisions with critical
environmental constraints,” says Manning-Broome.

Courtesy of CPEX
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Louisiana coastal
communities are
on the front lines of
extreme-weather
impacts.

Courtesy of CPEX

“Our REALTOR® members have also been working on
advocating for better technology for mapping flood zones
and better mitigation efforts,” notes Morris. “A lot has been
done by local people on flood control. Many have done a
tremendous job of building better flood walls and pumping stations on their own. The other side of the coin is
whether individuals can raise their homes, with some doing
it voluntarily, and with some being mandated to do that.
“We typically don’t get involved in the science of these
issues — that’s not our expertise — and we work to ensure
the protection of property rights,” says Morris. “But we
can share information with our clients on best practices.
Our members can tell their clients things like, ‘You might
want to get a flood elevation certificate; it’ll show where
your property is and if you need to move your home to
get better insurance rates.’”
The bonds grow stronger
In addition to weather-mitigation efforts, the Louisiana
REALTORS® and CPEX have joined forces many more
times, and in nearly every instance supported by NAR
smart growth grants.
“Every November, CPEX does a three-day smart growth
conference, and it brings in experts from all over the

The Better Block Demonstration
Projects convinced city leaders
to move forward to implement
demonstrated improvements.
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country,” notes Morris. “We’re always a part of that, and
we encourage our members to be a part of it, also. For
the last several years, we’ve gotten a stipend from NAR’s
smart-growth group to sponsor the conference.”
They also teamed up to present a demonstration of bike and
pedestrian improvements on the Perkins Road Overpass in
Baton Rouge, an area currently dangerous for pedestrians
and bicyclists. The demonstration has convinced city leaders
to move forward to implement much of the demonstrated
improvements, reports Manning-Broome.
The Better Block Demonstration Projects [https://www.
cpex.org/street-smart] were also funded by NAR smart
growth grants. Through the project, 11 improvements were
highlighted to show how community design could enhance
livability. The Louisiana REALTORS® and CPEX conducted three Better Block demonstrations to temporarily
build out improvements that would enhance a specific area.
The Greater Baton Rouge Association of REALTORS® has
also worked with CPEX, using several NAR smart growth
grants over the years to sponsor Better Block and Smart
Street events which have been significant economic drivers.
The Government Street Better Block demonstration in
Baton Rouge has been a huge economic driver. The street
was reimagined to include shaded sidewalks, bike lanes,
improved retail, and increased safety for those navigating
it. According to CPEX data, 48 new businesses and two
new mixed-use developments have emerged as a result.
Property values have almost doubled, reports CPEX,
and the rapid economic growth has moved beyond Government Street, creating a ripple effect throughout the
broader neighborhood.
The project the two groups are currently focused on targets
blighted property. “At our local REALTOR® associations,
you see it all the time — people asking how they can deal
with blight,” Morris explains. “I’m excited about pulling
our local leaders together with the local partners to see if
there’s a better way to approach blight. We want to help
bring properties back into commerce while balancing the
private-property rights.
“CPEX has been a great partner to work with,” states Morris. “If we can partner with like-minded groups, or those
we can learn from, we’re big believers in doing that.”
G.M. Filisko is an attorney and freelance writer who
writes frequently on real estate, business and legal
issues. Ms. Filisko served as an editor at NAR’s REALTOR© Magazine for 10 years.

People with Disabilities
are Not Innately Vulnerable
But when they are left out of the adaptation planning
process — the consequences can be disastrous.

By Steve Wright

C

onsidering that one in five people on
Earth will experience some type of lifeimpacting disability in their life (some
researchers say one in four), being a
person with a disability is mainstream.

But a century of modern building and
planning in the United States has created a barrier-filled
built environment where people with disabilities continue
to be limited by poor mobility and transit, civic and private buildings, park and open space, and dozens of other
elements of inaccessible infrastructure.
The lack of universal design, joltingly still a major issue
nearly three decades since the passage of the Americans
with Disabilities Act federal civil rights legislation, hampers
quality of life in the disability community on a daily basis.
Adaptation and resiliency projects — and the billions
of dollars spent on them across the nation — can be a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to build and plan inclusively for all abilities. But if the disability community is

Courtesy of Metro Valley Transit

Courtesy of the U.S. National Guard

Adaptation projects can be a oncein-a-lifetime opportunity to build and
plan inclusively for all abilities.
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If the disability community is not
included in planning and design,
an increase in extreme weather
events could prove disastrous.
not included in planning and design, not only will they
remain segregated by barriers, but an increase in extreme
weather events could prove both disastrous and deadly.
Images from Hurricane Katrina, Superstorm Sandy and
countless earthquakes, wildfires, mudslides, snow storms,
floods, heatwaves and other extreme weather events on U.S.
soil document heartbreaking images. They show people
who use assistive mobility devices stranded from evacuation shelters and those dependent on oxygen, medicine,
cooling and other treatments by electric-powered machines,
which are rendered useless by long-term loss of power.
“With greater vulnerability during storms, floods and
extreme heat; susceptibility to invasive disease; and the
complex disability-related challenges of relocation and
forced migration (i.e. finding new housing or support
networks); climate disruptions are harder for these populations at virtually all levels compared to those without
disabilities” wrote World Institute on Disability experts
Marsha Saxton, director of research and training, and
Alex Ghenis, a policy and research specialist, in an article
published by Environmental Health News.
“The clear evidence from past and current natural disasters
and refugee situations shows that people with disabilities
have a lower survival rate than those without disabilities,
and may even be neglected or left to die. Photo journalism
showing the impact of Hurricane Katrina in the southeast United States in 2005 documented this with tragic
photos of deceased people in wheelchairs as crowds of
other displaced people streamed by,” the co-authors said
in the 2018 article.

Photos courtesy of the U.S. National Guard
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“Very strongly, the slogan in the disability community is
‘nothing about us without us,’” Saxton said of the need
to include people with disabilities, during a live interview
when Hurricane Dorian threatened Florida’s entire east
coast and 48 hours before it brought destruction to the
Bahamas. “Well-intentioned policymakers think they know
what’s best for the disability community, but they make
strident mistakes. All the planning and policy must use
leaders and stakeholders from the disability community.”

Photos by Steve Wright

This two-story ramp directly on Miami Beach survives
the elements perfectly. However, the lift, pictured to the right, is very
close to ocean elements and has been broken for years.

Raising streets, sidewalks and buildings must respect the needs of the
disability community and inclusively serve all people.
Saxton, who has congenital leg weakness and walks with
leg braces and trekking poles, said sea-level rise is going
to require mass migration in the not-too-distant future.
She said significant or whole populations of flood-prone
cities will be forced to relocate to higher ground. She
fears that most senior planners in the public and private
sector are not taking the unique needs of the disability
community into account.
For example, an able-bodied person can relocate from
a ranch house to a third-floor walkup apartment with
merely a little inconvenience posed by stairs. A person
with a disability cannot be accommodated by multifamily
housing without an elevator, by split-level, single-family
housing, or a ground-floor unit of any kind of dwelling
that has a narrow doorway, an inaccessible restroom, a
kitchen with islands, or other barriers to mobility.
“Even people who recognize that climate crisis is occurring are in denial that we don’t have to take action now,”
she said. “City planners, architects, people who work in
real estate have to be much more activist-minded. Raising buildings on stilts is not going to be the solution.”
Saxton, who lectures in Disability Studies at the University of California at Berkeley, said raising streets, sidewalks
and buildings must respect the needs of the disability
community and inclusively serve all people.

“Ironically, climate change and the flooding and extreme
weather events that it is causing to increase — make it
imperative to think about disability as a major factor in
our communities. [With climate change,] incidents of disability will increase — we will have to think of people who
cannot run from the fire or jump in a boat,” she said.
Saxton noted that tens of millions of people — from
infants to the elderly and many with disabilities — depend
on electricity to keep vital medicines refrigerated, oxygen machines working, dwellings cooled from 100-plus
degree heat and other life-saving apparatus functioning.
“Those who should be leading us are in denial about
designing for the disability community. We have to step
on toes,” Saxton said “We need to get upset about this.”
Marcie Roth, CEO of Partnership for Inclusive Disaster
Strategies, began her focus on people with disabilities in

There are many opportunities to
benefit the whole community when
you take some basic steps to make
sure plans and facilities meet the
needs of people with disabilities.
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Photo by Charlotte Clarke Geier

Visitability is a basic feature that can enhance the value of your home by designing a home that has a level entrance,
wide doorways and bathrooms/kitchens/bedrooms designed in a way that allows fast/cost-effective adaptation.
Photo by Mike Gifford

disasters in the immediate aftermath of the September 11,
2001 terrorist attacks, serving as an advisor to the White
House on the rights and urgent needs of disaster survivors
with disabilities living in the area around ground zero.
“The issues facing people with disability in disasters are
not just (their) issues, they’re everybody’s issues. There
are many opportunities to benefit the whole community
when you take some basic steps to make sure plans and
facilities meet the needs of people with disabilities, older
folks and other people with some mobility needs,” she
said during an interview as Dorian formed into a killer
Category 4 hurricane.
Roth said shelters must be retrofitted to be entirely inclusive for people who need acute care. Otherwise, families
can be separated between those needing such care and
those that do not. She said people living alone who cannot
make it to a special needs shelter “end up in an emergency
room — the last place you want to be during a disaster.”

Climate change mitigation is a
great opportunity for communities
to invest in housing, transportation,
community resources, parks, pools,
roads, sidewalks and major infrastructure that are fully accessible to
people with disabilities.
that accommodates all. There are no waivers. The Rehab
Act, older than ADA, requires spending money to make
communities accessible.”

Roth said city, county and state governments that fail to
design for all are violating a long-established federal law.

Roth emphasizes that climate change adaptation is a
great opportunity for communities to invest in housing, transportation, community resources, parks, pools,
roads, sidewalks and major infrastructure that are fully
accessible to people with disabilities.

“Every year, billions of federal dollars come to communities for recovery, rebuilding, hazard mitigation,
programming and communications. For nearly a half
century, the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 has required
that every federal dollar spent must be done in a way

“There is an obligation to make (facilities and infrastructure) accessible. It is hard to understand why people would
balk at that,” she noted of public and private sector planners, architects and engineers that push back against
universal design. “First, they have a legal obligation.
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home to their own house. Because less than one percent
of homes are designed to be inclusive, people end up in
a nursing home for months while they try to figure out
if they can adapt their home, move to a new place, or
afford either solution.”

Courtesy of Miami-Dade County Emergency Management

Second, it’s the right thing to do. Third, it’s a smart business practice because you want all of your community
to access resources with as little (extra) accommodation
as possible.”
Roth said as communities rebuild after a disaster —
or new towns are created to relocate from places that
will be underwater in the near future — cities must be
aggressive in requiring that dwellings, even single-family
housing, accommodate a wide range of families and abilities. Especially since 20 percent of the U.S. population
is experiencing some form of temporary or permanent
disability at any point in time.

Miami-Dade County, with a population of nearly three million all located just a few feet above sea level and at ground
zero for devastating hurricane landfalls, is a leader in best
practices for emergency evacuation for people with disabilities. The County’s Emergency Management Office does
aggressive outreach to the disability community, including prominent website and social media information about
its Emergency & Evacuation Assistance Program (EEAP).
The program provides evacuation support to residents who
need specialized transportation assistance or whose medical
needs prevent them from evacuating on their own.
Residents with disabilities or those who need skilled nursing care, assistance with daily living or have life-saving
medical equipment dependent on electricity are urged
to register with EEAP. The program — for individuals
with functional and access needs, who live alone or with
families — offers specialized transportation; safe shelter; medical monitoring; and wellness checks and is used
for emergencies such as hurricanes, tornadoes, wildfires,
chemical/radiation/hazardous materials releases and widespread power outages.
All Miami-Dade County hurricane evacuation shelters exceed ADA standards for emergency shelters, and
include accessible entryways, service and activity areas and
bathrooms. Service animals are permitted in all county
hurricane evacuation shelters.

“Visitability is such a basic feature that can enhance the
value of your home,” she said of designing a home that
has a level entrance, wide doorways and bathrooms/
kitchens/bedrooms designed in a way that allows fast/
cost-effective adaptation. “After an injury, be it at play
or in a disaster, most people would not be able to come

Todd Holloway is the Emergency Preparedness Subcommittee chair of the National Council on Independent
Living, and Disability Integration Advisor at the Center for Independence in the Seattle-Tacoma Washington
area. He has Meniere’s Syndrome, which causes hearing
loss and episodes of extreme vertigo — one of the “invisible disabilities” that impacts daily lives but is not readily
apparent to others.

As communities rebuild after a
disaster, cities must be aggressive
in requiring that dwellings accommodate a wide range of abilities.

“My frustration is the things we’re pushing for are good
for everybody,” he said, explaining that Universal Design
is not the same as trying to interpret complex and litigated
ADA compliance. “We need to work with nature, not
against it. We’ve learned that working against it doesn’t
work. There are so many distractions for engineers and
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Cities must ensure streets, sidewalks and
crosswalks are accessible to all.
Courtesy of Oregon DOT

builders, but a common-sense approach — designing
with accessibility for all — makes sense economically,
environmentally and in terms of sustainability/resiliency.”
Holloway is astounded that FEMA standards encourage rebuilding to the prior standard that existed when
the structure was built. He said this ignores the golden
opportunity to look at a disaster as a way to rebuild and
remodel to create more housing units and more buildings that are inclusive to all.
“We have best practices in front of us, but it’s not getting done. Government and private sector partners are
not playing on the same page,” he lamented. “Looking at
resiliency and adaptation — what will save the country
more money is building it green, building it accessible
the first time.”
Aida Membreno-Curtis, a landscape architect and certified arborist, is the founding principal of Curtis+Rogers
Design Studio in Miami. In addition to the environmental
benefits of increasing tree canopy to combat heat islands in
Miami, she personally knows the positive impact of shade
in the sun-scorched subtropics. She has lupus and excess
exposure to sunlight can cause flares in systemic lupus, triggering symptoms such as joint pain, weakness and fatigue.
Membreno-Curtis is concerned that coastal areas are
spending tens of millions — raising roads, sidewalks,
buildings and installing dozens of stormwater pumps

Climate change solutions need
to take a very multidisciplinary
approach with a team of people
from different angles.
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that can fail when a major storm knocks out power —
on solutions created only by public works departments
and engineers. She respects engineers, but cautioned that
“solutions done from a singular point of view create other
problems, including social equity problems.”
“What we have found is all these climate change solutions
need to take a very multidisciplinary approach with a team
of people from different angles: engineers, landscape architects, environmental scientists, accessibility experts and
other consultants,” she said. “The challenge is to look at
solutions for resiliency with a three-pronged approach:
1. Ecologically minded – we need to work with nature
and understand nature.
2. Equity for all – otherwise we’re creating barriers
for people with disabilities or we’re punishing one
socio-economic group while protecting the property of another’s.
3. Economy – we must be careful about making unbalanced economic framework when we undertake
billions of dollars’ worth of infrastructure projects.”
Membreno-Curtis said even a small project benefits from
looking at all angles and making sure the finished project
is accessible to all.
Ghenis, co-author of the Environmental Health News
best practices article, who uses a motorized wheelchair for
mobility, said many government leaders don’t realize how
important something as simple as access to electricity is to
people with disabilities. Planned blackouts, a response to
trying to reduce forest fires in California, “is frightening.”
“They are now saying in fire risk days, they are going
to need to shut down high-voltage transmission lines.
That will lead to blackouts from between 12 hours to 2

Photos by Mike Gifford

The planning process must take
advantage of the creativity and
insights of people with disabilities.
days. For people with disabilities — that need to get
up and down in an elevator, to plug in a wheelchair to
charge, to refrigerate medication — this will be terrible.
These are the unanticipated consequences of climate
change response.”
Ghenis said design must be simplified whenever possible,
or people with disabilities will not be able to get back
to their dwellings after a small emergency or large disaster. He explained that elevators are extremely expensive
to repair and it takes a long time to get parts. Outdoor
lifts rust easily, but a ramp usually simply needs to be
cleared of debris to function again.
“Able-bodied folks do not always recognize the exact
complexity of needs of people with disabilities,” he said.
“We must take advantage of the creativity and insights
of people with disabilities. They can define what their
specific needs are, do a run through to make sure barriers haven’t been created and take a look at the big
picture when design flaws can be corrected quickly
and with minimal expense.”
Deborah Dietz is executive director of Disability Independence Group, Inc. (DIG), a nonprofit disability rights
legal advocacy center that provides litigation services,
education, outreach and training in the community.
“With storms last year in Florida’s Panhandle, there
were a lot of disaster issues with housing. The old HUD
housing was inhabitable for people with disabilities. My
husband, Matthew Dietz, who is the litigation director

of DIG, was calling HUD and saying `you have rules
and procedures that all people have a right to have a
place to live. You can’t abandon people with disabilities,’” she said.
“You go to the shelter where you’re evacuated. Then they
want to close the shelters because they’re in schools and
places that need to get back to serving the purpose they
were designed for. The quick solution is to institutionalize the person with no real plan to get back to the home
they were in before the disaster. We are making sure losing one’s home to a disaster is not a one-way ticket to
a person with a disability not being able to live in their
community,” Deborah Dietz said.
Dietz is proud of the efforts her state is making to do a
better job, saying “Hopefully the horrific stories of the
last few years will be less and less.”
“This is a fresh opportunity to do it right, to look at
building and the environment through a more enlightened lens,” she said. “You’re forced to create new housing,
new means of transportation — think of it as a path to
building in a more inclusive way that is accessible to
everyone. Think about people with disabilities before
you start your big project. Bring them to the table, work
toward universal design.”
Steve Wright is uniquely qualified to report this story
because he lives in Miami (ground zero for sea
level rise and lethal hurricane hits), his ADA/Universal Design expert wife uses a wheelchair for
mobility and his 35-year career as a writer and
marketer has focused on issues of urban design,
planning, architecture, mobility engineering and
sustainability. Visit his daily blog at: http://urbantravelandaccessibility.blogspot.com.

WINTER 2020 33

Photo by Dan Anderson, Courtesy of Meet Minneapolis

Density
Matters

Proponents say density can lessen
environmental impacts of sprawl
By Brian E. Clark

F

or much of the second half of the 20th Century, suburban sprawl spread over the American
landscape as people fled the cities in search
of their own bit of residential heaven that
included a yard, a single-family house, perhaps
a white picket fence. And maybe even a dog.

And in March, the Seattle City Council approved a plan
that allows for denser commercial and residential construction in 27 city neighborhoods and urban villages where
apartment buildings are already allowed, and the expansion of some of those neighborhoods to include areas once
reserved for single-family homes.

But that automobile-dependent growth came at a cost,
experts say, including billions of tons of emissions spewed
from vehicle tailpipes that contribute greatly to a myriad
of environmental problems.

Minneapolis Planning Commission President Sam Rockwell said he is confident the city’s new comprehensive
plan — dubbed 2040 Minneapolis — will lead to higher
density, add housing and create more environmentally
friendly, walkable, affordable and inclusive neighborhoods.

Now, with cities becoming more attractive again — especially to millennials and baby boomers — urban planners
are trying to come up with ways to increase density
through infill, transit oriented development (TOD) and
changing zoning regulations to encourage the building
of accessory dwelling units (ADUs), duplexes, triplexes
and other multifamily dwellings.
Some cities, such as Minneapolis, are on the verge of doing
away entirely with single-family zoning, which has ruled
much of the American urban landscape for more than seven
decades. In Minneapolis, 70 percent of the city is currently
zoned exclusively for single-family homes.
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While this prosperous Minnesota city is breaking new
ground in its scope, others around the country are watching it closely and considering following in its steps — or
at least copying parts of it.
Moreover, a bill introduced in the California legislature by
Sen. Scott Wiener this year would “upzone” much of the

Some cities are on the verge of
doing away entirely with singlefamily zoning,

The idea is to change zoning
codes to allow more apartments
near transit. If you have denser
neighborhoods, commuting will
be reduced and emission
reductions will be significant.
land in the state that’s now dedicated solely to single-family housing, letting developers build duplexes, triplexes,
fourplexes and sometimes taller buildings in what are
called “transit-rich” zones.
F. Noel Perry, a San Francisco-based philanthropist who
created the nonpartisan “Next 10” think tank 15 years
ago, said Wiener’s legislation could help meet the state’s
goal of reducing emissions to 40 percent below 1990
levels by 2030.

Courtesy of Minneapolis Metro Transit

Next 10 funded the “Right Type, Right Place: Assessing
the environmental and economic impact of infill residential development through 2030” report. Perry said it
shows that the state could reduce emissions by 1.79 million metric tons annually if California implements more
dense building programs. That’s the equivalent of taking
a whopping 378,000 cars off the road each year.
The study, Perry said, was prepared by impartial researchers at the Terner Center for Housing Innovation at the
University of California, Berkeley and the university’s Center for Law, Energy and the Environment. (https://www.
next10.org/sites/default/files/2019-06/right-type-rightplace-web.pdf)
He called it one of the first academic, comprehensive
evaluations of the economic and environmental impacts
on new housing on the state’s 2030 climate goals.
“The idea is to change zoning codes to allow more apartments near transit,” he said. “We believe if you have denser
neighborhoods, commuting will be reduced and emission
reductions will be significant. We are talking more about
multifamily housing, primarily with four or five floors.
“But we aren’t talking about skyscrapers, so that the
character of neighborhoods doesn’t change too much.
California has a major housing shortage and our
report details how infill can meet the market demand
of walkable, compact parts of cities that are closer to
jobs, schools, parks and transit centers while providing

Courtesy of Next 10

quality-of-life benefits. That’s a big part of it, with major
environmental gains, as well.”
Sen. Wiener, in an interview with “On Common
Ground,” said his bill, SB50, has been pushed back for
consideration until 2020. The legislation, he said, would
cover the entire state and override local zoning rules to
allow more housing density in job centers and near public transportation.
“In terms of environmental benefits, by focusing on
increased density near jobs and public transit, we believe
will lead to people driving less and perhaps even giving
up their cars. So we’ll have less commuting and that will
reduce carbon emissions.”
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California has a population approaching 40 million and
currently has a 3.5-million housing-unit deficit, which
Wiener said is equal to the deficits of the other 49 states
combined. But more sprawl and building more homes
further away from jobs is not the answer, for environmental and other reasons, he said.
“We are in a world of hurt when it comes to housing,”
he said. “We need a lot more of it. But one of the major
challenges we have is that in a large majority of California, it’s illegal to build anything other than a single-family
home, which places an inherent restraint on the number
of homes you can build.
Courtesy of Minneapolis Metro Transit

“So when you do build more homes, you build in sprawl
that pushes people out further and further from where
they work, which is not sustainable. So SB50 will legalize
denser housing and meet our goals of millions of more
homes. This bill focuses on building housing where it
should be, so people can live near their work and near
public transportation.”
In Minneapolis, Planning Commission President Scott
Rockwell, said the city’s ambitious new comprehensive
plan — dubbed Minneapolis 2040 — would upzone the
entire city and do away with single-family housing zoning. It was approved by the city council in November after
getting approval from the regional Metropolitan Council.
It has been described as the furthest-reaching development nationally in its efforts to increase urban density.
While the plan goes into effect January 1, many of the
elements are still being put into place.

Courtesy of Minneapolis Metro Transit

“This certainly doesn’t mean that single-family housing
will become illegal,” Rockwell said, noting that half of the
city’s residents rent. “It just means that in the future, you
could put up to three units on a lot throughout the city.”
Minneapolis has grown by more than 12 percent in the
past decade to around 433,000 and is projected to add
another 50,000 in the next 20 years. With Minneapolis 2040, Rockwell said, the city hopes it can reduce the
housing shortage, lessen the impacts of climate change and

Courtesy of Minneapolis Metro Transit
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Focusing on increased density
near jobs and public transit will
lead to people driving less and
perhaps even giving up their cars.

Minneapolis hopes it can reduce
the housing shortage, lessen the
impacts of climate change and
address the city’s history
of inequality.
address the city’s history of inequality, which includes redlining, race-based covenants and other racially restricted
housing regulations.
Rockwell, a former lawyer who now works for the University of Minnesota in land-use planning and development,
said a key theme of the 2040 plan is that a well-built city
is a key component of a sustainable climate future.
“We can’t adequately address climate change through
only technology,” said Rockwell, who lives in a mixeduse neighborhood he called a “mishmash of single-family
homes, duplexes, triplexes and apartment buildings.
“Technology is important, but it isn’t enough and our environmental problems that are accelerating climate change
aren’t going to be solved by creating a different economy,
either. We need to change the systems that govern how we
get to work and how we live our lives on our own time:
after work, with our families and on the weekends.
“That’s governed by the systems and the structures in
which we live. I strongly believe that denser communities can and do facilitate walkability, which allows people
to set aside a car or even not own a car because they can
walk to local shops and they can access transit because
the density is high enough for high-functioning transit
Courtesy of Minneapolis Metro Transit

systems to work. It can also improve social engagement,
access to jobs and other commercial needs.”
On the transportation side, he said research that went
into the 2040 plan shows “we need to have 37 percent
fewer car trips in the city if we are going to meet our 80
percent emission reduction goal by 2050.
“That is a big lift. Lower impact living in a transportation sense means using your feet instead of a car or using
a bicycle. Being able to do that means not having to be
on a bus for three hours to get to work or not having to
drive to get to the grocery store.
“I hope our example will lead other cities to follow,” he
said. “There is equally a risk that if a progressive city like
Minneapolis shows it doesn’t have the resolve to address
climate change, it will take the wind out of the sails of
a lot of other cities that want to do this. We need to be
bold, though, so I’m glad to be a part of this movement.”
Minneapolis Planning Director Heather Worthington
said the 2040 Plan was passed in an earlier city council
session by a 12-1 margin. She said there has been some
pushback from some wealthier neighborhoods.
“But the call to eliminate exclusionary, single-family housing zoning also came from the community in response
to our history of our racialized housing policy,” she said.
“Like every American city, we had well-documented
racially biased zoning that resulted in segregated areas
of the city.
“So this is also a reparative tool that we can use going
forward to allow greater access to those areas of the city
that have a high number of amenities like schools, groceries, parks. That is the part that’s reparative. It’s also the
Photo by Gina Reis, Courtesy of Meet Minneapolis
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live without having to use their cars. The remaining 20
percent would be in mostly single-family areas.
In the transportation corridors, he said some surface
parking lots are now being converted into apartments
or five- or six-story high-rise buildings with a first floor
of retail stores.
In the areas that are predominantly single-family, however, many of the houses now being built are in the
3,200-square-foot range and selling for more than
$600,000 which he said are too expensive for most residents in a city where the median annual household
income is $81,000.
“A key is to have the kind of middle housing people want
and can afford,” he said.
One of the answers, he said, is to allow more duplexes
and triplexes in those predominantly single-family areas.
He said the Oregon Legislature passed a law this year that
requires all cities in the state with more than 10,000 residents to permit duplexes everywhere a single-family house
is allowed. And in communities with more than 25,000,
he said it mandates that cities allow triplexes and fourplexes in some locations.

Portland, Ore.
Photos courtesy of Portland Bureau of Transportation

economic sustainability part of this plan, and I’d put that
up there with environmental sustainability, too.”
In Oregon, the rapidly growing city of Portland now has
600,000 residents and is expected to add another 265,000
people by 2035, increasing its population by almost half.
“We adopted a new comprehensive plan in 2016 that we’d
been working on for nearly a decade, trying to figure out
how we are going to handle 123,000 more households
over roughly the next two decades,” said Morgan Tracy,
who is in charge of the city’s infill program.
He said the planning department looked at a number of
different strategies, but the one that performed the best
and was consistent with the city’s climate plans, promotes
building multifamily dwellings in or near neighborhood
centers and transportation corridors where people can
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“It basically took what we were working on and went
statewide with it, though it doesn’t go into effect until
2022, allowing cities time to develop and adopt codes,”
said Tracy, who lauded multi-unit housing and their
shared walls for energy efficiency.
In Charlotte, N.C., activist Shannon Binns said the election of a majority millennial city council several years ago
is moving this Southern city toward a more environmentally sustainable future.
Binns, who started the smart growth organization “Sustain Charlotte” in 2010, said he was struck, when he
moved to Charlotte, by the city’s lack of adequate public
transit and how much the city sprawled over the surrounding countryside.
One of the fastest-growing cities in the country and home
to the corporate headquarters of Bank of America and
Duke Energy, it jumped in population from 735,000

The city’s climate plan promotes
building multifamily dwellings in or
near neighborhood centers and
transportation corridors.

Charlotte’s city council
adopted a new TOD
ordinance this past spring.
to around 900,000 in the past decade. Rapid growth is
expected to continue as people from other parts of the
country flock to the city, he said.
“If you look at Charlotte’s walkability score, it’s not very
good and there aren’t many neighborhoods outside of
the city center where you can easily live without a car,”
said Binns, who bikes to work but owns a hybrid vehicle.
“It’s not a very multi-modal city due to lack of density
and lack of transportation options that only density can
make happen.”
But things are changing for the better, he noted. The city
council adopted a new TOD ordinance this past spring
that his group helped influence.
“We are a collaborative partner with city and other organizations,” he said. “We don’t organize protests. I think
most city staff would say we are helpful and that we help
them do the things they’d like to do, but sometimes can’t
as city employees.

And he praised the building of a 10-mile-long light rail
system that runs from the center of the city to the University of North Carolina-Charlotte campus. A second
section of light rail is planned, though he said it has yet
to be funded.
“Increasing density, making neighborhoods more livable,
and providing ways for people to get around without cars
is smart because vehicle emissions are the largest source
of greenhouse gases,” he said.
“Density is helping slow the encroachment into our surrounding forests and farmland that we’ve been building
over for decades. When folks can walk, bike and ride
transit, we are reducing our impact on the climate. And
that, simply, is a good thing.”
Brian E. Clark is a Wisconsin-based journalist and
a former staff writer on the business desk of The
San Diego Union-Tribune. He is a contributor to the
Los Angeles Times, Chicago Sun-Times, Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, Dallas Morning News and
other publications.

“Frankly, we have the luxury of speaking honestly. We
have an important role to play in this process, advocating for smart growth.”
He called the new TOD ordinance “a total rewrite that
is meant to allow greater density around our transit and
light-rail stations. From a national perspective, it is one
of the most forward-thinking plans around with no parking requirements and parking maximums.”
Charlotte also kicked off this year a two-year process to
update its comp plan called Charlotte 2040. “This is really
significant because the city has not written a comprehensive plan since the 1970s, which should put us on a better
path to managing our growth,” he said.
“Simultaneously, the city is rewriting our entire set of
development ordinances and combining them into a single ordinance that should allow higher density rules.”
Binns, who is 42, called the current city leadership and
the relatively young city council, “much more progressive
than in the past. They are concerned about smart growth,
rather than growth for growth’s sake, combatting climate
change, walkability, more transit and improving the lives
of all Charlotte residents.”

Charlotte, N. C.
Courtesy of Charlotte’s Got A Lot
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EFFICIENT AND
RESILIENT HOMES
MORE NEW HOMES ARE BEING
BUILT TO HIGHER STANDARDS,
AND EXISTING HOMES ARE
BEING UPGRADED, BOTH FOR
EFFICIENCY AND TO PROTECT
AGAINST EXTREME WEATHER.

“You cannot get through a single day without having an impact on the world around you. What you do makes
a difference, and you have to decide what kind of difference you want to make.” –Jane Goodall
performing and more energy efficient. “Ours may be the
first real estate company that has hired a person to lead
sustainability,” he says. “Hopefully, it won’t be the last.”

By G.M. Filisko

T

hose words from the famed anthropologist
truly resonate with Craig Foley.

He’s a REALTOR® and the chair of the
NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS® Sustainability Advisory Group (SAG).
He’s also the chief sustainability partner at
LAER Realty Partners in Winchester, Mass.
Foley’s mission today is to educate his peers and consumers on why it’s imperative that homes become higher
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Phoenix REALTOR® Melisa Camp, M.Ed., GREEN,
LEED AP Homes, is just as committed. She’s also a
member of NAR’s SAG, and she founded a company that
provides continuing education to REALTORS®, appraisers, architects, and LEED professionals on green building
science, marketing green homes, and other home sustainability issues.
As both work to expand the high-efficiency home
market, they’re also aware that their efforts will help
homeowners protect against weather events.

Photos highlight sustainable homes
with green features in California.

Net-zero and existing homes that
do energy-efficient upgrades are
a really big part of the solution.

Photos courtesy of David Hertz Architect, Inc

before talking about net-zero buildings. “One thing I try to
address is that there are two ways to tackle the challenges of
increased carbon going into the atmosphere,” he explains.
“Most of us hope the supply side, meaning the power companies, gets it together and shifts to a clean-energy system.
“But if we wait on the supply side to do that, we’re not
going to win,” insists Foley. “There’s also the demand
side, and that’s where things like net-zero and existing
homes that do energy-efficient upgrades are a really big
part of the solution.”
Camp agrees. “I think there are two emerging markets —
new homes and existing homeowners making upgrades,”
she says. “My motto for everybody is to just start. Just
start with something.”

“Everybody has to do something,” insists Camp. “The
worst thing we can all do together is to do nothing. Phoenix doesn’t have a lot of natural disasters as other areas do,
but my observation is that attitudes are changing because
they have to. Our weather is affecting the places where
we live, and we have to pay attention.”
The trend gains steam
For Foley, Camp, and other sustainability evangelists, the
goal is to have all buildings be net zero, which means their
systems create all the energy needed for their operation.
When he’s speaking to developers and builders and teaching the GREEN designation course, Foley takes a step back

Our weather is affecting the
places where we live, and we
have to pay attention.

But where to start? Two broad factors are typically key to
achieving net zero in homes. “It’s usually a super-efficient
building envelope with really good construction combined with some kind of onsite renewable generation of
electricity,” says Foley. “In my area, it’s solar photovoltaics, which take the sun’s photons and turn them into
voltage. I’ve been selling homes that are energy positive,
which means they’re producing more clean energy than
they use and sending it back to the grid.”
More and more technology is emerging to allow builders
and homeowners to achieve those two goals. Among the tactics and technologies that have become game changers are:
• Where the home is physically situated — “Allowing
natural light and natural ventilation is important,”
states David Hertz, AIA, founder of an architecture studio in Los Angeles and a member of the Los
Angeles chapter of the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC). “Homes need to be able to let winter
sun in and summer sun out, and that could just be
proper placement of the home. But it could also be
from things like planting deciduous trees that allow
winter sun in and keep summer sun out.”
• A solid building envelope — “Making sure the
house is really air tight is a big factor,” says Camp. “Air
sealing is super important, as is fresh-air ventilation.”
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Mechanicals play a really big
part in a home's energy efficiency.
Insulation is critical here. “It’s about putting insulation
in the right places,” Camp notes. “You want spray foam
up against the roof deck — and homeowners shouldn’t
do this themselves — so there’s a significant temperature reduction and your HVAC system doesn’t have to
work as hard.”
Windows also come into play. “Technologies have
advanced so much in the last 10 years,” says Foley.
“U.S. manufacturers are now doing triple-paned windows; they used to come only from Europe.”
However, Foley wants to dispel common thinking when
it comes to home envelopes. “One thing our industry has
to get past — and I get this all the time in the GREEN
designation class — is the idea that buildings have to
breathe,” he says. “Just so we’re clear, that’s BS. Sure, there
can be bad consequences for superinsulated buildings if
they’re not ventilated properly. But there’s no question
that air-tight buildings is the way we need to go.”
Courtesy of David Hertz Architect, Inc

Courtesy of David Hertz Architect, Inc
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• High-performing mechanicals — “A home’s mechanicals play a really big part,” contends Camp. “The HVAC
system’s efficiency is evaluated by measuring SEER, or the
seasonal energy efficiency ratio. Typically the higher the
rating, the more efficient the unit. You’re also looking at a
variable-feed system. Older HVAC systems have long on
and off cycles, which really wear on the machine. Newer
machines run at a steady stream, which is more efficient.”
When buildings meet the net-zero standard, they also
typically better tolerate the effects of weather. “Boston has
set resilient-building strategies, which also factor into this
type of construction,” says Foley. “You can’t put mechanicals down in the basement anymore. They have to be on
the first floor in case of flooding. Double-stone wall construction helps homes be more air-tight, but it’s also more
durable and much more resilient with weather extremes.”
Options will continue to grow as more companies invent
new green-home technologies. The Los Angeles chapter of the USGBC is encouraging such growth with its
2019 launch of a net-zero accelerator [https://usgbc-la.
org/programs/net-zero-accelerator/]. “We’re approaching two degrees Celsius in increased temperature in the
next 10 years on average,” says Hertz. “That will create
more weather conditions that will affect homeowners.”
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The accelerator is putting companies together in the hope
the results will be synergistic. “About 15 companies are
involved,” says Hertz. “It’s a broad array of innovative
solutions. We have a lumber company that takes standing
dead trees and uses that lumber locally. Another company
has a window coating for electricity to be generated like a
solar panel. Some of these companies are being incubated,
but most already offer products. We’re hoping the accelerator can help them cross-fertilize ideas between them.”
It’s not just detached homes
While Foley may be right that the world can’t wait on
power companies to adjust their energy sources, there has
been movement on the supply side.
In April 2019, the first all-electric net-zero attached community in southern California — City Square in Irvine
— opened, and the 44-unit community with all fourbedroom units was made possible with help from a power
company. “We partnered with the local utility to create a
new policy to allow renewable energy to be on the communal area in a condo community and metered back to
individual homes,” explains C.R. Herro, vice president
of innovation at Meritage Homes.
“We’ve been building zero-energy homes for the last eight
years,” he explains. “Normally, it’s only single-family homes
because of the roof issue with condos and townhomes.”
By that, Herro means that those community associations
typically prohibit homeowners from installing solar and
other energy systems on common areas. At the same time,
there’s often little or no personally owned space on which
homeowners can locate them, either.

Photos courtesy of David Hertz Architect, Inc

“Innate within the concept of net-zero homes is that you
have to have a co-located power plant generating solar
power or geothermal power,” says Herro. “In a dense
project, you don’t always have the ability on your own
roof to mount solar panels or to place them in your own
yard. And there wasn’t a policy in place that allowed us to
do this community solar distribution. To SoCal Energy’s
credit, they enabled that in this community.”
Units start at $845,000. “Homes below $1 million don’t
exist in Irvine,” says Herro. “That’s considered a very good

Options will continue to grow
as more companies invent new
green-home technologies.

Photo by David Dodge,
Courtesy of Green Energy Futures
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70 percent in the middle don’t know what they don’t
know,” he says. “They’re buying for location, price, and
square footage, and there may be 20 homes that match
their criteria. We try to inspire them to choose the best
of the 20 by saying, ‘You’ve got 19 other choices; would
you like to be more comfortable, save thousands in operating costs, and have a more durable home?’”

Photo by David Dodge, Courtesy of Green Energy Futures

Then, Herro says, the long-term math can be convincing. For the net-zero homes his company has sold, there’s
about an extra $50 per month in mortgage costs but a
savings of about $200 per month in utility costs.
Incentives can further reduce homeowners’ costs. “One
of the things that hopefully happens more and more is
that there are incentives for sustainable measures,” says
Hertz. “I just installed a battery backup system for my
home because utilities are turned off regularly here. It
was a $30,000 battery system, and I got $22,000 back
from the utility. There are also big incentives with solar.”

Photo by David Dodge, Courtesy of Green Energy Futures

For net-zero homes, there’s a
savings of about $200 per
month in utility costs.
price point there.” By September, 10 units had closed,
and 34 remained available.
The long view on costs
The initial costs of net-zero building and retrofitting can
scare consumers. But advocates say that’s the wrong measure of these homes.
“Our fuel prices here in the Northeast are very high, but
when you add the solar incentive Massachusetts offers,
which is second only to New Jersey in state incentive programs, it makes it an absolute no brainer,” insists Foley.
Maybe so, but Herro admits high-performing homes are
still not an easy sell. “This issue has been the bane of my
existence for a decade,” he says.
In Herro’s experience, about 15 percent of buyers will
reject sustainable building as political advocacy. Another
15 percent will actively pursue this type of home. “The

44 ON COMMON GROUND

The PACE program [https://www.energy.gov/eere/slsc/property-assessed-clean-energy-programs] can be a good place
for agents and consumers to begin researching incentives.
Foley says sales can be successful with the right education to consumers. “I sold four condos last year in
Roxbury that had home energy scores [https://betterbuildingssolutioncenter.energy.gov/home-energy-score]
of negative 14 and negative 22,” he says. (The lower the
HER score, the more energy efficient the home. Negative HER scores indicate that homes generate excess
energy that’s usually sent back to the utility company.)
With the Roxbury condos, buyers could opt to buy a
proportional interest in a solar photovoltaic system and
not just achieve net zero but, with state energy incentives, receive checks from the utility that offset the condo
association fees.
“We were competing against new construction down
the street listed at $375 per square foot,” explains Foley.
“We were going on the market at $450 a square foot.
We and the developer were very nervous about that —
no question. We sold all four of our units before two of
the seven units down the street sold — and our units
appraised out.
“That’s clear evidence that people were speaking with
their wallets in the purchase of the home,” he argues.
“We were offering great, durable buildings with no operating costs.”

Educating consumers on the
long-term benefits is where real
estate and other industry
professionals can play a key role.
The more consumers know….
Educating consumers on the long-term benefits — not
just financially, but environmentally and in terms of home
durability in extreme weather — is where real estate and
other industry professionals can play a key role in propelling more growth.

Courtesy of Meritage Homes

“Zero-energy homes reduce their operating costs by as
much as $100,000 over a 30-year mortgage,” says Herro.
“Banks need to acknowledge that value, and agents need
to help people understand the differences between an
old home, a new home, and a high-performance home.
“France has adopted a total-cost model,” he adds. “It discloses how much the home is selling for and then how
much it costs to operate. That model is one of the keys
to getting the industry to evolve. We’ve been trying to
push for mortgage reform and national labeling standards
around operating costs.”
Foley also believes real estate agents are critical to building more homes that consume less energy and better
weather the elements. “We’re on a threshold right now,
and all of this is moving very rapidly,” he says. “Half of
one percent of REALTORS® have their GREEN designation. That’s ridiculous to me. Every real estate team
in the United States should have a GREEN-designated
agent. A requirement to be on our team is to have that
designation. The opportunity is huge for REALTORS®
to really engage this part of the marketplace right now.”

Courtesy of Meritage Homes

(Above) City Square in Irvine is the first all-electric, net-zero attached
community in southern California.

If they do, Foley contends, they can make an impact that
will last long after they’re gone. “There are some really
passionate people here — architects, builders, and others
who’ve been at the leading edge,” he says. “They understand there’s a climate problem, and they want to do well
and to do good. That will be their legacy.”
G.M. Filisko is an attorney and freelance writer who
writes frequently on real estate, business and legal
issues. Ms. Filisko served as an editor at NAR’s REALTOR® Magazine for 10 years.
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CONTINUED
GREENING OF NAR'S
WASHINGTON
BUILDING
THE

Y

ou may have heard about the most visible
example of the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS®’ leadership on
the sustainability front — its Washington,
D.C., headquarters.

A refresher, in case you don’t recall the details:
When it opened in 2004, the building earned LEED Silver
BD+C rating for new construction. At the time, it was the
first building in the District of Columbia to receive that
LEED designation, which it will forever carry.
Once a building is operational, achieving new LEED certification gets more challenging. NAR, however, has met the
challenge both times certification was on the table since the
building opened. It was first awarded LEED Gold Existing Building Operating and Maintenance, or EB O+M, in
2009, based on a number of sustainability factors, including
its use of renewable energy purchase agreements since the
building opened. Those agreements allow NAR to offset its
energy use by encouraging the development of alternative
sources of energy elsewhere — in NAR’s case, the alternative source it’s encouraging is wind power.
That designation expires after so many years, and the
LEED program is designed to push building owners into
greater and greater sustainability to continue qualifying.
When it came time for NAR to requalify in 2017, it went
one better. In February of that year, it achieved the highest level for EB O+M: Platinum.
Today, the building is about midway through the recertification period, and Brad Clark, senior property manager
at Cushman & Wakefield, which manages the building,
is totally on it.
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“The key for this building is energy use,” he says. “Currently,
we’re researching how we’re going to be able to be more
energy efficient. That will be critical to any recertification.
“The way you’re evaluated on energy efficiency in the
LEED certification program is through the Energy Star
score,” he explains. “It’s a U.S. Department of Energy
scorecard of a building’s energy usage. You have to be in
the top 25 percent of all buildings for energy efficiency
to qualify for LEED certification.
“But it’s gotten to the point that everybody’s energy efficient today, and they had to make the program tougher,”
says Clark. “Now we don’t even have Energy Star certification because it’s become so much more rigorous. The
best way for us to regain that is with our HVAC system,
which is 15 years old, anyway. Some components will get
replaced, and some will get upgraded.”
Clark, however, is thinking much bigger. “NAR loves
to stay on the forefront, so we’re also looking at being
the first Washington, D.C., commercial office building
to use geothermal energy,” he reports. “It’s feasible, but
there are some complications. We’re currently evaluating whether it’s workable. I hope we’ll know that by the
end of this year.”
Going geothermal will pay for itself over time, with
Clark’s preliminary calculations reflecting a 20-year payback period. “That’s typically beyond most owners’ desire,
but NAR isn’t the typical building owner,” he says. “NAR
seemed to be very excited about the possibility of having
that technology feather in its cap.”
If geothermal isn’t workable, Clark’s Plan B will come
into play. “That’s looking at the cost of replacing most

or all of our air handling units on each floor,” he says.
“That will upgrade the HVAC equipment’s efficiency
and provide more tenant comfort.”
Solar was a consideration, but Clark says it’s not a particularly good option for NAR because the building
doesn’t have the roof space necessary for solar panel
installation. “We might be able to incorporate it into a
roof terrace improvement — maybe the canopy serves
as a roof for patrons, and that would have some solar
panels on it,” he muses. “That’s one idea I have. We
already have money in the budget in the next 10 years
to redo the roof terrace. It’s old and dated, and we
have to stay ahead of other Class A buildings here.
That’s where we can improve efficiency and improve
the roof terrace.”
There’s also capital improvement money budgeted
for a 10-year shift to entirely LED lighting, which
has already begun.
Whatever path NAR opts to follow, Clark is confident
its building will again earn LEED EB O+M Platinum
certification in 2022. Frankly, he appreciates the challenge and the opportunity NAR offers him to stretch
himself professionally.
“I consider myself lucky I have NAR as my client,” he
says. “I go to NAR’s Real Property Operations committee, which oversees me, and they’re the ones who
are very, very receptive to my new ideas — and they’re
the ones who have to sell those ideas to leadership
and members. To have a client who’s so dedicated to
keeping its building at the forefront of marketplace
is really great — no question.”
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Brattleboro, VI.

R E S I L I E N T E C O N O M I E S:
PROTECTING LOCAL ECONOMICS
E X T R E M E W E AT H E R I M PA C T S

from

By Brad Broberg

W

eather and climate are not the same
thing. Weather is rain hitting you
in the face when you walk out the
door. Climate is how hard and
often rain hits you in the face over
the years.

Weather delivers sudden blows. Climate acts gradually
over time. Yet one thing is true of both. As global temperatures push higher and higher, weather and climate
are changing in ways that are harder — and more costly
— to ignore.
The average number of extreme weather events causing $1
billion or more in losses has spiked in recent years. The average number per year between 2008 and 2018 was 6.3 such
events (adjusted for inflation), but the average over the last
five years is 12.6, according to the National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA). Total losses from
natural hazards both large and small set an all-time U.S.
record of $306 billion in 2017.
None of those natural hazards are new. Communities have
dealt with hurricanes, wildfires, flooding and drought forever. However, as the severity, frequency and duration of
these events grows, communities need to double down on
protecting not only lives and property but also their economies, warns the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
in a 2016 report titled Planning Framework for a Climate
Resilient Economy.
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“Businesses depend on their local communities for their
workforce, customer base, supplies, and reliable transportation and utility infrastructure,” states the report.
“Likewise, communities depend on businesses for goods
and services, tax revenue and employment. Having a climate-resilient economy ... that can withstand or recover
quickly and efficiently from climate impacts in the short
and long terms is essential to a community’s well-being.”
Investing in resilience strategies can more than pay for
itself. Every $1 spent to increase resilience to natural disasters such as flooding, hurricanes and wildfires generates $6
in benefits in terms of reducing losses from business interruption, damage to buildings and other risks, according
to an analysis of federal disaster spending by the National
Institute of Building Sciences (NIBS), a public-private
partnership established by Congress.
The NIBS also found that designing new structures to
exceed certain model building code requirements generates a $4 return for every $1 spent on resilience measures.
The planning process
The EPA’s planning framework is designed to help communities recognize their economic vulnerabilities and
identify ways to be more climate resilient — with a focus
on helping the business community respond to projected
changes and think creatively about how to prosper in a
world with shifting weather patterns.

The process starts with forming an assessment team representing government, business and community interests.
The next steps are:
• Evaluating which projected hazards such as flooding,
sea-level rise, storm surge, drought and extreme heat
could affect the community and over what time period.
• Identifying community economic assets and their vulnerability. Some critical components might be obvious
such as a road that is essential for getting goods in and
out, a company that is the largest employer in the community, or utilities that supply power and water. Others
might be less evident such as a supplier that other companies rely on for raw materials.
• Analyzing overall economic implications for the community. Damage to transportation or utility assets, for
example, could have far-reaching impacts on all sectors of the economy, including businesses, homes and
tourist attractions.
• Recommending actions to strengthen economic resilience such as relocating threatened facilities that provide
essential public services. Resiliency can then be used as
an economic development tool.
“Businesses that can operate with minimal interruption
during and after extreme weather events could have a
competitive advantage over less-prepared companies,”
according to the report. “Similarly, communities that ...
protect their transportation, utilities and other essential
assets and services could be more attractive to businesses
looking for more secure locations.”
One of the ways communities can do that is through
smart growth because how and where communities
develop is central to determining their resilience.
“Smart growth strategies, which promote compact, mixeduse, walkable communities that protect ecologically and
economically valuable open space and offer housing and
transportation options, can help communities develop
in ways that also make them better prepared for climate
change,” the report states.
It starts with identifying and encouraging growth in
areas that are already developed — or well-connected
to such areas — and that are less vulnerable to flooding
and other hazards.
“Encouraging development and redevelopment in these
areas not only keeps people and property safe, it also takes
development pressure off of undeveloped land that can

The Town of Brattleboro in Vermont floods on Flat Street,
damaging buildings and infrastructure.

protect the community from hazards such as flooding
and avoids costly new infrastructure and utility extensions,” reads the report.
After where to grow, comes how to grow. Providing transportation choices and promoting compact development
go hand-in-hand with making an economy more resilient.
A well-connected transportation network that makes it
safe and convenient to walk, bike, take public transit
or drive shorter distances gives people more choices in
how to continue their daily activities in an emergency.
And compact development in central locations makes
businesses and important services easier to reach for customers, suppliers and employees alike — not to mention
easier to protect.
Compact development also drives resiliency by using natural resources more efficiently. It saves water, for example,
because pipes don’t have to be as long and therefore are not
as prone to leaks. In the face of worsening droughts, every
drop counts in many communities — not just for drinking but for agriculture, industry and energy generation.
Vermont’s resiliency
Drought is not the problem in Vermont. “The climate
models all show that it’s going to get wetter and warmer
here,” said Chris Cochran, director of community planning and resilience with the state of Vermont.
Vermont’s mountainous geography already makes many
of its communities highly flood prone as runoff from rain
and snowmelt swell the rivers and streams in the steep
valleys where people live. Heavier rainfall and higher temperatures — which lead to rapid snowmelt — are the last
things those communities need.
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After being ravaged by flooding from tropical storm Irene
in 2011, the state obtained federal funding to launch the
Vermont Economic Resiliency Initiative (VERI). The initiative has helped five especially vulnerable communities
prepare for future cataclysmic threats as a consequence of
climate change. “It’s not a matter of if it’s going to happen, it’s when,” Cochran said.
Flooding can deliver multiple blows to a community’s
economy ranging from utility outages that prevent businesses from opening to road closures that leave employees
stranded, break supply chains and impede the delivery
of goods to market — all of which can put people out of
work for weeks and even for good.
Nearly 40 percent of businesses do not reopen after a
disaster, according to the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA). Data from the U.S. Small Business
Administration indicates that nearly 10 percent of businesses fail within two years after being struck by a disaster.
That creates a sense of urgency around resilience projects.
“Most of the communities we’ve worked with have all
done ... multi-million projects to reduce the threat from
future floods,” Cochran said.
In the town of Brattleboro, for example, a senior housing complex upstream of town was relocated out of the
flood plain of Whetstone Brook and converted to green
space to give the water “somewhere to go that isn’t in
somebody’s home or basement,” Cochran said. “To the
extent we can get people out of harm’s way and get businesses out of harm’s way, we can make sure that when
it does rain really hard, it doesn’t impact our economy.”
Maryland weathers the storm
Flooding is also a problem in downtown Annapolis, Md.,
but relocation is not a viable strategy given the historical
significance of this seaport town, where increased tidal
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How and where communities
develop is central to determining
their resilience.
flooding caused by rising sea levels prompted the city to
create a plan to protect the downtown called Weathering It Together.
In the early 1960s, the downtown area experienced nuisance flooding at high tide only three days a year, the plan
notes. Today, flooding occurs between 30 and 40 days a
year. By 2030, it will flood every other day, according to
a study by the Union of Concerned Scientists. By 2045,
downtown will flood every single day.
“Our stormwater system gets backed up (at high tide)
because our elevation is so low that the water doesn’t
have anywhere to go. It just comes up through our pipes,”
explained Sally Nash, Annapolis’ chief of comprehensive
planning. “It’s worse if there’s a high tide and a rain event.”
The city’s vibrant Dock Street District at the harbor’s edge
is hardest hit. Flooding can close the streets and parking
lots, which discourages shoppers and tourists — who
flock to Annapolis to visit the Naval Academy — from
patronizing the businesses.
“We’ve tracked the number of times we’ve had to close
the main road and that number has increased every year,”
said Sally Nash. “If people hear the road is closed, they
go somewhere else.”
Help is on the way. The Weathering Together plan called
for building a pair of pump stations to remove flood water.
One of the stations is already under construction. Additional resilience strategies such as building a seawall and
elevating portions of the Dock Street District are also
being considered.

Annapolis’ vibrant Dock Street District
at the harbor’s edge is hardest hit by flooding.

Photos by Amy E. McGovern

“We all know that if we don’t do anything we are basically choosing retreat and I don’t think anyone wants to
do that because we have so many structures downtown
that have been here 300 years,” Nash said.

eight and 15 stories to allow greater density. So far,
more than 1,000 units of new housing have been built
or are under construction, along with space for offices,
stores and restaurants.

Iowa City’s planning leads to economic growth

“We’ve had phenomenal growth in that area — mostly
due to converting (the wastewater plant) to a park and
converting that land that is not in the flood plain to higher
residential,” said Tracy Hightshoe, Iowa City’s neighborhood and development services director.

Following the devastating Iowa River floods of 2008,
Iowa City scored a resiliency and smart growth win-win.
Supported by federal grants, the city closed a wastewater
treatment plant that had been inundated by the flooding and expanded the capacity of another plant outside
the flood plain. The site of the old plant was then converted into a 17-acre park that doubles as natural storage
for future floodwaters.
The cherry on top? The park served as a catalyst to rezone
nearby land outside the flood plain and create the Riverfront Crossings District.
The master plan for the mixed-use district includes a
form-based code that raises height limits to between

The reality? Communities across the nation need to take
action to protect their economies from shifting weather
patterns. But planning for future resiliency is an opportunity for economic growth in all areas.
Brad Broberg is a Seattle-based freelance writer
specializing in business and development issues.
His work appears regularly in the Puget Sound
Business Journal and the Seattle Daily Journal
of Commerce.

Flooding in Riverfront Crossings Park in Iowa City, Iowa, in May 2019.
The Riverfront Crossings Park is the former
site of the city’s waste-water treatment plant.

Courtesy of Iowa City

Photo by Kevin Crawley; Courtesy of Iowa City
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Sustainable Rebuilding

After the Fire
CITIES IMPACTED BY THE CAMP AND WOOLSEY FIRES IN CALIFORNIA ARE JUST STARTING THE REBUILD
PROCESS. HERE’S AN UPDATE ON HOW THESE COMMUNITIES ARE WORKING ON SUSTAINABLE REBUILDING.

By Tracey C. Velt

T

he fire that took Ellie Rosebush’s home was
swift and merciless. “We had been getting red
flag warnings for days, so my husband and I
had our bags packed just in case,” says Rosebush, association executive for the Oroville
Association of REALTORS®. When she left
for work that morning (a 30-minute drive), the fire was
miles away.
“By the time I got to work, people were telling me that
Paradise [where Rosebush lives] was on fire. In a matter
of 30 minutes, the fire went from the canyon to evacuating my city. My husband was at home and grabbed as
much as he could,” she says.
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As a retired firefighter, Rosebush’s husband tried to save
the home. “After hours without a word that he was safe, I
finally heard from him. He wasn’t able to save our home,
but he did save himself. By now, it was 5 p.m., and I didn’t
have a house to go home to,” she explains.
The town of Paradise lost an estimated 95 percent of its
buildings. “We went from a town of 27,000 people to
3,000,” says Charles Brooks, executive director of the
Rebuild Paradise Foundation, a foundation to support

Rebuilding to California code
costs a lot of money.

“Paradise’s existing home stock prices hit a peak in March regarding prices. They are above where they
were last November by about 7.5 to 10 percent, but lot prices are heading south because there is such a
large supply and not much demand. Prices will slowly creep back up for lots as people start building.”
— Michael Zuccolillo, broker/owner of Simplistic Realty and a Paradise Town Council member
the long-term rebuild efforts of Butte County’s disasteraffected residents, businesses and workforce. All told, the
Camp Fire, as it’s known, destroyed about 18,000 structures, including about 14,000 homes, according to the
California Department of Forestry and Fire Protection.
The California Department of Insurance says that wildfire
insurance losses topped $12 billion for both the Camp
Fire and the Woolsey Fire.
The town of Oroville is right next to Paradise and wasn’t
as severely impacted. Naturally, said Rosebush, “the people
of Paradise came to Oroville for rentals. So, our population increased. That meant that the town of Oroville
needed to act immediately, putting a moratorium on raising rents. As the REALTORS®, we were on top of that,
communicating it to our members.” Not only that but
for the few properties left standing in Paradise, and surrounding towns, real estate prices skyrocketed.
Bringing Residents Back
Paradise originally grew as an affordable place to live. “We
had a lot of smaller homes; homes you would buy if you
were just starting,” says Michael Zuccolillo, broker/owner
of Simplistic Realty and a Paradise Town Council member.

Ellie Rosebush, association executive for
the Oroville Association of REALTORS®,
lost her house in Paradise, Calif., during
the Camp Fire. Before and after photos.

But, rebuilding to California code costs a lot of money.
“Add disaster economics, and that many were underinsured, and the price goes through the roof,” says Brooks.
“We want to have a dramatic impact on lowering the
costs incrementally.”
To do that, the Rebuild Paradise Foundation discussed
what Paradise might be five or ten years down the road.
“We wanted to come up with creative ways to attract,
incentivize and retain business owners and residents in
the disaster-affected counties,” says Brooks.
Rebuild Paradise is currently offering free floor plans to
save costs on architect services. They’re also partnering
with other organizations to provide low or no-cost solutions for things like tree removal, water services, and more.

Photos courtesy of Ellie Rosebush
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More than just rebuilding homes,
Paradise is looking forward to a
vision for the entire community.
Malibu leaders are working with the state of California
and the Office of Emergency Services on debris removal.

The Camp Fire aftermath in Paradise, Calif.
Photos courtesy of Michael Zuccolillo

“We’ve passed whatever ordinances we can to ease any
restrictions. Malibu is a coastal city, and we are under
the jurisdiction of the California Coastal Commission,
so building here is a pretty rigorous thing to do. Before
the fire, rebuilding would take about 18 months to get
permitted,” says Feldman. “Now, a building can get permitted in about 30 days.”
Planning 1.0
More than just rebuilding homes, Paradise, specifically,
is looking forward to a vision for the entire community.
Rosebush applied for a $2,000 smart growth grant from
the NATIONAL ASSOCIATION OF REALTORS® and
received it. The Association’s goal was to bring speakers
to their annual Oroville 2020 event to talk about smart
growth in the towns impacted by the fire.

A new program they’re offering soon is to provide grants
to offset surveying costs. “Our town is requiring that all
lots be surveyed before sale or construction, which costs
anywhere from $1,000 to $5,000. But, 50 percent of the
town was never recorded, so that a record of survey could
be much more expensive. These costs add up for residents
who want to rebuild, so we’re working to defray some of
these expenses.”
He says, “We lost 93 percent of our housing, but commercial fared much better. However, we don’t have any
residents. So, our focus is getting rooftops so we can support the business community,” says Brooks.
Leaders in the city of Malibu feel the same way. At the
same time as the Camp Fire, the Woolsey Fire took out
1,600 structures and 488 homes in Malibu, says Reva
Feldman, city manager for the city of Malibu.
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“Every year, we hold an event that focuses on smart
growth, transportation, education, how to build a community, topics like that. For our Oroville 2020 event,
we wanted to focus on how to deal with planning when
rebuilding our community. We brought in Kate Meis,
executive director of the Local Government Commission,”
says Rosebush. Meis talked about what other communities had done to rebuild.
One example of that is what the city of Santa Rosa has
done around housing motivated by the wildfire and the
great destruction that they face, according to Meis.
“They, like many communities, are already in a situation
where they had a housing gap before the disaster. Then,
the fires exacerbated that greatly. What they’ve been able
to do post-disaster is open up a permitting counter.
They brought in consultants to focus on streamlining the
housing process. I think it’s a really important example
because wildfire disaster or not, communities all over
the nation are in a housing crisis,” she says. “Ultimately,
because they were able to get more permits in, it ended

A Long-Term Recovery Plan
encompasses everything from
how to make the community
safer to how to make it greener
and more sustainable.

at improving evacuation routes, warning systems, and
improving fire prevention measures through defensible
space and fire-safe landscaping. One huge improvement,
says Brooks, is to invest in a sewer system in the town.

up being revenue positive. It’s been a revenue generator for the city, which they can put back into recovery
efforts, and it’s a win, win, win.”

Improving Communications

Meis also notes that Santa Rosa is focusing on infill as
well. “They’re trying to get as many people as possible in
the downtown area.” And, she says, they’ve seen a “30-percent increase in accessory dwelling units because policies
have been changed.”
Paradise is closely watching Santa Rosa’s successes and
incorporating some of the ideas into their vision. The town
of Paradise received a grant from the Butte Strong Fund
as a gift for Urban Design Associate’s planning services to
aid in the recovery and rebuilding process. They’re looking

“Our economic success hinges on getting a centralized
sewer system. The growth of our business district is hampered by the fact that we don’t have one, and now is the
prime time to take on this project,” says Brooks.

As a part of their priorities, the town of Paradise came up
with a Long-Term Recovery Plan (LTRP) that encompasses everything from how to make the community safer
to how to make it greener and more sustainable. According to the LTRP, “Understanding which sustainability
principles will be most effective in a rural setting is critical to developing a sustainable and green agenda for the
future.” Some of the projects they are hoping to implement are using 2019 building energy efficiency standards
with green building requirements for the new building,
sustainable stormwater and drainage, sustainable development, and sustainable building programs.
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The California National Guard assists in fighting northern California wildfires.

The legislature is responding to
the urgent needs of those areas
that suffered from catastrophes,
such as wildfires.
Another part of the LTRP is resident safety, which includes
improvements to its emergency notification system and
better evacuation routes. “Our phones went down, so
what do you do when cell towers go down? Traffic got
pinched off; emergency messages didn’t go out. These
are all issues we need to improve upon,” says Zuccolillo.
“There’s been a big focus on meaningful preparation.”
The same is true for Malibu. “One of the things we’re
concerned about is redundancy for power and cell communications, which were an issue because we lost power
throughout this area during the fire. Communicating with
our residents was extremely challenging, so we’re looking at building sirens throughout — old-fashioned air
raid sirens,” says Feldman. “We’ve established community information points of distribution where we would
post information in predesignated areas where people
could come and get information if the power is out. And,
we’re doing evacuation drills. We’re constantly planning.”
Also, she says, “[While] Malibu certainly has some wealthy
residents, not all of our residents are wealthy. The areas that
were impacted by the Woolsey Fire had long-time residents,
first-time homeowners who owned the house for 50 years.
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And so, while they might be land-rich, they’re not necessarily house-rich. A lot of people were underinsured.”
Legislative Moves
On a state level, the legislature is responding to the urgent
needs of those areas that suffered from catastrophes, such
as wildfires. “There are a few bills related to wildfire specifically to reduce the risk,” says Julia Kim, senior project
manager for the climate change program for the city of
Malibu. “SB-182 Jackson’s bill requires cities and counties that contain high fire risk areas to adopt a high fire
risk overlay zone and then amend its zoning ordinances.”
Kim also mentioned SB-295 McGuire’s bill, which incentivizes homeowners to adopt various measures to increase
the resilience of their home, such as vegetative management. Says Kim, “It would provide credits against any tax
or tax-related to personal income tax,” she says.
According to Rosebush, “We’ve been working with Assemblyman Gallagher’s office, on Assembly Bill 430.” The
bill seeks to establish a streamlined approval process for

The Local Government Commission
has developed programs to help
prepare communities to be more
resilient in the face of anticipated
extreme-weather impacts.

Above left, Charles Brooks, executive director of
the Rebuild Paradise Foundation, a foundation
to support the long-term rebuild efforts of Butte
County’s disaster-affected residents, businesses
and workforce.

Above right, volunteers
help clear burned
areas from wildfires.
Right, the Woolsey Fire
near the Pacific shore.

residential and mixed-use developments within Biggs,
Corning, Gridley, Live Oak, Oroville, Orland, Willows and
Yuba City — exempting the projects from a lengthy review
process under the California Environmental Quality Act.

Sustainable rebuilding is vital
to all areas rebuilding after the
Camp Fire and Woolsey Fire.

Also, the Local Government Commission has developed
programs to help prepare communities to be more resilient in the face of anticipated extreme-weather impacts.
One of those programs is called the Alliance of Regional
Collaboratives for Climate Adaptation. “It includes many
regions across California. We help them build more resilient communities to handle climate impacts like extreme
heat, rising sea levels, and wildfire. The group also learns
from the best practices of others,” says Meis.

is prone to wildfire) is often the only location with the
space to expand. Very frequently, that edge will border
wildfire-prone vegetation. There are other communities
similar to Paradise, where fuels are present, and homes
are at risk. It only requires the right weather conditions
and an errant spark to create the next unwanted record.”

Another program called Civic Spark is an AmeriCorps
program that partners with Corporations For National
Community Service at the federal level, and California Volunteers and the governor’s office of planning and research
at the state level. “We placed 90 fellows in communities all
across California for just under a year to work on projects
under the broad umbrella of climate resiliency.”
One such problem they’re working on is urban sprawl.
“Fifty percent of new U.S. homes built in the last few
decades have been in wildland-urban inner space areas. A
lot of those areas are highly prone to wildfires.”
According to the 2019 Corelogic Wildfire Risk Report,
“As demand for housing grows and development expands
outward from large cities, the Wildland-Urban Interface (the area where urban development lies adjacent to
undeveloped or minimally developed wildland area that

“As we see this crisis around affordable housing, one of
my big concerns is that there’s a push by housing advocates to build all types of housing everywhere we can
build them. That’s not solving our housing crisis if we’re
putting houses in areas where it’s not going to be sustainable,” says Meis.
Sustainable rebuilding is vital to all areas rebuilding after
the Camp Fire and Woolsey Fire, but it will take time.
“We lost about 8,500 structures in town. We have about
300 building permits applied for and 200 issued,” says
Zuccolillo. “At this pace, you would have to build 400
homes a year non-stop for 20 years. You realize this isn’t
a short-term project. Long-term, we may be a smaller
town, but we’ll be a stronger, more sustainable town.”
Tracey C. Velt is past editor-in-chief for Florida
Realtor magazine and a real estate writer based
in Florida.
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S m ar t La n d St e wa rd sh i p
I N A N E V E R - C H A N G I N G W E AT H E R S C A P E
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By Kurt Buss
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T

he world, it seems, is becoming a more volatile place — meteorologically speaking. It’s
getting hotter, ice caps are melting, oceans
are rising, wildfires are raging, drought, hurricanes, flooding rivers, tornadoes and severe
weather is intensifying all across the globe.

Though the changing weatherscape is a global phenomenon, it is at the community level that the impacts are felt
at any given moment. “Local engagement is where the climate battle will be won or lost,” says Brendan Shane, the
director of climate for The Trust for Public Land. Other
land conservation groups have risen to the challenge and
offer a battery of simple solutions that don’t require hard
science or technology, but do require a new way of looking at the land we inhabit.

Courtesy of USFWS

“Land represents an opportunity to address the threat
of climate change. There are a lot of different ways that
land can be part of the solution — carbon mitigation is
one big way, which will help us adapt and prepare for
more extreme weather events. Be it increased coastal storm
surges or hurricanes, or inland with increased precipitation

Local engagement is where the
climate battle will be won or lost.
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Land represents an opportunity
to address the threat of climate
change.
or drought and fires — the way we manage and use natural systems can help buffer those impacts and threats,”
says Kelly Watkinson, land and climate program manager for the Land Trust Alliance, a national conservation
organization providing advocacy and training for more
than 1,700 land trusts across the United States.
We caught up with her at the airport and asked how local
organizations and government can plan for and adapt
to help mitigate the effects of extreme weather events.
“The concepts of ‘green infrastructure’ or ‘nature-based
solutions’ are basically the idea of using nature as an infrastructure, as opposed to concrete or something built or
engineered, to help plan and protect against these types
of impacts. That’s a way that counties or cities or local
governments can think about planning for impacts. Land
trusts are often partnering — or just doing this on their
own — in a community where they’re thinking about
green infrastructure. A lot of the work they’re doing is
protecting the land that can serve in this capacity or
restoring it. But in order for it to be really effective, local

Courtesy of USDA

Courtesy of USFWS
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government, land trusts and other organizations need
to be planning together so they’re all rowing together in
the same direction and understanding where the most
important natural assets are to meet these goals moving forward.”
As the temperature of the atmosphere warms, its composition changes. Analysis shows that shares of both water
vapor and carbon dioxide have been rising.

Photo by J.J. Bers

The good news is that greenscapes mitigate rising carbon
dioxide levels by taking it in and, when the skies let loose
the increased moisture, greenscapes absorb the moisture
when it hits the ground thereby reducing the flood impacts.
Thus, cities around the country are finding themselves in
the position of needing more greenspace to offset increasing water vapor and carbon dioxide.

Photo by Ken Lund

Those working to limit the global temperature rise to
1.5 degrees Celsius are looking at trees as more than
something to behold. “We need to focus on shrinking
our carbon footprint in every possible way,” Shane said.
“Recent analysis demonstrates that forests in the United
States can absorb 14 percent of our carbon emissions.
Effective management of parks and open space can literally pull excess carbon out of the air. So when we protect
working forests and expand tree canopy and urban green
space, we don’t just protect wildlife, water quality, and

Green infrastructure helps protect
against extreme-weather impacts.
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treasured public spaces — we also help to meet these
ambitious global targets.”
There are other benefits from trees, as Shane describes.
“Green space and a healthy urban tree canopy cool the
air on hot days, protecting people from the worst climate
change killer: heat. The cooler the air, the less people need
to run their air conditioners or drive instead of choosing active transportation, so you see energy savings, too.”
Dying from heat would be a horrible way to go, but
it’s happening more often than it ever has before. “Heat
waves in the United States have almost tripled compared
to the long-term average, and now kill more people in
cities than all other weather-related events combined,”
reports Taj Schottland, Climate-Smart Cities Program
Manager, Green Infrastructure for The Trust for Public Lands. “Extreme heat is a public health hazard that’s
driven by climate change, but it’s not the only health
hazard. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
have identified eight ways climate change is negatively
impacting human health, resulting in increased respiratory illnesses, mental health impacts, cardiovascular
failure and more.”
“A recent study in Baltimore, Md., and Washington, D.C.,
showed that on one of the hottest days last summer, parks
were a cooling oasis — as much as 17 degrees cooler than
parts of the city lacking trees and green space. In addition,
the cooling benefit of parks can extend as far as a half-mile
from park boundaries, helping cool the neighborhood
and reduce heat stress for residents.” He goes on to state
that urban tree canopies in parks and along city streets

Courtesy of USDA

Green space and a healthy
urban tree canopy cool the air
on hot days.
is estimated to remove 711,000 metric tons of air pollution annually and sequester more than 90 million tons
of carbon (CO2 equivalent), which equates to removing
19 million cars from the road for one year. Urban trees
also filter particulate matter from automobiles and other
vehicles, further cleaning the air.
It’s not just on the urban landscape that vegetation has
its benefits for removing carbon from the atmosphere.
“Another important aspect is the amount of carbon that’s
stored in the soil, through plants and roots and decay.
Soils have a huge impact on carbon sequestration. People don’t often think about it but soil has a tremendous
benefit — prairies are basically like upside down forests
that hold a lot of carbon and pull a lot of carbon down
into the soil,” Watkinson explained.
Soil also has a huge impact on absorbing and holding water
and reducing the impact of flooding, based on its composition. Soil with 5 percent organic matter can absorb six times
more water than soil with only 1 percent organic matter.
The Marin Agricultural Land Trust (MALT) in California
helped launch the Marin Carbon Project (MCP). Its first
demonstration project was Stemple Creek Ranch, whose
soils already had high carbon levels from decades of sound
stewardship. Owner Loren Poncia was also concerned with
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runoff and drought, saying “I want my ranch to be a sponge
when it rains, and (soil) carbon is essentially a sponge.”
MALT and MCP went on to develop a “Carbon Farm
Planning” process that identified 35 agricultural management practices that benefit the climate. The plan became so
popular that MALT Director for Conservation Jeff Stump
says there are “twice as many applicants each year as we
can complete plans for.” The model is now replicated by
Resource Conservation Districts in 20 California counties
and several states.
At the Katy Prairie Conservancy (KPC) in Houston, Texas,
a Harris County Flood Control District study found that
prairie grasses absorb more than 8 inches of rainfall per
hour compared to just half an inch for turf grass. Mary
Anne Piacentini, KPC’s president and CEO, also describes
prairie grasses as “a rainforest turned upside down, acting
as a huge sponge with 12 to 18 feet of roots that can help
absorb floodwaters and can also withstand drought.”
Aside from forests and grasslands, marshland is becoming more important as a buffer for hurricanes along the
Atlantic coastline and Gulf Coast. In 169 years of record
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Prairie grasses are a rainforest
turned upside down, acting
as a huge sponge that can
absorb floodwaters and
withstand drought.
keeping, there have been only 35 Category 5 hurricanes
in the Atlantic. Five of those catastrophic storms have
happened in the last four years, forecasting an increase
in the frequency and intensity of heavy precipitation
events and prompting meteorologists to contemplate
the need for a Category 6 to be created. They’re also
moving more slowly as they grow. A recent study in
the journal Nature found the track speed of hurricanes
in the North Atlantic — due to warmer ocean temperatures — has slowed roughly 20 percent, increasing
flooding and severity as Dorian recently demonstrated
over the Bahamas when it basically parked over the
islands for 24 hours without moving.

Marshland is becoming
more important as a buffer
for hurricanes.
“If you think about a lot of the hurricanes we’ve had in
the last few years, most of the damage has been from
the rain and flooding. The storms gather more moisture over a warmer ocean, because as the temperature
gets warmer the air can hold more water,” Watkinson
told us. “I’m on my way to Alabama right now to talk
about the Gulf Coast. It’s very well documented that
marshes and mangrove help buffer communities against
the higher storm surge, they help absorb and hold the
water, slow down the wind and waves and everything,
and they’re a critical infrastructure.”
“But with sea-level rises these marshes will be inundated
and basically be turned into open water. So, one of the
things that we’re doing a lot of work around right now
is thinking about marsh migration — understanding the
landscape and the land and, as sea levels rise, thinking
about where these marshes can move to. Based on the
topography and what’s already built and other factors,
you can really identify the best places to conserve now
so that the marsh has a place to move to in the future
to provide that buffer.”
Yes, the world does appear to be becoming a more volatile place, meteorologically speaking. The evidence is
hard to deny. Conserving land and nature-based methods of mitigation and adaptation can help us weather
the coming storms.
Our challenge is likened to that of turning a cruise ship
around. First you need to slow it down, and then you
can begin to turn it. As the Native American proverb
reminds us, “We do not inherit the Earth from our ancestors, we borrow it from our children.”
Kurt Buss is a freelance writer who lives in Red
Feather Lakes, Colo., with over 25 years of experience managing recycling programs along
Colorado’s Front Range. He writes about resource
conservation, being a baby boomer, and enjoying
the Rocky Mountains. You can visit his website at
www.kurtbusscoloradofreelancewriter.com
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Take Action:
Making Smart Growth Happen

Leading by example in Austin, Santa Barbara
and Traverse City
REALTORS® take the lead and lead by example. In
Austin, Texas, Santa Barbara, Calif., and Traverse City,
Mich., REALTOR® associations are leading by example
to address issues of sustainability and resiliency.
More and more, businesses and communities are focusing
on the triple bottom line — often described as people,
planet and profit. For the Austin Board of REALTORS®
(ABoR), the Santa Barbara Association of REALTORS®
(SBAOR), and the Traverse Area Association of REALTORS® (TAAR), improving the triple bottom line begins
right at the office door.

headquarters is a LEED Platinum building and a model
for brokers and the community.
Water concerns and drought conditions are also an issue
in Santa Barbara and the focus of SBAOR’s upgrades
at its offices.

Emily Chenevert, ABoR’s CEO, explains “Several years
ago we focused on sustainability in our own building
to lessen our carbon footprint and keep costs down by
being more cost effective.”

SBAOR CEO Bob Hart says people in Santa Barbara
like the look of green grass. But that look comes at a
hefty price to the environment and wallet. “Previously
we had to frequently water our lawn and in California
we’re always in a drought cycle. Then we decided to
create a demonstration garden so people could see what
could be done with drought-tolerant landscaping and
drip irrigation. We received a water-hero award from
the city and the garden has become a showcase. In fact,
a Brazilian film crew was recently here to document it.”

ABoR installed a solar array that until only recently was
the largest in the city. Its measures also included extensive stormwater management that keeps water onsite,
which is important in a city where a sudden inundation of heavy rain can cause flash flooding. ABoR’s

At TAAR in Traverse City, the triple bottom line centers
on energy efficiency. TAAR has implemented a program
called SolTAAR which conducts energy assessments at
REALTOR® offices and helps members learn how to
become greener and save money. Kim Pontius, TAAR’s

TAAR office exterior
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TAAR’s GS4 publications

CEO, says the association’s headquarters is implementing a sustainability plan of its own.
“We’ll be putting in a large ground-based solar array
and a Tesla wall to power our offices. Our hopes are to
replace our electricity source and not just supplement
it,” says Pontius.
The solar array and Tesla wall will also power four
high-speed electric vehicle charging stations that will
be situated in TAAR’s parking lot and available to its
members and the general public.
“We will be applying for a grant to help offset the cost
of the charging stations,” Pontius explains. “We want
it to serve as a broker demonstration project.”
Pontius knows a thing or two about sustainability and
resiliency. He’s a graduate of the Indiana University
School of Environmental Affairs and wrote his Master’s thesis on sustainability.
“Sustainability means to concentrate on the long haul.
You have to look at the economic impact and also at
resources and capacity. Resiliency is more like a boxing
match. You plan on how to withstand and come back
from adversity. How to keep fighting.”
Traverse City: Where green meets blue
A popular local way to describe Traverse City is ‘where
green meets blue.’ Situated on Michigan’s Grand Traverse Bay, the city is an inland port surrounded by lush
farmland and tiered hillsides. It’s been named by U.S.
News & World Report as one of the nation’s best places
to retire. To help maintain the area’s pristine beauty and
livability and accommodate growth, TAAR’s various
green solution efforts focus on residential, commercial,
remodeling and property management. It helps promote
environmental stewardship and educates property owners through a series of guidebooks it developed on topics
such as land use, the surface waters of Lake Michigan

SBAOR office building, before and after

and Grand Traverse Bay, the area’s watershed and septic
systems. Its local environmental handbooks — called
Green Solutions 4 or GS4 — have served as a model
for statewide publications.
As more and more builders began focusing on green
technology, Pontius said there was a learning gap for REALTORS® who needed to know how to sell those greener
buildings. TAAR worked with the local home builders’
association to create a glossary of green terminology.
“It changed the dynamic between our associations
and brought us into alignment with the builders,”
Pontius explains. “It created goodwill and a working
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Take Action:
About a dozen years ago, the city undertook a Grand
Vision Transportation Study, designed as a 50-year
land-use and transportation plan. The plan is now in
the implementation phase and TAAR has been instrumental in funding and supporting a website designed
to keep the public informed throughout the process.
Austin: Collaborating for the future
Austin, Texas, offers a great quality of life. For the third
year in a row, the city has topped U.S. News and World
Report’s list of best places to live.

Photos courtesy of the city of Austin

Imagine Austin planning process

relationship. The builders were impressed that we used
them as resource experts.”
TAAR also works closely with Traverse City officials in
addressing sustainability and resiliency. In September,
it hosted an Energy Salon that brought together major
utilities, bankers, REALTORS® and other stakeholders
to discuss how to make sure people living at all economic levels are able to access the benefits of energy
efficiency and cost savings by creating “an energy system that has social equity at its core.”
“The city is very much involved with REALTORS® on
lots of topics. We’re typically at the table.”
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REALTORS® in Austin are also focused on how sustainability and resiliency improve quality of life and are
working collaboratively with city officials and various
organizations to assure it. ABoR has been instrumental in Austin’s long process of rewriting the city’s land
development code. Last updated in 1983, Emily Chenevert explains that the rewritten code will affect land
use and zoning throughout the city and has the “ability to create more sustainability and improve quality
of life. It will help people be connected to transit and
connected to jobs. Transportation is the number one
quality-of-life disruptive element in Austin, but it is
really a land-use issue.”
She admits it’s been a long process, but a very important one. “The goal is to create a plan that allows for
effective land use now and in the future and in a way
that doesn’t disrupt existing communities. It’s important to preserve Austin’s quirkiness and uniqueness.”
Throughout the process, ABoR has been reviewing working drafts, working with the mayor’s office and with
city staff, and serving as a sounding board. It is hoped
that the city will adopt the rewritten land development
plan in early 2020.
ABoR also collaborates with a variety of businesses and
organizations. It’s a proud member of Austin’s Green

Business Council and Evolve Austin — a coalition of
traditional partners such as builders and chambers of
commerce and non-traditional partners such as nonprofit
housing, neighborhood and environmental organizations
dedicated to moving the city forward and meeting priority areas identified in the city’s comprehensive plan
called Imagine Austin.

been completed in medium-high density areas. Several
years ago, California made Accessory Dwelling Units
(ADUs), commonly referred to as granny flats, legally
mandated. Since January 2017, there have been more
than 500 applications for ADUs in Santa Barbara and 148
have been completed. Hart says both AUD and ADUs
have had positive impacts on density and sustainability.

“Collaborations are a great way to coalesce around definitive principles,” Chenevert says. “It’s a grassroots way to
create a narrative not based on fear and provide a narrative on the positive aspects of change.”

Hart says SBAOR’s goal is to protect consumers and
homeowners and work with local officials to address
issues of sustainability and resiliency.

Santa Barbara: Finding a balance
Located approximately two hours north of Los Angeles, Santa Barbara is often called the ‘American Riviera’
because of its beautiful beaches and high mountains. That’s
a designation this city of approximately 92,000 is proud
of and wants to protect while it also looks to the future.
Santa Barbara has very strict zoning regulations, especially as it pertains to the city’s picturesque downtown.
Its primary land-use plans focus on how to properly
deal with limited infill. SBAOR has been working with
city leaders to increase density while maintaining the
city’s quaint, historic character. One solution has been
the implementation of the city’s Average Unit Density
(AUD) program which allows for the construction of
smaller, more affordable housing units near transit and
with easy walking and biking access.

“We’re working with the city council and talking about
the planning process, and we’re getting their attention,”
Hart says. “We’re all trying to make a more modern city
within an existing framework.”
That sums it up across the board. From being prepared
when challenges arise to planning for the future, REALTORS® are focusing on resiliency and sustainability.
Pontius explains why it’s so important, “Sustainability
and resiliency will be paramount to creating great communities. The relevance of REALTORS®— especially
in the areas of sustainability and resiliency — makes
us the highly valued advisors that can help consumers
lessen waste, save money and improve quality of life.”
A proposed development under Santa Barbara’s AUD program
would provide 33 modestly sized, affordable rental apartments.

“AUD began as a trial program and the project has been
more successful than expected,” says Bob Hart, SBAOR
CEO. “AUD allows building to go from two stories to three
stories. That’s our high rise. We won’t see 10-story buildings
in downtown Santa Barbara. That’s not who we are. But
this allows for greater density and still keeps our character.”
As of August 2019, more than 150 units designated as
high density have been completed and 47 units have
Courtesy of RRM Design Group
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REALTORS
IMPACT THEIR
COMMUNITIES.

®

Built 20 MILES of bike and pedestrian trails
CONSTRUCTED a specialty baseball field
for children with disabilities
Raised $12 MILLION for a new
Boys & Girls Club
LAUNCHED a community center for teens
from rural areas
CREATED a park that honors children from
the community who have passed away

HERE ARE SOME OF THE
WAYS GOOD NEIGHBORS
HAVE GIVEN BACK TO
THEIR COMMUNITIES:

FUNDED new engines and equipment
for a volunteer fire department
BUILT a pocket park to revitalize an aging
downtown area
Provided 30,000 MEALS to kids in need and
2,000 lunches to mothers fighting addiction
Led 1,085 BOY SCOUTS with special needs
PROTECTED 3,000 acres of open space
ADVOCATED FOR 4,783 survivors of
domestic violence
RAISED $500,000 for at-risk LGBT youth
PROVIDED 50,000 nights of housing to
transplant patients
HELPED 23,000 pets find homes
BUILT 500 units of affordable housing
DONATED 150,000 units of blood per year
VOLUNTEERED 640 nights at a homeless
shelter
SERVED 500,000 meals to people in need
SERVED 60 families per month from food
pantries
Ran after-school programs for 550 KIDS
speaking 42 languages
Mentored, housed and EDUCATED 10,000
homeless teens
SERVED 30,000 homeless veterans

REALTORS® are members of the National Association of REALTORS®
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SERVED 5,000 wounded soldiers at the
Walter Reed Medical Center
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