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Definitions of Sustainability: U.N. 
Brundtland Commission (1987) 

  “Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.”  - 
Implicit reference to equity particularly 
intergenerational. 
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Rio Earth Summit (1992)-Agenda 21 
 Explicit references to equity:            

“Humanity stands at a defining moment in history. We are 
confronted with a perpetuation of disparities between and 
within nations, a worsening of poverty, hunger, ill health and 
illiteracy, and the continuing deterioration of the ecosystems 
on which we depend for our well-being.  However, integration 
of environment and development concerns and greater 
attention to them will lead to the fulfillment of basic needs, 
improved living standards for all, better protected and 
managed ecosystems and a safer, more prosperous future” (UN 
1993, 12).  
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Sustainability & Social Equity 

From ICMA’s Public Management (PM) Magazine, June 2013. 

“Sustainability is the ability of communities to consistently 
thrive over time as they make decisions to improve the 

community today without sacrificing the future.” – ICMA 
 
An integrated approach to sustainability includes environmental, 
economic, and equity components:  
• costs and benefits of environmental and economic policy 

decisions are fairly distributed 
• all members of the community have access to opportunities 

that improve their quality of life  
 

Sustainability= the three “e’s” or triple bottom line. 
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Attention to Sustainability in 
Local governments 

• Taking Sustainable Cities Seriously, Kent 
Portney in 2003 

• Sustainlane - rating of activities in the fifty 
largest cities in 2004 .  

• U.S. Conference of Mayors - endorsed the 
Mayors Climate Protection Agreement In 
2005.  Signees141 in 2005 to 1060 currently.  
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Social equity 
• Redressing injustices and remediating damages 

that were previously incurred 
• Incorporation of all segments of the community in 

the political process 
• Expanding opportunity and promoting equal access 

to public services, equal service quality, procedural 
fairness, and striving for equal outcomes in areas 
like education, health, and employment. 

• Protection from disruptive effects of development. 
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2010 ICMA Sustainability Survey  
• National survey of 8,569 local governments (pop. 2,500+) 

• 25% response rate (2,176 local governments responded) 

• Triple bottom line policy priorities 
– 85% of respondents said economy was a priority 

– 70% of respondents called energy conservation a priority; 
62% considered the environment a priority (only 19% 
assigned priority to climate change) 

– Social justice–38% considered it a priority although support 
for  housing for all was higher (48%) 
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2010 ICMA Sustainability Survey  

• 100+ activities in 12 major 
categories including   recycling, 
water quality, transportation, 
vehicles and lighting, and 
social inclusion.  

• Unlike typical distribution in 
diffusion of innovations, 
adoptions of sustainability 
measures is skewed toward 
the low end.  Not a bell-shaped 
curve with most in the middle.  

Local Governments Arranged by 
the Level of Sustainability 

Action 
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Factors related to sustainability adoptions 
• +Form of government: council-manager  
• +Western states 
• +Higher population   
• +Younger population 
• +Education level  
• -Income 
• +Housing value 
• +White population percent  
Demographic and SES characteristics make a difference, 
but not a substantial one.  
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Expanded Social Equity Index 
Activities % Adopting 
Financial support/incentives for affordable housing  33 
Energy reduction programs targeted specifically to assist low-income 
residents  

8 

Transportation programs targeted specifically to assist low-income 
residents  

21 

Provide access to information technology for persons without 
connection  

27 

Provide housing options for the elderly  27 
Provide housing within your community to homeless persons  10 

Provide supportive housing to people with disabilities  15 
Expand bus routes  22 
Provide funding for pre-school education  12 
Provide after-school programs for children  26 
Mean number of 10 activities 2.0 
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Adoptions related to social equity  

Local Governments 
Arranged by the Level 
of Social Equity Action 

 
Even more skewed 
toward low end. 
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Differences based on variation in equity 
• When comparing governments that are high on 

sustainability but differ on equity, high-equity 
governments have–  
– Higher minority population (30% vs. 23%) 
– Higher poverty rate (17 vs. 12%) 
– Lower education and income  
– Lower housing value and home ownership 

• Still, differences are modest.  Low equity 
governments have needs that are not being 
addressed. 
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Methodology – 2012 SE Survey 
• Resurveyed high social equity & comparison 

group (high sustainability, low social equity) 
• Of the 300 localities that received the survey, 

200 were high equity, and 100 were low 
equity.   

• Response rate 34% for both groups (68 and 
34 respondents). 
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Policy Priorities 
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Organizing Sustainability 
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Promoting Affordable Housing 
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Other Services Provided by High Equity 
Gov’ts 

• Provide facilities to receive social services [56%] 
• Efforts to promote security such as community watch [60%] 
• Programs to reduce blight and graffiti [62%] 
• Space and support for community gardens [59%] 
• Actions to promote job creation [88%]  
• Training and workforce development [72%] 
• Access to IT [82%] 
• Community center/library for educational and recreational 

purposes [93/62%] 
• Funding for preschool programs [78%] 
• Community wellness programs [41%] 
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Case Study Governments  
• Ann Arbor, MI & Washtenaw County, MI 
• Arlington County, VA 
• Clark County, WA  
• Dubuque, IA  
• Durham City & County, NC  
• Fort Collins, CO 
• Hayward, CA 
• Lewiston, ME  
• Manatee County, FL 
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Findings (1/2) 
• Leadership from elected and administrative officials 

committed to sustainability is imperative to long-
term success.  

• Intergovernmental collaboration is critical in 
furthering sustainability goals. 

• Developing an extensive network with local 
nonprofits facilitates success.  

• Collaboration and citizen engagement are essential. 
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Findings (2/2) 
• Sustainability programs are often decentralized and not 

necessarily coordinated in a comprehensive manner 
integrating environmental, economic, and equity 
concerns.  

• Surprisingly few governments are organizing through a 
comprehensive plan.  

• Few  governments—even those active in social equity—
are addressing social equity issues as an integrated part 
of their sustainability strategies.  

• Multiple rationales for sustainability and equity are 
needed for differing communities. 
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Recommendations 
• Explicitly promote social equity as part of 

sustainability 
• Proactively plan and/or evaluate programs and 

policies against a comprehensive sustainability 
rubric in important. 
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Definition and rationale 
• How is social equity promoted in your 

sustainability program? Common responses 
in case study communities: 
– “It  depends what you mean by sustainability.” 
– “It depends what you mean by equity.” 

• Alternative approaches to  conceptualizing 
sustainability. 
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Standard approach 
• Strong emphasis on sustainability and three 

“e’s.”  Graphic from Dubuque. 
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Building an Alternative Approach 
• Principles of Livability [HUD, DOT, EPA Partnership for 

Sustainable Communities] 

• EPA: smart growth, environmental justice, 
and equitable development 

• Goals of sustainability 
– Promoting livability  
– Promoting viability:  
   long-term health and  
   prosperity of community  
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Why is equity linked to sustainability? 

• Exclusion and inequality are not sustainable.  
• The purpose of sustainability is to promote 

livability and viability of the community and 
the region. 

• Environmentally, economically, and socially, 
we’re all in this together. 

• Find the rationale that works and  build 
support and engagement. 



Social Sustainability in Fort Collins 
Jeff Mihelich 

Deputy City Manager – Fort Collins, CO 
ICMA Conference Presenter 



Presentation Summary 

• Who we are 
• Triple Bottom Line (TBL) approach 
• Social Sustainability Department 
• How you can do this 



Fort Collins, CO 
• 60 miles north of Denver 
• Median age: 29.3 years old 
• Median household income: $53,359 
• Home to Colorado State University 
• 2013 population: 151,330 

 



Who We Are 

BIKES 



Vision Statement 
To provide World Class Municipal Services 

through Operational Excellence and a 
Culture of Innovation 

BUT… 

Are we “World Class” for all? 



Triple Bottom Line Approach 

SOCIAL ECONOMIC 

ENVIRONMENTAL 



Sustainability Services 
(Service Area Departments) 

DEPARTMENT 
OF SOCIAL 
SUSTAINABILITY 
 

ECONOMIC 
HEALTH 
DEPARTMENT 

ENVIRONMENTAL 
SERVICES 

DEPARTMENT 

CHIEF SUSTAINABILITY 
OFFICER 



What is Social 
Sustainability? 

• The practice of 
ensuring healthy 
social systems so 
that people in our 
community can 
thrive. 



How is Social Sustainability 
Pursued in Fort Collins? 

• City is not a service provider 
• Goal is to ensure system health by: 

• Facilitating 
• Convening 
• Coordinating 
• Strategic Funding 

• City’s Department of Social Sustainability 
works toward this goal 



Department of Social 
Sustainability 

• Created in 2012 
• 2014 Budget: 

$292,000 
• 7 staff members 

• 3 paid through HUD 
admin funding 



Funding Examples 

Habitat for Humanity 
Rigden Farm Project 

Respite Care 
Local Non-Profit 

The Center for Family 
Outreach 

Youth Diversion Program 



Framework 



Gaps Analysis Focus Areas 

• Housing 
• Community Health and Wellness 
• Income Disparity 
• Mobility 



Social Sustainability 
Strategic Plan Goals 

• Reduce barriers to 
employment 

• Ensure housing affordability 
for households earning 
<$25,000/year 

• Promote mental health 
• Activate land bank properties 

 
 



Example Issue 
• Homelessness Camping 

• Systems approach 
• Enforcement of ordinance 
• Collaboration with local providers 

 
 



You Can Do This! 
• Any community can address social 

sustainability 
• Gaps analysis 
• Fit with community values 
• Interdisciplinary approach 

• Internal 
• External 

 
 



Closing Thoughts 

• Are we “World Class” for all? 
• Social Sustainability is a collaborative 

effort to fill gaps for those with 
challenges 

• Any community can address this issue! 





DurhamNC.gov/StrategicPlan/Goals 





Sustainability 



Sustainability Programs 
 



Livability Initiatives 
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Affordable Housing & Transit 

Affordable Housing Efforts 
 

Penny for Housing DURHAM UNITED 
We Help Build Durham 
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Sustainability & Equity 
 

Historic Preservation 

Citizen Engagement 

Durham – Where Great 
Things Happen 



Questions and Comments? 
 

Jim Svara 
Visiting Professor, University of North Carolina 

Emeritus Professor, Arizona State University 
james.svara@sog.unc.edu  

 
Jeff Mihelich, Deputy City Manager 

City of Fort Collins, Colorado 
jmihelich@fcgov.com   

 
Tom Bonfield, City Manager 

City of Durham, North Carolina 
Thomas.Bonfield@durhamnc.gov  

 
 

Download the full report and case studies at 
icma.org/advancingsocialequity 

mailto:james.svara@sog.unc.edu
mailto:jmihelich@fcgov.com
mailto:Thomas.Bonfield@durhamnc.gov
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