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Sustainability Plan Catalog and Analysis 

Executive Summary 

This analysis considers the strength of sustainability plans as indicators of environmental 
initiatives, with demographic characteristics, electricity aggregation, and outside environmental 
certifications as cross-references. These factors question possible correlation and socioeconomic 
disparities between existing indicators of environmental action. There is potential to reduce 
demographic disparities by: (1) promoting the adoption of sustainability plans in resource-
constrained municipalities; (2) making environmental certifications available to resource-
constrained municipalities; (3) encouraging other sustainability efforts in low-income 
communities; and (4) promoting environmental justice by ensuring equal access for all 
communities to engage in environmental improvement efforts. 

This analysis demonstrates that sustainability plans and electricity aggregation contracts are 
strong indicators of outside environmental certification. The 36 of the 282 municipalities in the 
seven-county Chicago Metropolitan Region that had adopted sustainability plans were more 
likely to be recognized by outside environmental certifications. Electricity aggregation contracts 
were related to outside environmental certifications but not sustainability plans. Demographic 
distinctions can be made for sustainability plan adoption, electricity aggregation, and outside 
certification. Municipalities with sustainability plans in place contained more highly educated and 
higher income populations. Those with electricity aggregation were more racially diverse, more 
highly educated, and less economically stable (by percentage of low-income households). 
Though this study may be complicated by stark demographic disparities across environmental 
certifications, it is the first known investigation of environmental efforts with quantitative metrics 
of this kind. 
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I. Introduction 

To enhance sustainability efforts at the local level, municipalities have opted to draft plans to 
identify and track targets. These plans describe current environmental conditions and existing 
city initiatives, establish targets and goals for improvement, and create a framework for plan 
implementation. Strong sustainability plans propose specific actions and programs, while 
instituting a mechanism for measuring progress. Some city governments require progress 
reports and plan updates.  

Sustainability plans are typically separated into the following target areas: natural resource 
planning, energy conservation, water management, waste reduction, transportation, and 
awareness and community development. There are many types of sustainability plans: action, 
strategic, vision, and community plans. Sustainability plans may be incorporated into 
components of comprehensive plans with varying stringency. 

Adopting municipalities benefit from the recognition of previous successes and the opportunity 
to foster community by incorporating citizens into the drafting process. These plans do not come 
without cost, however. The drafting of these plans requires substantial time and resources. As 
such, city governments often lack the resources to compile reports in house and contract the 
plans to outside organizations. Non-governmental organization authors include Delta Institute, 
Seven Generations Ahead, Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP), and Center for 
Neighborhood Technology (CNT). Reports are also published by private consulting firms, such as 
Teska Associates, Inc.; Inter-Sec Group; AECOM; URS Corporation; and Camiros, Ltd.  

Sustainability plan adoption is common in more progressive areas; in California, all municipalities 
are required to adopt a plan of some sort. The concern with the growing trend of plan adoption 
is one of efficiency and rigor. Are cities allocating their resources to a cause that will (1) set 
ambitious goals, (2) identify realistic plans for reaching these goals, and (3) be worth the 
opportunity cost of implementing other programs? 

Correlation between sustainability plans and outside environmental certifications would identify 
a relationship between sustainability plans and participation in environmental improvement 
efforts. Are municipalities with sustainability plans committing to stronger agreements or 
receiving recognition for past environmental efforts? Conversely, are sustainability plans poor 
indicators of initiative? 

Municipalities that have adopted sustainability plans have expressed at least a minimum level of 
concern for environmental issues, and are demonstrating a commitment to natural resource 
protection. Because executing a sustainability plan requires both external and internal resources, 
resource-constrained communities are less likely to enact such plans.  Sustainability plans 
provide a metric by which to compare socioeconomic groups and ultimately reveal issues of 
access. A significant difference between the demographic composition of municipalities with and 
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without plans would: confirm the stereotype that environmental efforts are pursued by 
predominately high-income populations, and reveal the inability of low-income communities to 
confront environmental issues. It can be argued that communities lacking environmental 
agendas deserve attention and support from outside sources, especially if this demographic is 
unable to independently finance such efforts. 

A secondary focus of this analysis is the implication of municipal electricity aggregation on 
environmental certification and demographic composition. Community Choice Aggregation is a 
procurement framework that provides a city with access to wholesale electricity markets. 
Participating communities meet the energy requirements of residents and businesses by 
aggregating their demand and negotiating collectively. Electricity aggregation seeks to reduce 
energy consumption, lower electricity costs, and increase reliance on renewable energy sources, 
as participating communities have the ability to dictate their allocation of power across sources.  

Electricity aggregation contracts represent communities that (1) value residential savings, (2) 
hope to reduce energy consumption, (3) are interested in renewable sources1, (4) were able to 
organize themselves to gain support, and (5) have the administrative capacity to pursue a more 
complex billing structure. Of particular interest is whether communities pursuing community 
aggregation demonstrate environmental efforts, as represented by sustainability plans and 
outside certifications. Are electricity aggregation contracts better indicators of environmental 
agendas than sustainability plans? Aggregation contracts and sustainability plans raise similar 
socioeconomic concerns regarding the demographic characteristics of those municipalities able 
to participate. Which program serves a more diverse set of municipalities? The following 
statistical analysis questions whether all populations are able to pursue electricity aggregation.  

  

                                                           
1 US Environmental Protection Agency. Community Choice Aggregation: Leveraging a Collective Procurement 
Model to Drive New Renewable Energy Generation. October 16, 2012. 
http://www.epa.gov/greenpower/events/6mar12_webinar.htm (accessed July 24, 2013). 



7 

 

 

II. Methods 

The Chicago Metropolitan Area is comprised of 282 municipalities within Cook, DuPage, Kane, 
Kendall, Lake, McHenry, and Will counties.  

A sustainability plan is defined by this study as:  

 A document with a title including the words “sustainability,” “environment,” “green,” 
“nature,” or “climate”; 

 Addressing at least 3 of 6 target areas (natural resources, energy, water, waste, 
transportation, and education/community development); 

 Comprehensive or strategic plans that include a substantial separate sustainability 
section, approximately 1 page in length or more. 

The following are not recognized as sustainability plans: 

 Forestry plans; 

 Reports on existing environmental conditions and challenges that do not identify goals; 

 Comprehensive or strategic plans that do not meet the above criteria. 

Operational sustainability plans: provide numeric measurements of current conditions and 
future tracking; set quantifiable targets; create timelines and deadlines; and detail how progress 
will be monitored throughout the course of implementation. Alternatively, visionary 
sustainability plans identify goals but do not create quantitative plans of action. The use of these 
terms is admittedly subjective in nature, but seeks to provide some indication of a plan’s rigor. 

Comprehensive plans confront at least 5 of the 6 target areas (previously identified). This 
definition of ‘comprehensive’ is unrelated to the comprehensive plan documents drafted by 
municipalities to address land use more generally.2 Whether or not a plan is comprehensive is 
independent of its operational or visionary status.  

The following factors were compiled into a catalog of sustainability plans: the presence of a plan, 
name of document, link to online location, year published, author, whether the plan is 
operational or visionary, and whether the plan is comprehensive. Information regarding each 
city’s online presence was also recorded: the presence of an environmental page on the official 
website; the link to the online location; whether the page is unofficial (for a citizen group) or 

                                                           
2 Comprehensive planning is defined by Planning in the USA: Policies, Issues, and Processes (Cullingworth 1997) as: 
“a process that determines community goals and aspirations in terms of community development. The outcome of 
comprehensive planning is the Comprehensive Plan, which dictates public policy in terms of transportation, 
utilities, land use, recreation, and housing. Comprehensive plan typically encompass large geographical areas, a 
broad range of topics, and cover a long-term time horizon.”  
See Cullingworth, John. Planning in the USA: Policies, Issues, and Processes. London: Routledge, 1997.  
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official (through a government structure); and if official, if it has higher standing (as a 
department or commission) or lower standing (as a council, committee, or board).  

The first sustainability plans to be considered were those previously identified by Delta Institute, 
the Metropolitan Mayors Caucus, and the Animalia Project. A search for sustainability plans was 
conducted for each remaining municipality, in alphabetical order. The official website of each 
city was browsed for government-affiliated web pages (departments, commissions, 
councils/committees/boards) and unaffiliated web pages of citizen groups. No more than 5 
minutes was spent searching each municipality’s website.  

A list of the municipalities pursuing electricity aggregation contracts was found on the Plug In 
Illinois website.3 Municipalities were not considered participants in community aggregation if 
they were not separately listed by Plug In Illinois. A few counties were reported, but if 
participating municipalities were not defined, they were not included in the list of aggregated 
communities in this study. 

Seven recognition programs were included as outside environmental certifications:  

 Clean Air Counts (Metropolitan Mayors Caucus), 

 Greenest Region Compact (Metropolitan Mayors Caucus), 

 ICLEI (Local Governments for Sustainability), 

 Tree Cities USA (Arbor Day Foundation), 

 U.S. Mayors Climate Protection Agreement (U.S. Conference of Mayors), 

 Chicago Area Clean Cities Coalition (U.S. Department of Energy Clean Cities Program), 
and 

 Energy Star.  

These certifications provided a diverse and extensive measure of environmental initiatives, 
ranging from endorsement via membership fees to commitment to specific actions with progress 
checks (see Appendix A). Most of the certifications were free to municipalities in compliance, but 
the actions required for eligibility are assumed to consume municipal resources. Not all 
certifications are free: ICLEI charges an annual membership fee of $500. Lists of municipalities 
receiving these recognitions were found through online searches for all factors but the Greenest 
Region Compact and ICLEI, which were provided via email by the respective program sponsors. 

Demographic data were collected from the 2011 American Communities Survey 5-year estimates 
on the U.S. Census Bureau American FactFinder website. The datasets used include: Selected 
Social Characteristics in the United States, Selected Economic Characteristics, and Race. 

Comparisons of municipalities with and without each variable were achieved with t-tests, 

                                                           
3 Plug In Illinois. List of Communities Pursuing an Opt-Out Municipal Aggregation Program. July 17, 2013. 
http://www.pluginillinois.org/MunicipalAggregationList.aspx (accessed July 18, 2013). 
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statistical tests that determine the likelihood that two groups are from the same population. A p-
value measures this probability on a scale from 0 to 1. High p-values indicate no discernable 
differences for a given factor, whereas low p-values represent a high likelihood of difference. P-
values below .05 (which represents a 5% chance that two groups come from the same 
population) are considered significant. T-tests were run with the following assumptions: 
independent samples, 2-tails, and equal variance. A positive t-statistic indicates a greater mean 
for Group 1 of each test: municipalities without plans, electricity aggregation contracts, or 
outside environmental certifications.4 

  

                                                           
4 T-tests were run using Microsoft Excel’s ‘T.TEST’ function. The t-statistic was calculated manually on Excel 
through combinations of the sum of squares of deviations (DEVSQ) and the standard error. 
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III. Results 

Figure 1 provides the summarized results of t-tests for sustainability plans, electricity 
aggregation contracts, and outside environmental certifications.  

 

 

Figure 1. Summarized t-test results for sustainability plans, electricity aggregation contracts, and outside 

environmental certifications. 
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Figure 1 (continued). Summarized t-test results for sustainability plans, electricity aggregation contracts, and 

outside environmental certifications. 
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Sustainability Plans 

Of the 282 municipalities in the Chicago Metropolitan Area, 36 (12.77%) were found to have 
sustainability plans in place (Fig. 2). Of these plans, 19 (52.3%) were visionary, while 17 (47.2%) 
were operational. The majority (75.0%) of the plans were comprehensive. Sixteen (44.4%) were 
both operational and comprehensive. The average year of publication was 2011 (see Appendix 
B).  

When comparing municipalities with 
sustainability plans to those without, we 
find a significant difference in the 
presence of a number of environmental 
indicators (see Appendix C). Cities with 
sustainability plans were significantly: 

 More likely to have an 
environmental page on their website (t-
test, p=0.000000, t=-8.49, df=280).  

 More likely to receive any outside 
environmental certification (t-test, 
p=0.001544, t=-3.20, df=280).  

 Of the seven certifications 
considered, most likely to receive 
recognition from Clean Air Counts (t-test, 
p=0.000011, t=-4.48, df=280) and least 
likely to receive recognition from the 
Greenest Region Compact (t-test, 
p=0.012592, t=-2.51, df=280). 
 

 

 

Community Choice Electricity Aggregation 

Municipalities with sustainability plans did not have significantly higher participation rates of 
community choice electricity aggregation (t-test, p=0.918879, t=+0.10, df=280) (see Appendix D). 

The presence of sustainability plans is a better indicator of environmental certification than the 
presence of community choice electricity aggregation contracts. Communities with community 
aggregation are significantly: 

Participation	

Percentage

Total	

Partipating	

Municipalities

Sustainability	Plan 12.8% 36

Community	

Electricity	
Aggregation

36.9% 104

Clean	Air	Counts 32.3% 91
Greenest	Region	

Compact
31.9% 90

ICLEI 3.2% 9

Tree	Cities	USA 36.9% 104
US	Mayors	Climate	

Agreement
13.5% 38

Chicago	Clean	Cities 5.0% 14

Energy	Star	Partner 3.2% 9

Total	Certifications 1.26 355

Presence	of	
Certification

59.2% 167

Figure 2. Participation percentages and totals for 

sustainability plans, electricity aggregation, and outside 

certifications. 



13 

 

 

 More likely to have an environmental page on their website (t-test, p=0.046127, t=-2.00, 

df=280). 

 More likely to receive any outside certification (t-test, p=0.008813, t=-2.64, df=280), but 

not more likely to be certified by Clean Air Counts, ICLEI, Tree Cities USA, US Mayors 

Climate Protection Agreement, or the Chicago Clean Area Cities Coalition individually. 

 More likely to be certified by the Greenest Region Compact (t-test, p=0.019636, t=-2.34, 

df=280) and Energy Star (t-test, p=0.009638, t=-2.61, d=280).  

 

Socioeconomic Factors 

Differences between municipalities with and without sustainability plans were significant for the 
following demographic factors: population size, educational attainment, and the middle and 
upper income brackets (see Appendix C). Differences in age, race, citizenship, and poverty level 
were not significant.  

A separate set of demographic characteristics was significantly different between cities with and 
without electricity aggregation: race, population foreign born, language spoken, educational 
attainment, unemployment, mean household income, and poverty level. Population size and 
higher income bracket differences were not significant (see Appendix D).   

Environmental certifications were the strongest indicator of demographic disparities (see 
Appendix E). There were significant demographic differences between communities with and 
without outside environmental certifications for all tested categories except: population size, 
age, and race.  

The municipalities that adopted sustainability plans and participated in outside certification 
programs shared a similar demographic composition. No factors were significantly different 
except the lowest income bracket, of which municipalities with sustainability plans had a higher 
frequency (t-test, p= 0.033220, t= 1.58, df=201). 

A similar demographic participated in Clean Air Counts, which did not offer a physical reward, 
and the Greenest Region Compact, which offered a one-time reward of CFL light bulbs (see 
Discussion: Outside Environmental Certifications). No demographic factors were significantly 
different between the communities that received each certification. 
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IV. Discussion 

Sustainability Plans 

Sustainability plans provide a good indicator of environmental action, according to the presence 
of the seven outside certifications considered in this study. The strong relationship between 
sustainability plans and outside environmental certifications should be acknowledged; 
municipalities with sustainability plans were significantly more likely to be recognized by a 
certification program (t-test, p=0.001544, t=-3.20, df=280). While communities with adopted 
sustainability plans may be more likely to have received outside certification, it is unknown 
whether sustainability plans caused or corresponded to the effort.  

It is possible that municipalities that prioritize an environmental agenda would receive outside 
certifications regardless of a plan that formalizes their efforts. The majority (52.3%) of existing 
sustainability plans were solely visionary, failing to provide numeric measurements for future 
tracking, set quantifiable targets, create timelines and deadlines, or detail how progress will be 
measured throughout the course of implementation. Twenty-five percent of the plans were not 
comprehensive. Plans lacking operational and comprehensive qualities are unlikely to greatly 
contribute to sustainability efforts; the large portion of visionary sustainability plans suggests 
plan adoption is not a main cause of certification compliance. Additionally, sustainability plans 
cannot cause outside environmental certifications if the plans are more recently adopted. Many 
of the certification programs were strongest before the average year of plan adoption, 2011. 

Regardless of effectiveness in enabling outside environmental certification, sustainability plans 
provide concrete support to communities in a number of ways. All municipalities would benefit 
from the adoption of plans, especially resource-constrained municipalities. Sustainability plans 
can serve these communities as a rallying point, a way to foster community, a source of 
administrative focus, and a significant accomplishment that can be used to attract outside 
funding. 

Unfortunately, resource-constrained municipalities do not currently enjoy the benefits of 
sustainability plans, which according to this analysis serve municipalities with higher income 
populations. Communities with sustainability plans achieved higher educational attainment and 
had a larger portion of households in the top income bracket. Equitable access to sustainability 
plans and their benefits is a legitimate concern.  

Sustainability plans are likely to be pursued by municipalities that already value environmental 
issues and want to articulate their efforts in a plan as a supplementary initiative. It is unclear 
whether sustainability plans are the most impactful action that could be undertaken by 
municipalities that have not yet attempted environmental stewardship. Whether or not these 
plans effectively promote more quantitative efforts cannot be sufficiently determined from this 
study. Given the economic disparities between populations with and without sustainability plans, 
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sustainability plans may simply be an additional project for municipalities that have already 
increased conservation and are not limited by budget restraints.  

 

Community Choice Electricity Aggregation 

Community choice electricity aggregation has no correlation with the presence of sustainability 
plans. Electricity aggregation is also less related to outside environmental certifications; 
communities with aggregation contracts are only more likely to be certified by the Greenest 
Region Compact and Energy Star. 

This finding suggests community choice aggregation is not strongly motivated by environmental 
stewardship, assuming outside certifications are an accurate, non-discriminatory metric. Of 
course, the demographic disparities between communities with and without electricity 
aggregation indicate that aggregation contracts affect higher percentages of low-income and 
racially diverse populations. Electricity aggregation may be a means for resource-constrained 
and diverse communities to promote environmental conservation in a method that 
simultaneously saves money. These data, however, also suggest that these same communities 
are less likely to prioritize quantifiable environmental actions. 

This study reveals an intriguing relationship between community aggregation and income that 
may affect the ability of municipalities to adopt sustainability plans. Communities with 
aggregation contracts have large populations of low-income households, likely because 
community aggregation is advertised as a resident cost-saving measure. While residents save a 
marginal amount on their monthly electricity bills, the cost to municipal governments is 
substantial. City administrations pay hefty legal fees and devote staff time to the adoption of 
aggregation contracts. Resources are allocated toward electricity aggregation and away from 
other city initiatives. As the overall cost and benefit of electricity aggregation is disputed, this 
analysis recommends declining electricity aggregation in favor of maintaining administrative 
capacity for other uses, both environmental and resident cost saving. 

 

Outside Environmental Certifications 

Municipalities of all socioeconomic backgrounds would benefit from outside environmental 
certifications by: joining the constituency of environmentally-active communities, receiving 
support and resources associated with the certification programs, earning awards that can 
enhance community pride, and increasing citizen awareness of environmental issues. Outside 
certifications should be made equally available to all municipalities, regardless of demographics.  
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Certifications were more common among municipalities with higher socioeconomic status, 
however. Whether or not sustainability plans serve a more narrow population than does the 
environmental movement as a whole is unclear, as the demographic disparities were more stark 
for the presence of outside environmental certifications. The differences between groups with 
and without outside environmental certifications were more pronounced than those of both 
sustainability plans and municipal aggregation, with significance in nearly every factor 
considered.  

While municipalities with outside certifications were significantly different than municipalities 
without, they shared similar demographic composition with municipalities with sustainability 
plans (see Appendix F). Almost every demographic factor was significantly different, except the 
lowest income bracket (annual household income less than $14,999); communities with 
sustainability plans had a higher frequency of lowest-earners. It is impossible to project if 
sustainability plans encourage attainment of outside certifications, or if environmental efforts 
are so limited to an affluent demographic that any degree of environmental initiative is strongly 
related to upper socioeconomic class. Critiques of sustainability plan prejudice should be equally 
applied to outside certifications, because the beneficiaries are from the same population. 

The substantial disparities across communities that have and have not received outside 
environmental certifications suggest certifications are not accessible to resource-constrained 
municipalities. Metrics, like outside environmental certifications, that exclude a distinct portion 
of the population are biased.  

Incentives for certification programs may provide an explanation for wealth disparities across 
participants and non-participants. Communities burdened by budget constraints do not have the 
ability to pursue an unlimited number of programs that do not generate revenue for their 
residents. Resource-constrained municipalities are more likely to pursue environmental 
initiatives if they offer economic benefits to its citizens or do not limit the government’s budget. 

The role of incentives is addressed in this study by the comparison of community characteristics 
between Clean Air Counts and Greenest Region Compact communities. These programs are 
similar in facilitation, as both certify communities for completing a number of initiatives that are 
not necessarily resource-intensive. Incentives vary across the programs, however. Clean Air 
Counts operated with EPA and private foundation funding from 2003 to 2009 and provided 
municipalities with recognition alone. In 2009, the Greenest Region Compact provided 
signatories with a generous number of CFL light bulbs (awarded per municipality capita). Though 
a comparison of demographic characteristics between Clean Air Counts and Greenest Region 
Compact communities did not detect any significant differences (see Appendix G), sustainability 
plans were more strongly related to Clean Air Counts than the Greenest Region Compact (see 
Appendix C). A physical incentive may have attracted participation in Greenest Region Compact 
that was atypical of other certifications and environmental efforts. 
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Though this study’s findings regarding incentives are primarily speculative, the power of 
incentives in increasing access to environmental programs is promising. Incentives present a 
method of increasing participation in environmental certifications by low-income communities. 
Further studies that compare participation in programs by incentive structure would test the 
strength of incentives.  

The overwhelming contrast between communities with and without any outside certifications 
reveals a potential weakness in the environmental movement. The conclusion that 
environmental efforts and awareness are universally concentrated in high-income populations 
would have two implications. First, the significance of studies comparing demographics amongst 
specific certifications would be diminished to some extent, as socioeconomic factors may be 
more related to the environmental movement overall than the variable studied. Second, the 
stereotype that environmental causes exclude low-income communities would be supported 
and should be addressed. Environmental causes will be more equitable and successful if 
communities of all socioeconomic status are engaged; therefore, steps must be taken to ensure 
low-income, resource-constrained communities are able to engage in environmental initiatives. 
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V. Recommendations 

Though sustainability plans are indeed related to other environmental actions (as measured by 
outside certifications), this study does not indicate whether sustainability plans enabled these 
certifications, and if these certifications are a reliable and fair metric of environmental 
stewardship. A low-income municipality that would like to pursue environmental action should 
be able to participate in certifications that are less resource dependent. To enhance equality, 
either low-cost alternatives must be identified and promoted, or the existing solutions must be 
made more accessible. From this analysis, a number of policy and program recommendations 
can be drawn.  

1. Promote the adoption of sustainability plans in resource-constrained municipalities.  
 
Though causation of environmental efforts from sustainability plans cannot be 
determined (see Discussion: Sustainability Plans), sustainability plans and outside 
environmental certifications are undoubtedly related. Sustainability plans should be 
made more available to municipalities of all socioeconomic status. Plans for low-income 
communities should be catered to their unique needs, with a greater emphasis on public 
health and fiduciary responsibility. 
 
Organizations can provide assistance to these municipalities to adopt plans at reduced 
cost. Municipalities and consultants drafting sustainability plans should work together to 
secure outside sources to fund a portion of the fee charged to municipal governments.  
 
Organizations with sufficient resources and stature, like CMAP, can facilitate the 
standardization of sustainability plans across the region. CMAP should create standards 
that plans have to meet before they are adopted. Plan uniformity would improve 
coherency of sustainability efforts across municipalities, assist CMAP in regional planning 
efforts, and provide low-capacity municipalities with necessary guidance. CMAP can 
coordinate the drafting of joint sustainability plans by identifying potential partner 
communities that have similar resources and demographic characteristics. Municipalities 
would be able to share administrative resources and adopt a sustainability plan at a lower 
cost than would be incurred if pursued separately. CMAP can further assist underserved 
communities by drafting a model plan catered to the needs of low-income communities, 
which municipalities would adjust and adopt at minimal cost.  
 
 

2. Make certifications available to resource-constrained municipalities.  
 

Municipalities that are potentially eligible for outside certifications would benefit from 
recognition and should be provided the necessary support. Organizations should assist 
low-income communities in receiving outside certifications by identifying low-cost 
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solutions that help municipalities achieve compliance with existing certifications.  
 
Encouraging participation in existing certifications is strategic in that it utilizes current 
certification infrastructure and requires minimal capacity from municipalities. This 
strategy is less resource-intensive than plan adoption by municipalities and program 
modification or creation by outside organizations. 
 
If communities lack the capacity to achieve existing certifications, organizations should 
work with program sponsors to modify the criteria and offer additional support for low-
income communities. Stakeholder engagement is necessary to determine if certifications 
are useful, desired, and cost-effective to municipalities.  
 
Certifications that are low-cost to municipalities, like Clean Air Counts, should be 
supported. Clean Air Counts identified a number of easy and effective strategies for low-
income communities before its EPA grant ended in 2009. Funding must be secured to 
reinvigorate Clean Air Counts and similar programs.  
 
Resources should be focused within the existing infrastructure of environmental 
certifications in the area. However, should barriers present themselves and funding is 
located, organizations can also administer their own certifications that are attainable for 
low-income communities. 
 

 

3. Encourage other sustainability efforts in low-income communities.    
 

Since the impact of sustainability plans and outside certifications is disputed, 
organizations can support low-income communities with targeted concrete efforts. 
Without the capacity to take on programs themselves, municipalities rely on outside 
sources for technical and financial support. Individual campaigns can more effectively 
guarantee a specific sustainability-increasing outcome. Though specific actions (providing 
residents with energy-saving light bulbs or water conservation educational materials) 
may not contribute to outside certification, they support the mission of increasing 
environmental action and awareness. 
 

4. Promote environmental justice by incorporating all demographics into the 
environmental movement. 
 

A narrative of social justice must be integrated into the region’s environmental efforts. 
The socioeconomic disparities in sustainability plans and environmental certifications 
detected by this study are likely true of the greater environmental movement. Because 
communities of all socioeconomic status should be able to enjoy a healthy environment, 
and because low-income and racially diverse communities are often those with the worst 
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environmental quality, environmental initiatives must be rooted in justice. Equal access 
should be a goal of every environmental program in the region and beyond. Planning and 
policy efforts, like sustainability plans and environmental certifications, for example, 
should be adapted given a new awareness of the problem.  
 
Environmental justice efforts can be led and coordinated by regional planning 
organizations, which are able to oversee and guide the efforts of local governments. 
CMAP can advocate for equality in the environmental movement by offering services to 
resource-constrained municipalities. If the economic barrier to entry is too high for 
municipalities with low-income populations to engage in environmental initiatives, efforts 
must be made to subsidize environmental action for these communities. Municipal 
governments can be supported financially or through resources to help administrators 
maximize environmental benefits to all communities. CMAP can encourage more affluent 
municipalities to target efforts at their low-income residents and assist their neighboring 
cities. The American Planning Association also has zoning commission trainings, which 
can be utilized as a platform for environmental justice awareness.  
 
Regional efforts can help create lasting infrastructure to promote equal access to 
environmental improvement efforts. CMAP can facilitate partnerships between resource-
constrained municipalities by identifying and recommending municipalities with similar 
priorities, budgets, population size, and demographic characteristics. Joint environmental 
departments would greatly increase the capacity of low-income and small municipalities. 

 

  



21 

 

 

VI. Conclusion 

This analysis is the first to quantify the environmental initiatives and demographic disparities 
related to sustainability plans. This investigation would be enhanced by a measure of 
environmental action that is not dependent on income. As these data are currently unavailable, 
many of the findings presented are speculative. Further studies are needed to confirm the rigor 
of this analysis. Studies cannot accurately measure environmental initiatives when the metric 
(outside environmental certification) establishes an economic barrier to entry that excludes low-
income communities. A metric must be developed to compare environmental interest that is not 
skewed by income. The following are recommended for investigation: emission reductions, 
household electricity and gasoline consumption, recycling rates, and increases in community 
awareness. An organization can develop and distribute a survey for city officials to assess their 
barriers to and status of environmental efforts.  

Despite concerns about outside environmental certifications as a metric, this analysis provides 
strong conclusions regarding the relationship between sustainability plans, outside 
environmental certifications, and socioeconomic status. These data beg the question whether 
the environmental movement currently represents all demographics, which is a concern to be 
acknowledged by all those interested in municipal sustainability. 
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Appendix A: Outside Environmental Certification Descriptions 
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Appendix B: Sustainability Plan Directory 
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Appendix C: T-Test Results: Presence of Sustainability Plans 



28 Delta Institute 

 

 

  



29 

 

 

  

Appendix D: T-Test Results: Presence of Electricity Aggregation Contracts 
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Appendix E: T-Test Results: Presence of Outside Environmental Certifications 
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Appendix F: T-Test Results: Municipalities with Sustainability Plans Compared to 

Municipalities with the Presence of Outside Certifications 
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Appendix G: T-Test Results: Clean Air Counts Municipalities Compared to 

Greenest Region Compact Municipalities 
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Appendix H: Sustainability Plans, Electricity Aggregation, and Outside 

Certifications by Municipality 
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