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______________________________________________________________1________  

 The goals and definitions of sustainability are founded upon a multitude of 

unknowns and projections with varying degrees of predictability or proof, resulting in a 

chaotic spectrum of answers. Significant hesitation, disagreement, and confusion result 

from the ad hoc definitions and “sustainability” is often an empty word.  Predictions of 

climate change and its effects are contested, and we can barely agree that humans are the 

cause of this rapid rate of change.  Because modeling future conditions relies on 

assumptions and predictions about emissions scenarios that are often grounds for 

disagreement even among scientists, urban planners and politicians are put in a position 

to hazard guesses about how sustainability should be integrated into our lives.1   

 At a time when urban populations are growing and sprawling at exponential rates, 

the need for control over the complexity and potential harm of our urban systems is 

evident. We have only a dim understanding of the complex processes of natural and 

manmade feedbacks including the water and carbon cycles, information networking, and 

resource harvesting. These processes network our cities to each other and to the rest of 

the world, and a concrete paradigm of sustainability could afford us with the long-term, 

unifying planning goals that will help incorporate private interests with environmental 

interests while simultaneously working for social good in the city.2  An examination of 

the theory as compared to implementation will offer us insight into the way sustainability 

can or should be applied to cities. 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
1 Akisama Sumi, Fukushi, and Hiramatsu, Adaptation and Mitigation Strategies for Climate Change 
(Springer, 2010) 23. 
2 Kai Lee, “Urban Sustainability and the Limits of Classical Environmentalism,” Environment and 
Urbanization 18:9 (2006): 13.  
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 A current and consistent theory of sustainable development is hard to find, with at 

least seventeen separate definitions from primary significant sources.3 The variations in 

definition are a result of the numerous variables and scales that must be contained, as 

well as values and judgments that inform the meaning of sustainability. For example, 

Yosef Jabareen defines a sustainable city as compact, diverse, and green while 

incorporating passive solar design, sustainable transport, and mixed uses.4 Several things 

are missing from this definition.  The City is always located within a larger system of 

ecology and therefore must be considered as a cohesive part of the environment in a 

sustainable manner, but beyond that the systems of society require far more than 

environmental health.  At the United Nations World Summit in 2005 a more inclusive 

definition was adopted by the U.N. for sustainable development: 

We reaffirm that development is a central goal in itself and that sustainable development 
in its economic, social and environmental aspects constitutes a key element of the 
overarching framework of United Nations activities.5 

These three aspects are considered to weigh equally on the paradigm of sustainability, 

and this triad is widely adopted by practitioners who need concrete standards to enact 

sustainable development.  Called the three pillars, spheres, or the three E’s, economics, 

equality, and the environment are essential considerations for planning. At the very least 

they provide us with a framework to analyze the process of development, a process that 

ought to be multifaceted and complex just as the world has become. 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
3M. Mawhinney, Sustainable Development: Understanding the Green Debates (Blackwell Publishing: 
Oxford, 2002.) 
4 Y. R. Jabareen, “Sustainable Urban Forms: Their Typologies, Models, and Concepts,” Journal of 
Planning Education and Research 26:1 (2006): 38-52. 
5 United Nations, 2005 World Summit Outcome (New York City: October 24, 2005) 2. 
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 The current state of the field is fraught with conflict, but the influx of knowledge 

and ideas allows for constant adjustment and collaboration.  The nature of sustainable 

development’s biggest questions requires many disciplines to join together to share not 

only knowledge but perspectives on topics such as climate change, disaster preparedness, 

deforestation and urban development.  Within the subfield of sustainable urban 

development, leading scholars include David Brain, Joe Hurley, Ajay Garde, and Kai 

Lee, and they will be primary sources for theory of sustainable urban development in this 

paper.  Ajay Garde has engaged sustainable urban design in a thorough analysis to report 

on how the many sustainable programs are functioning in practice.6 His focus on the 

practical side of sustainable planning is based on a scientific analysis of the specific 

practicality of the programs, and this type of objective systems analysis offers us insight 

into the facts of reality.  Joe Hurley also examines existing programs as his main analytic 

device and asks the question of how to properly integrate sustainable development with 

urban development.  The tools for implementation that are used to achieve the goal of 

sustaining for the future are put to question, and he explores the differing priorities, 

ambiguity in meaning, and appropriate scale for application.  Generally promoting a 

systems approach in the form of an ecological footprint analysis, he sees sustainable 

urban development as a problem of the environment.7  David Brain examines the larger 

movements within the planning world to frame the introduction of sustainability.  He 

discusses the possibility of New Urbanism as a framework for sustainable development 

and concludes that planners should think beyond the surface level that New Urbanists 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
6 Ajay Garde, “Sustainable By Design?,” Journal of the American Planning Association, 75:4 (2009): 426. 
7 Joe Hurley and Ralph Horne, “Review and Analysis of Tools for the Implementation of Sustainable 
Urban Development,” (EIANZ, 2006). 
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promote.  All of these authors are working to generate ideas to guide both theory and 

practice. 

 Measuring sustainability must be done through calculation and weighting on 

several scales.  The scale of human life, the scale of the environment, and the scale of a 

global climate must be considered simultaneously when quantifying sustainability.  In the 

city, these three scales include the building, the community, and the output (e.g. waste 

and emissions.)  The building is the simplest unit to consider because inputs and outputs 

can be accurately modeled and quantified, and because as a unit it is separate from other 

units, clear definitions of the building can be analyzed.  The unit of a neighborhood or 

community is much more abstract and difficult to quantify.8  A community consists of 

built forms, the spaces between these forms, networked services, and transport services, 

to name a few.9 These elements are dependent on the complex variables of input 

(resources) and output (waste) both in the community itself and stretching beyond the 

permeable borders of the city.  These permeable borders that invisibly bring in water and 

power and send out waste create a ripple effect and the sustainability of a community 

must appropriately address even the furthest extent of the ripples. Hurley’s Ecological 

Footprint approach to sustainable development is what he calls an accounting tool: 

limitations and metrics are set to balance ecological supply and demand.10 The Ecological 

Footprint assessment tool encompasses a regional and global scale to ensure that urban 

form and practice are compatible with ecological systems. But the range of influence that 

a community has both on the inhabitants and the outside world makes these scales 
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
8 Hurley and Horne. 
9 Hurley and Horne. 
10 Joe Hurley, Ralph Horne, and Tim Grant “Ecological Footprint as an Assessment Tool for Urban 
Development,” (SOAC, 2007) 922. 
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exponentially more difficult to quantify and contain.  Furthermore, the range of size and 

scale within the category of “urban” makes broad definitions and tools less focused and 

perhaps weaker.  Rural, suburban, and urban areas all require specific sustainable 

practices but these are difficult to define because of the wide variance in the typology of 

‘the city.’11 Lee questions whether the city is the appropriate unit for analysis and claims 

that the neighborhood is a useful, adjustable unit. 

 Academic theory, public opinion, and practice often incur problems of translation. 

The American people resist sustainable development because they misunderstand and 

mistrust the scholarly and scientific studies and fear the effect they will have on their 

values and lives. While the language of sustainable development can seem convoluted 

and technical, the reality of sustainability will not necessarily change the way we live.  

Sustainable living will affect every scale of life in the urban environment, but not in a 

way that is contradictory to American values.  John Dernbach, a scholar in environmental 

politics, argues that sustainability includes basic American and religious values:  

[F]reedom, opportunity, and quality of life; more efficiency; more effective and 
responsive governance; a desire to make a better world for those who follow us; a 
willingness to find and exploit opportunities; a quest for a safer world; and a sense of 
calling to play a constructive role in international affairs.12 

Simple changes in daily routine can be effective in lowering resource use and energy bills 

in the city but more permanent changes to the built form will alter the conventional living 

style without altering core values.  As new systems are integrated into buildings, these 

buildings will need to be operated differently and the real estate market is already 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
11 Lee, 3.  
12 John Dernbach, “Stumbling Toward Sustainability,” (Washington D.C.: Environmental Law Institute, 
2002) 3.  
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becoming connected to the codes of green building. While these changes in building 

conventions are driven mostly by private developers responding to market forces, 

sustainability at the community scale is being controlled not only by private developers 

but also by the government and the people it represents.  The community and government 

agencies play the primary role in the creation of a sustainable city and these parties are 

interested in a cause greater than prices in the real estate market: the social and 

environmental spheres of sustainability. 

 Already there has been a strong reaction to the definition and adoption of 

sustainability, even while the science behind it is contested.  Many cities are already 

developing sustainability measures ranging in intensity from localized recycling 

programs to full-scale one hundred year plans. The translation from sustainable theory to 

practice is emerging in every field and the popularity of the green trend is a signal that we 

are ready to adapt. The success of these sustainable programs is being tested in the field 

and it is important to determine the ways in which the programs embody sustainability. In 

this paper, the primary program to be analyzed for its place in the paradigm shift and 

success in context will be LEED for Neighborhood Development, with comparisons 

drawn to BREEAM, STAR, and GreenPoints. 

 
_______________________________________________________________2_______ 
  

 LEED is a green building certification system seeking environmentally 

sustainable building and claiming to provide a “third-party verification that a building or 

community was designed and built using strategies aimed at improving performance 
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across all the metrics that matter most.”13  The organization supplies the prioritized tenets 

of sustainable development by defining the metrics that matter most and they provide 

very complex and detailed measurements with which to verify that the project is 

achieving these goals. The metrics LEED claims to promote are: energy savings, water 

efficiency, CO2 emissions reduction, improved indoor environmental quality, and 

stewardship of resources and sensitivity to their impacts.14 These metrics all fall under the 

category of environmental sustainability and they constitute what most people consider to 

be the new “green” fad.    

 LEED does not directly claim to address social or economic progress in the form 

of buildings or neighborhoods.  The overarching goal as stated is one of assimilating 

humans into their environmental conditions in a more appropriate (efficient, sustainable) 

manner.  But these metrics are different from the paradigm of sustainability that is 

strenuously being worked out by scientists and planners and politicians, a paradigm that 

is strongly divided and contested along disciplinary lines. The environmentalists fight for 

scientific integration of our technological ability to “manage” the earth systems while 

social justice workers interpret sustainability as a way to manage the human social 

systems in equitable ways.15 Whether we aim to solve the problem of climate change, 

social instability, the collapse of community, or the expense of working against nature, a 

program that monitors our buildings, the “most long-lived physical artifacts society 

produces,” is bound to be a helpful tool.16  But the tool must either present itself clearly 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
13 U.S. Green Building Council, 2011 <http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID= 222> 
14 USGBC website 
15 Scott Campbell, “Green Cities, Growing Cities, Just Cities? Urban Planning and the Contradictions of 
Sustainable Development,” Journal of the American Planning Association 62:3 (1996): 296-312. 
16 Ed Mazria, “It’s the Architecture, Stupid!,” Solar Today May 2003 
<http://www.mazria.com/publications.html> 
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as one that can fully address one of these problems but requires supplemental 

programming for the social and economic spheres, or as one that can reach across all 

sectors to address the larger problem of “unsustainable” development. The metrics that 

LEED claims to address leave gaping holes in the holistic vision of sustainability. As one 

of the few programs that give standards to green building, it has the responsibility to be 

clear about how buildings or neighborhoods should utilize the program.   

 A widespread change in social and cultural values to include sustainability and the 

environment has slowly been occurring in several spheres. But it is important to keep the 

trend from becoming a passing fashion and instead to integrate it into a mindset.  In order 

to instill the values of sustainability in the mind of the public, the approach must come 

from the top-- in the form of regulations and incentives-- but also from the bottom-- in 

the form of community organizing and programming. This bottom-up change will begin 

to take root in the media and education, and LEED is already operating within these 

spheres.  The starting place for a bottom-up approach to sustainable change is to improve 

the performance of current lifestyles.17  For instance, a bottom-up approach could include 

adjusting the way people make choices in the supermarket or when throwing away trash. 

Small adjustments to the way people are trained or educated can create large changes in 

the way sustainable practice becomes integrated and the media provides another 

opportunity for a call to action.   

 By operating on a voluntary basis rather than from top-down regulations, LEED is 

attempting to change the values through market persuasions and individual perceptual 

changes.   Today the incentives for getting LEED-certification include augmenting the 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
17 Hurley and Horne, 4. 
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status and sometimes even the price of the building.  But this was not always true. When 

the LEED program first started they were marketing the certification system based on the 

cost savings that an energy efficient building could afford.18 Once companies started 

using the system to save on energy costs, an environmentally conscious corporate 

reputation was built. 

 A problem that rises as a result of LEED being a third-party, brought in only 

voluntarily by the client, is that the rating system does not require the client to address the 

whole picture.  LEED serves the purpose of giving a business reputational cache for 

integrating into the new ‘green’ trend, and specifically into the USGBC’s version of this 

trend. As it stands, the intention of these businesses is more economic than environmental 

or socially equitable.  For many of the businesses participating in the LEED program 

today, their image is the primary concern, followed by energy savings.19 Sustainable 

design comes in two forms: the visible and the invisible.  Visible green methods such as 

photovoltaics are clearly evident on the building and give an outsider the instant message 

that this business is ‘green.’ But invisible methods such as green infrastructure and 

sustainable material usage as well as community benefit programs are often more 

important and can only be identified and presented to the public by rating or 

certification.20  The LEED rating system gives these invisible sustainable designs a 

chance in the market where companies need a good reason to introduce the more 

expensive model of sustainability.   

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
18 Laura Jay, Personal interview, 12 Feb. 2011 
19 Jay interview 
20 Aurore Julien, “Assessing the Assessor: BREEAM vs. LEED,” Sustainable Magazine, 9:6 (2009) 30. 
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 The market is not equipped to move on its own into urban environmental 

integration, and LEED’s reputation-based incentive is unsustainable in that each new 

certification deflates the value of those coming before.21  The businesses paying for 

LEED-gold buildings get attention for it due to the scarcity of these buildings, but the 

scarcity is quickly disappearing and in order for an overhaul change to the societal 

priorities to occur, other incentives must be created.  The decline in press attention as 

more buildings are certified will be coupled by a decline in spending on the 

environmental label.  The image-based incentives will deflate in value, and it is important 

to develop a system that will self perpetuate.  

 A sustainable model requires regulations that originate from a general consensus 

that this is a “good” way to develop and a command to build this way.  Only when the 

standards are imposed on corporations will there be a wide enough pool to effect change 

and only then can the solution be expanded to include social welfare.  The Neo-Liberal 

viewpoint is that only through the promotion of successful market economies can 

ecological and environmental problems be solved.22 Just as “organic” is litigated and 

defined by law, the term “green” should be more carefully defined.23 

 But imposing regulations without respect to social and economic forces has its 

share of problems too.  Rather than changing the general mindset about the need to 

preserve the environment, regulations are seen as obligations or rules that need to be 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
21 Randy Udall, “LEED is Broken- Let’s Fix it,” Greenbuild August 2005, 11 Feb. 2011, 
<www.iGreenbuild.com>. 
22 P Dickens, Society and Nature: Towards a Green Social Theory, (London: Harvester, 1992): 13. 
23 Sarah Grilli, “California Passes Nation’s First Mandatory Green Building Codes,” 8 Sept. 2010, 18 Mar. 
2010, <http://californiagreenbuildingblog.com/category/build-it-green-green-point-rated> 
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followed with the lowest possible costs.24   Limits on carbon emissions are important to 

enforce but imposing similar quantifiable limitations on the form of buildings and 

communities can be stifling to the overall goal of support for sustainability from all 

sectors.  A key element of sustainability is that it does not solely prescribe standards, it 

must be integrated into social and economic systems.25 Human agency is essential in 

developing a sustainable future, and “the tortuous road to greater global responsibility is 

likely to be built on the daily lives of human subjects, and recognition that these lives 

involve choices of global proportions.”26 Regulations must allow for flexibility and 

individual decision making so that builders, engineers, architects, and politicians are able 

to make choices and the decision-making process gives power to the individual rather 

than power to a single set of laws.  Creativity and innovation can only flourish if the 

limits are not stifling and while it is possible for regulations to still embody freedom 

within limits, these policies must be carefully tailored in order to be open. 

 Many cities and several states have set in place mandatory checklists similar to 

the LEED criteria, requiring all buildings to receive a minimum number of points.   

Starting in January 2011, all new construction in California must be built to CalGreen 

code which includes very basic green building requirements, and San Francisco’s 

GreenPoint system requires that all new construction achieve at least 50 points for 

resource conservation, indoor air quality, community, water and energy efficiency.27  

While some cities and states are inventing their own certification systems, 45 states have 
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
24 I Drummond and T. K. Marsden, “Regulating Sustainable Development,” Global Environmental Change 
5:1 (1995): 55-56. 
25 I Hodge and J Dunn, “Rural Change and Sustainability: A Research Review,” ESRC, 1992.  
26 M Redclift. “Sustainable Development and Global Environmental Change.” Global Environmental 
Change, 3:1 (1992): 32. 
27 Built It Green “GreenPoint Rated: Your Assurance of a Better Place to Live,” 10 Mar. 2010 
<http://www.builditgreen.org/greenpoint-rated/>. 
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integrated the LEED rating system into legislation, executive orders, resolutions, 

ordinances, policies and incentives.28 State governments are harnessing their power to 

mandate sustainable development and they are limiting new development to fixed 

environmental standards. With so many governments relying on LEED to set these 

standards, a thorough examination of the program and its theory is absolutely necessary.  

 

_________________________________________________________3_____________ 

 

 LEED was developed by the US Green Building Council (USGBC), a non-profit 

501(c)(3) membership-operated community of leaders “committed to a prosperous and 

sustainable future for our nation through cost-efficient and energy-saving green 

buildings.” In 1988 the USGBC created Leadership in Environmental Energy and Design 

(LEED) and has developed the framework since then to adapt to environmental and 

technological advances as well as market forces.  The USGBC oversees LEED as an 

organization and administers the certification as well as LEED AP training for 

architects.29 

 There are LEED rating systems that can be applied to commercial or residential 

situations, new or existing buildings, interior or exterior, and generic or specific 

programs.  All of these rating systems recognize performance in several key areas: 

sustainable site, water efficiency, energy and atmosphere, materials and resources, indoor 

environmental quality and locations and linkages. Two more categories, innovation in 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
28 U.S.Green Building Council, “LEED Initiatives in Governments and Schools,” May 2010, Nov. 2010,  
<https://www.usgbc.org/ShowFile.aspx?DocumentID=691>. 
29 USGBC website 
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design and regional priorities, provide 10 points of extra credit and are only encouraged, 

not required.  Out of 110 points, projects can earn points in any of these areas, with each 

one weighted differently to promote sustainable priorities.  Projects that can achieve 40+ 

points will be LEED certified, 50+ points for a silver rating, 60+ for a gold rating, and 

80+ for platinum.  Achieving more points equates to higher levels of environmental 

sustainability and more reputational credibility.  

  The framework for achieving these points is similar for all project types.  For 

instance, LEED-Homes and LEED-Commercial Interiors provide the same set of 

guidelines with small changes to the specifics that are required. Each of the five main 

categories include prerequisites that are required of any project seeking certification, 

followed by optional points to be earned based on the desired rating category.  These 

prerequisites represent the essential baseline qualities that a building or neighborhood 

must include in order to best fit in to a sustainable world. Prerequisites for new buildings 

include:  

1.  Sustainable Site: Reduce pollution from construction activities by controlling 
 soil erosion, waterway sedimentation and airborne dust generation.  

2. Water Efficiency: Reduce potable water consumption for irrigation by 50% 
 from a calculated mid-summer baseline case. 

3. Energy and Atmosphere: a. Verify that the building’s energy related systems 
 are installed, calibrated and perform according to the owner’s project 
 requirements, basis of design, and construction documents. b. Establish 
 the minimum level of energy efficiency for the proposed building and 
 systems. c. Zero use of CFC-based refrigerants in new base building 
 HVAC&R systems. 

4. Materials and Resources: Provide an easily accessible area that serves the 
 entire building and is dedicated to the collection and storage of non-
 hazardous materials for recycling, including (at a minimum) paper, 
 corrugated cardboard, glass, plastics and metals. 

5. Indoor Environmental Quality: a. Meet the minimum requirements of Sections 
 4 through 7 of ASHRAE 62.1-2004, Ventilation for Acceptable Indoor Air 
 Quality. Mechanical ventilation systems shall be designed using the 
 Ventilation Rate Procedure or the applicable local code, whichever is 
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 more stringent. b. Minimize exposure of building occupants, indoor 
 surfaces, and ventilation air distribution systems to Environmental 
 Tobacco Smoke (ETS).30 

 
These are the minimum requirements for achieving LEED certification, and the rest of 

the points can be elected by the developer and architect.  

 Beyond the prerequisites, LEED provides some flexibility in the rest of the point 

collection.  The points awarded are weighted based on the benefit they will provide to the 

environment.  All of the LEED for buildings programs seek to alter conventions of 

building throughout every stage of the process: from materials and construction to use 

and disposal.  When Ed Mazria noted that buildings are “the most long-lived physical 

artifacts society produces,” he meant to emphasize the care and thought that should go 

into every phase of the building’s lifespan, and the LEED certification attempts to make 

every phase more “sustainable.”31 The framework for changing conventional building 

practices to conform to sustainable standards places the definition of sustainability in the 

hands of LEED.  Their system of sustainability favors resource conservation and minimal 

impact on the environment while maintaining healthy indoor conditions. Their definition 

of sustainability must be questioned and analyzed to determine if it is in fact an 

appropriate goal to aim for, as they currently are the leading authority on sustainable 

building in the United States and their definition carries a lot of weight in the market. 

 The LEED for building programs are all very similar with the same goals of 

sustainability in several categories.  Achieving sustainability at the scale of one building 

is a task that LEED is equipped to comprehensively tackle through every phase of the life 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
$+"U.S. Green Building Council, Congress for the New Urbanism, and the National Resources Defense 
Council, “LEED 2009 for Neighborhood Development,” 2009, updated 2011."
31 Mazria, 16. 
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of the building, but the new LEED for Neighborhood Development program (LEED-ND) 

encompasses a far more complex network and life cycle.  Claiming to integrate smart 

growth, new urbanism, and green buildings into one design for a neighborhood, LEED-

ND seeks to develop sustainability on larger scales than ever before attempted. The 

lifespan of a building is on average 40 years but a neighborhood needs to last as a stable 

unit for a much longer period of time and under such widely varying and unpredictable 

circumstances as climate and conditions change. Christopher Pyke, director of Climate 

Change Services for CTG Energetics Inc., conducted a study of how neighborhood 

design can help us adapt to climate change.  He claims that today, “new construction or 

redevelopment is expected to perform for decades into the future, and these structures, 

infrastructure, and entire communities will operate under different climatic conditions 

than those observed over the last century.”32 The design, construction, and operation of 

sustainable communities could help to ameliorate local impacts of climate change and 

improve the lives of inhabitants.   

 While the LEED for buildings programs were developed by the USGBC 

independently, LEED-ND was created as a collaboration between the USGBC, the 

Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU), and the Natural Resources Defense Council 

(NRDC). The CNU has for over twenty years provided a charter for the New Urbanist 

movement outlining principles of walkable, human-scaled cities.33  With the goal of 

creating livable, coherent, and finally sustainable cities, the CNU emphasizes a particular 

form of the social sphere before the protection of the environment as a way of promoting 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
32 Christopher Pyke, “Adapting to Climate Change through Neighborhood Design,” CTG Energetics 
(2007): 3.   
33 Congress for The New Urbanism, Jan. 2011, <http://www.cnu.org/>. 
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healthy lives. This is well balanced by the NRDC whose mission is to protect all living 

things, humans and wildlife alike.  With an emphasis on preservation of wilderness, they 

seek to provide safety and health for all species equally.34 This three-way collaboration 

broadened the definition of sustainable development to include urban theory and 

scientific theory, while carrying over the basic principles of LEED’s version of 

sustainability.   Integrating these fields into the standards of sustainable development 

improves the ability of LEED to foresee long-term effects and to balance the traditional 

ways of living with future systems of survival. The CNU seeks to simultaneously reverse 

suburban sprawl while “harnessing the economic energies of growth to build livable and 

sustainable places with the functional and aesthetic qualities of the best of our traditional 

cities”35 but this is one of the few mentions of economic growth in any of the mission 

statements of these organizations. They worked together to create LEED-ND, combining 

architecture, urban planning, scientific standards, and social welfare.   

 It is important to note that in expanding the LEED programming to the 

neighborhood scale, the USGBC had to make some controversial choices about their 

goals.  The agenda of the CNU to create New Urbanist, traditional neighborhoods is not a 

universally accepted agenda and the controversy over this alliance stems from the fact 

that there is no way to objectively define a ‘good’ or ‘successful’ neighborhood.  The 

New Urbanists have been accused of creating neighborhoods that appear to be traditional 

in image while ignoring the traditional ideals of community and trust.36 Many of their 

tenets have to do with the form of a neighborhood as the operative force for change. Cliff 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
34 National Resources Defense Council, Jan. 2011, <http://www.nrdc.org/>. 
35 David Brain, “From Good Neighborhoods to Sustainable Cities: Social Science of the Social Agenda of 
the New Urbanism,” International Regional Science Review 28:2 (April 2005): 217-238. 
36 Brain, 230. 
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Ellis explores the critiques of New Urbanism and finds that many of them are not 

grounded in fact but rather in feeling.37 Many claim that the nostalgic call for a return to 

simpler traditional forms is naïve and that New Urbanism ignores the social and 

economic realities of the modern world but Ellis claims that all of these critiques form 

caricatures of New Urbanism rather than coherent debates. The contributions of New 

Urbanism to LEED-ND appear to be mostly form-based, dictating proportions and scales 

for a neighborhood based on notions of a social sphere that is conceptualized primarily by 

its relationship to space. The formal relationships that are essential design elements in 

New Urbanist developments are often seen as surface treatments that neglect deeper 

issues. The inherent conservatism is enough to scare away many sustainable promoters 

and it is important to be aware of this very charged debate over ‘good’ urban 

development.  An examination of the rating system will reveal the influences of all 

contributors to the LEED-ND project. 

 Based on the same 110-point system as the building programs, LEED-ND 

concentrates all of the possibilities for sustainable development into credits worth 

anywhere from 1-10 points.  The categories are slightly different from those for 

buildings: Smart Linkage and Location, Neighborhood Pattern and Design, Green 

Infrastructure and Buildings (containing many of the same criteria as the building 

programs), Innovation and Design Process, and Regional Priority Credit. Innovation and 

regional priority are once again like extra credit, containing no prerequisites, only 

possible extra points.  There are twelve prerequisites for LEED-ND, the essential baseline 

requirements for creating a green neighborhood.  LEED-ND claims that by following 
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these criteria, developments can be beneficial to the individual, the community, and the 

environment at once.38 

 The prerequisites for LEED-ND certification give insight to the core values of 

sustainability.  For smart location and linkage, there are five requirements:  

1. Smart location, intended to encourage development within or near existing 
communities and infrastructure for transit in order to reduce travel and excessive 
development. 

2. Conserve imperiled species and ecological communities by creating a habitat 
conservation plan. 

3. Limit development on wetlands and water ecosystems by creating a buffer around 
these areas. 

4. Do not locate the project on an agricultural preservation district so as not to 
disturb soils. 

5. Do not locate the project on any land within a 100-year high or moderate risk 
floodplain. 

 

These requirements require preservation of the ecosystem services that may exist on the 

land before development. The most sustainable development is no development at all, 

allowing natural systems to exist undisturbed, but given the need for development, these 

prerequisites seek to protect fragile ecosystems.  Smart Location and Linkage is the 

category that limits certification to urban and suburban areas and excludes rural areas due 

to their lack of linkage, or transportation, and also their status as undeveloped land. 

 The Neighborhood Pattern and Design category also contains several 

prerequisites, focusing on neighborhood-level physical planning and design concepts 

while encouraging urban infill projects.  This is the section that includes the strongest 

New Urbanist influence as well as the most subjective design elements of the rating 

system. The three requirements for this category are as follows: 
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1. 90% of new building frontage must face a public space and be connected to 
sidewalk,15% of existing street frontage has a minimum building-height to street 
width ratio of 1:3, continuous 8 ft wide sidewalks are provided for 90% of streets, 
and no more than 20% of street frontages are faced by garage and service bay 
openings 

2. Specific densities must be met for residential and nonresidential components   
3. Design project with at least 140 intersections per square mile and at least one 

through-street and/or nonmotorized right-of-way intersection at least every 800 
feet.39 

 
These requirements aim to create a public sphere that encourages walking or transit and 

“comfortable” densities.  The New Urbanist agenda prescribes the formal aesthetics and 

proportions of communities; however, it lacks a scientifically proven rationale and seems 

arbitrary. 

 Finally, the three Green Building and Infrastructure prerequisites are as follows: 

1. Design, construct, or retrofit one building to achieve LEED certification, or 
through an independent, impartial green building rating system 

2. New buildings must demonstrate 10% improvement in energy efficiency, existing 
buildings must demonstrate a 5% improvement. 

3. Indoor water usage in new and renovated buildings must be 20% less than in 
baseline buildings.40 

  
In these prerequisites, LEED uses its tested strength in improvement at the building scale. 

The improvements in efficiency can easily be quantified and it is this section that is most 

concretely beneficial to the environment. 

 The optional criteria in the LEED for Neighborhood Development program are 

weighted in such a way that favors and prioritizes certain sections over others for project 

certification.  For instance, up to ten points can gained from “preferred location” but only 

one can be gained from “solar orientation.” Within each of these optional criteria, the 

developer has a number of selection options to achieve the points, and the 10-point 
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preferred location credit could be achieved through any combination of three options: 

location on varying degrees of infill site, location within varying levels of connectivity or 

intersections, and mixed-income or affordable housing additions.  A developer would 

make the selection of points for this credit by picking and choosing among the options, 

often sacrificing affordable housing for the simpler ‘levels of connectivity.’ The credits 

each require strict and specific documentation to the point where most credits are 

calculated and achieved with little flexibility. Submittals require developers to follow 

precise methods for mapping and calculating figures.  These optional criteria make up the 

bulk of the points for certification and developers can pick and choose among them, 

treating each one independently.   

 LEED-ND can be applied to portions of neighborhoods, whole neighborhoods, or 

multiple neighborhoods. There is no minimum or maximum size of the project but the 

core committee suggests that a reasonable minimum size is at least two habitable 

buildings, and that the definition of neighborhood typically does not exceed 320 acres, or 

half a square mile.41 The committee encourages a mix of uses, although small infill 

projects that are single use but complementary to the existing neighborhood uses are also 

encouraged. The rating system is designed primarily for new neighborhoods due to the 

relative ease of new construction versus retrofitting.  Infill sites and brownfield 

redevelopment sites are present in the credits, although nominally, and several cities are 

using this program as an opportunity to turn the underdeveloped or polluted parts of town 

back into working communities. There is no typical neighborhood size or structure that 
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has emerged as the archetype for LEED-ND and part of the program’s strength and 

weakness is in this flexibility 

 In  2007, the USGBC invited developers and cities around the world to register 

for the pilot program in order to give LEED-ND a trial run and to gauge interest.  A total 

of 238 neighborhood development projects registered, with 205 from 39 U.S. states and 

the other 33 from 5 other countries.42 Of the American projects, only 196 agreed to 

release their information publicly, but of those whose information was analyzed by Ajay 

Garde, 91% were located in urban areas and the vast majority of them were located on 

the coasts.43  This spatial polarization mirrors the higher rates of development along the 

coasts but the sizes of the pilot projects were far more varied than their locations.  Of the 

196 projects, 16% are less than five acres and 8% are larger than 500 acres, with the 

average size hovering around 289 acres. The wide spectrum of project areas is a 

testament to the applicability of broad sustainable principles to any development size. 

Surprisingly, the relationship between size and score is not strong, proving that projects 

of any size have equal ability to rate well (figure 1). 
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        Figure 1: Project Acreage44 

 

 The pilot projects spanned across all the metrics LEED hoped they would.  But 

how did these projects compare to one another in their criteria? Garde conducted a study 

of 76 of the pilot projects that provided contact information to compare their methods for 

achieving certification.45  In his study, Garde classified each credit as being based on 

location, planning and design, or management, although many of the credits overlap 

across those divisions.  Of all of the credits, “diversity of uses” was used most frequently 

and “high priority brownfield redevelopment” was used least.  His study also determined 

which of the criterion in each category was most successful.  Garde concluded that 

“preferred location” contributed most significantly to a project’s total scores in smart 

location and linkage while in neighborhood pattern and design, “walkable streets” 

contributed most to a project’s certification.  These two credit sections were probably 

used most heavily because of their aesthetic and formal design basis versus the scientific 
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
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and health basis that surrounds issues of brownfields. Finally, Garde found that the 

“stormwater management” credit was used most regularly by the projects surveyed, a 

good sign for the urban water cycles.  This formal analysis of the credit usage should be 

used to inform USGBC as to the strongest and weakest sections of the rating system and 

a revaluation of the least used credits could motivate more brownfield redevelopment and 

infill development.  

 

____________________________________________________________4__________ 

 

 Many local governments and developers have seen the benefits of using 

standardized systems of development.  Private developers see the potential benefits of 

certification to be faster approval and reduced local fees.  The Illinois legislature recently 

approved an act called the Green Neighborhood Grant Act, which will provide state 

grants to cover up to 1.5% of the costs of LEED-ND certification.46 In San Francisco, 

developers have the option of achieving 50 points under the similar GreenPoints system 

or achieving LEED certification of silver or higher.  The LEED rating system is seen as 

comprehensive and tested, and governments and developers alike see the benefits of 

using a system already in place rather than creating their own. 

 Because LEED-ND awards credits for urban infill, cities that were hard hit by the 

recession can benefit from the use of a systematized program of redevelopment.  With 

vacancies and foreclosures plaguing many American cities, the answer is usually to send 

development to the edges where developers don’t have to worry about brownfields or 
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demolition.  As a result, neighborhoods are left empty and dangerous in the core of cities 

with little economic incentive for businesses to move in.  LEED-ND encourages infill 

development both directly with requirements for building on existing infrastructure, and 

indirectly by requiring available transit systems and necessities such as banks and grocery 

stores.  Chicago’s South Side is one of the most socioeconomically distressed regions in 

the country and it contains many brownfields where old steel factories used to churn out 

chemicals.47  The private sector does not have the resources to transform this area into a 

vibrant community on its own and a program like LEED-ND would not only promote the 

redevelopment of brownfields but also infill of businesses and residents, linked to the city 

through transportation hubs. 

 LEED-ND makes many claims about the results of a neighborhood certified under 

their program.  But there are also some unspoken side effects of cities going green.  

Green development benefits local economies in ways that many cities don’t expect, and a 

concentration of this development can lead to improved economic situations for the city 

as a whole as it stands in the new green economy.  Oregon recognizes the economic 

opportunities presented through green development and Portland is a city that has 

certified five neighborhoods under LEED-ND.  The promotion of sustainability as a 

desirable trait stimulated a new economy in the city that has helped keep it afloat during 

the economic recession of 2008.  This new economy can be called a ‘cluster’, meaning 

“geographic concentrations of interconnected companies, specialized suppliers, service 

providers, firms in related industries, and associated institutions (for example, 
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universities, standards agreements, and trade associations) in particular fields that 

compete but also cooperate”48 This green building cluster in Portland creates jobs in the 

production, provision, and consumption of its products and a multiplier effect benefits the 

entire city.49 It is well known that investments are becoming greener every year, but 

while the national percentage of green construction activity is between five and seven 

percent, Portland’s might be up to three times higher than that.50  The benefits of green 

development are huge and the clustering of these projects has positive impacts on the 

entire community. 

   

      Figure 2: Portland EcoDistricts Road Map.51 
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 Portland, Oregon was becoming a model for sustainability even before LEED-ND 

created its rating system.  Sophie Lambert, director of the USGBC LEED-ND program in 

Washington D.C., claims that “Portland’s vibrant walkable neighborhoods were a role 

model for some of the precepts of LEED-ND.”52 The eco districts of Portland define 

neighborhoods in many of the same ways that LEED-ND does, combining transportation, 

walkability, and green infrastructure with areas of redevelopment (figure 2).53  Rob 

Bennett, director of Portland + Oregon Sustainability Institute, describes the Eco District 

program as one that is focused on redevelopment, whereas LEED-ND is “best suited to 

new developments that are framed in master plans.”54  A combination of LEED-ND and 

Eco Districts is boosting Portland’s green building cluster and creating a city that is being 

developed and redeveloped with similar sustainable principles.   

 

_____________________________________________________________5_________ 

 

 Of Portland’s five LEED-ND projects, the largest is 35 acres and the smallest is 

less than one acre.  Two of the five consist of a plan for only one apartment or condo 

building, which makes for an interesting study of the capability of LEED-ND to apply to 

the smallest scale.  It would be hard to find an urban planner who would call .4 acres a 

‘neighborhood’ and perhaps it is problematic that LEED-ND is being used to promote 

single building developments.  Ladd Tower and Eliot Tower submitted just the area of 

their building lots in the LEED-ND proposals but they draw from the resources of 
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Portland’s existing infrastructure of transportation, parks, and culture.  Both were 

developed near parks, amenities, and transportation hubs in order to meet LEED-ND 

requirements, and the only contribution either of these projects gave was the tower itself.  

These developers found space that already fit LEED-ND requirements and inserted a 

residential tower onto the existing infrastructure to gain certification.  By not creating 

new amenities they are only improving the lives of residents of their tower, not 

improving the lives of the larger community as a whole. The developments that contain a 

single building often contribute little to the surrounding neighborhood and benefit only 

the residents.55 

 South Chicago is a blighted area containing brownfields, abandoned industrial 

plants, and a weak infrastructure for commercial and residential development.  A plan to 

reinvigorate this area, an area that used to be highly successful while the steel industry 

was afloat, must cover a wide variety of problems.  Mary Engwall of the Chicago 

Department of Community Development (CDCD) describes the LEED-ND proposal as a 

plan rather than a project, due to the size and timeframe of the proposal.56  The plan 

covers 1,140 acres in the southern part of Chicago, a size comparable to the Loop, and it 

contains the last piece of undeveloped lakefront, making this piece of land full of 

potential.  But the majority of the site is a former U.S. Steel Site, and acres of it are made 

up of slag, a byproduct of the steel industry, and a completely infertile landcover. 

Engwall says this large area of land has “no infrastructure, no soil, no lights, no 
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buildings, no nothing.”57  But a large portion of the 1,140 acres contains previously 

developed land that was abandoned and left vacant after the collapse of the steel industry. 

The City of Chicago owns 200 lots in the project area allowing it to manipulate this space 

without much private intervention. These conditions of urban decay require a mixture of 

infill, redevelopment and completely new development, which is why the CDCD has 

developed a two-pronged plan of urban infill and new infrastructure, to be completed 

over the course of 25 years.   

 The masterplan for this area will contain a commercial core of mixed-use 

developments with the overarching goal of creating healthy walkable neighborhoods.  

The CNU influence over this plan is evident in the language used to describe the future of 

South Chicago as a human-scaled traditional neighborhood “of our grandparent’s 

generation.”58 The goal was to get down to one car per household by including more 

retail throughout the area so people can buy goods within walking distance.  However, 

the planners clearly state that South Chicago should not become suburban. It should be 

dense but not overly so, and people will feel the connections between their neighborhood 

and all of Chicago. If completed as planned, the site would comprise over 13,000 

residential units, 17.5 million square feet of commercial space, and a 1,500-slip marina.59  

 While these selling points may be important for developers, the reality is that this 

plan will require tools that were completely foreign to past generations of developers.  By 

generating equations for life in the neighborhood, LEED-ND will ensure that every 

person living within the bounds of the project will be equally covered.  Engwall sees this 
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method as one that will be foolproof, because LEED-ND is “very metrically designed in 

terms of studies that have been done on human behavior and the way people live and 

work” although the studies she refers to are steeped in the biases of New Urbanism. 

Everybody will be within a sixth of a mile of a park and every school will be placed in 

very specific locations.  Because so much of the project consists of currently vacant land 

or buildings, the CDCD can plan from scratch on a metric basis.   These mathematical 

relationships that will describe the plan will no doubt create a space that is different from 

all past developments that were based on theory or aesthetics rather than metrics and 

rules. 
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 The two prongs of this project require very different approaches.  For the 

commercial and mixed use core, CDCD will first let out 64 plots to four developers who 

submitted proposals and won the bid. They will follow LEED-ND metrics to develop the 

many primarily vacant lots and integrate them into a masterplan.  This part of the project 

resembles many other LEED-ND plans and is typical of many green developments.  But 

the second prong of the plan will involve some atypical methods for redeveloping the 

large area of slag on the lakefront.  Because this site has no infrastructure, no soil, and 

significant pollution, it epitomizes the brownfield. CDCD estimated that it would cost at 

least 100 million dollars to transplant soil just for the lakefront park, but through some 

creative networking they managed to find the soil just down river.   

 The Illinois Department of Resources was having trouble with the Illinois river 

silting near Peoria, IL.  Over the years of farming and urban development, silt washed 

into the Illinois River from streams draining the upper watersheds.  In 2009, there were 

reports of the river’s depth decreasing to a mere 18-24 inches in many spots outside the 

deeper navigation channel.61 The Army Corps of Engineers is constantly fighting against 

this silting and the Illinois Department of Resources has had to fund extensive dredging 

to keep the river flowing as the depth dropped from eight to three feet.62  Dredging is the 

process of scooping silt from the bottom of the river and relocating it above ground, and 

this silt is always rich in nutrients.  So when Mary Engwall realized the need for a soil 

transplant, she contacted the IDR and set up a “recycling project on a scale we’ve never 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
61 “Our View: More Than One Step to Saving the Illinois River.” PJ Star, 15 July 2009,  10 Mar 2011 
<http://www.pjstar.com/opinions/x50027874/Our-View-More-than-one-step-to-saving-the-Illinois-River>. 
62 Engwall interview. 



$%"

seen before.”63  One hundred million metric tons of silt were transported on barges from 

Peoria to the lakefront of South Chicago where it now covers 17 acres at a depth of three 

feet.  Innovations and networking like this will define LEED-ND as a useful tool for 

developing land in a way that positively affects the surrounding area. 

 

___________________________________________________________6___________ 

 The programs of the USGBC are under constant scrutiny by architects, 

developers, environmentalists and just about every other sector looking for progressive 

plans. As the primary green certification system being used in the United States, LEED is 

under a tremendous amount of pressure to address a gamut of issues. Laura Jay, who 

worked for the USGBC until 2010, believes that it is important to understand that the 

organization is trying hard to keep up with demand for alterations and additions to the 

programs but faces criticism from all sides.64 The USGBC started out with relatively 

simple goals of reducing the environmental impact of buildings and has complicated the 

goal and the method of achieving it by including new typologies and scales. Their 

relative success at the scale of a building has led people to expect what Jay thinks is too 

much from one organization, but the criticisms give us an important look at important 

holes that need to be filled either by the USGBC or other types of programs seeking 

sustainability.   

 Of the three spheres of sustainability, LEED-ND focuses primarily on the 

environment.  Transitioning to a world of sustainability where humans are living within 
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the environmental limits that we are getting closer and closer to defining must involve 

social equity, political inclusion, and economic opportunities.65 While there are critiques 

of the lack of economic and equitable measures, these are harder to transform into 

productive criticism as LEED does not claim to directly control these spheres of 

sustainability. The critiques of the environment use the language of LEED within the 

goals and vocabulary already defined, making them easier to address as concerns that 

could be fixed. While complaints of neglect of the economic and social spheres might not 

be appropriate for the LEED framework given the existing environmental goals, they are 

worth exploring as other programs have already integrated them into sustainability plans.   

 Lisa Newton views sustainability through a social lens in her book Ethics and 

Sustainability. In defining sustainability, Newton explains “the first task is to outline an 

understanding of the individual moral life…and to show its logical relationship to 

environmental sustainability.”66 LEED-ND is sorely lacking in social sustainability, 

which can be defined as educational, vocational, health and safety, or affordable housing 

services.  With only one point available for affordable housing, most of the pilot projects 

are for high-end developments. Who can afford to live in Ladd Tower? And what benefit 

does this type of development provide to the community? SEED, or Social Economic 

Environmental Design, seeks to incorporate these missing ingredients into a parallel 

framework. SEED’s mission is to “to advance the right of every person to live in a 

socially, economically and environmentally healthy community.”67 The majority of green 

developments tout the more indirect (and New Urbanist) social goods of ‘walkable cities’ 
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and a ‘sense of community.’ While these elements are a part of the social health of a 

community, drawing in those who are less well-off will benefit every social strata rather 

than just those who are able to pay.68 While SEED does not include a strict rubric for 

certification, projects go through a strategic matrix of questions that critique the social 

viability of each phase of development and are required to develop a plan that is specific 

to and inclusive of the entire community.  

 While SEED claims to address the three pillars of sustainability, it is blatantly 

missing perhaps the most difficult one: economic.  It is important when examining 

LEED’s involvement in the economic sphere of sustainability to separate the motives 

from the outcome, and also to be clear about who is benefiting from economic 

improvements.  The USGBC started selling LEED to companies with analyses of savings 

on energy and the economic bonuses connected to green development.  This early phase 

incorporated economic development primarily for the company that was funding a LEED 

certified building, having little economic benefit to the community or even the workers.69  

The reputational phase provided the economic incentive of higher rent and value for 

LEED buildings, again benefiting the owner primarily.   The construction phase is the 

primary area that LEED has potential economic influence over, and there are a few things 

that could be inserted to make LEED projects more economically sustainable.  San 

Francisco’s GreenPoint program offers points for hiring local contractors and 

subcontractors as well as for using local materials.70  These points directly support the 
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local economy and make green projects more socially and economically beneficial to a 

wider array of people. 

 Currently, LEED-ND projects are primarily new developments rather than infill 

as the USGBC had hoped. Generating a new community that fits the requirements is 

easier and cheaper than reworking an already used space, but the vacant space opening up 

in the shrinking cities is being overlooked.  LEED-ND has the opportunity to more 

strongly encourage infill as in Portland with Eco Districts, and the relevancy to cities like 

Detroit and St. Louis will drastically increase.  Infill projects are generally more geared 

towards the working class, and the reductions in transportation and new land cover will 

benefit the environment as well. 

 Finally, an examination of environmental critiques will allow us to delve into 

conflicts between the USGBC’s goals and the reality of LEED-ND developments.  The 

USGBC directly conflates many of their points with the need to adapt to climate change, 

and in the face of unpredictable climate change, flexibility should be paramount.71 While 

flexibility in the face of a future of extreme changes in weather patterns and demographic 

patterns is essential, it is hard to translate this flexibility of use to the concrete and 

permanent materials that architects and planners build with. LEED’s claim of flexibility 

is based on the choices made by planners and architects, the choice of which criteria to 

include and how to achieve the credits.  Any project that applies for certification must 

meet prerequisites, but in theory they should be able to flex the rest of their plans within 

the bounds of the LEED criteria.  The categories are broad enough to include large or 

small buildings or neighborhoods in any area and this new type of green development 
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could theoretically be designed in a void and placed anywhere in the country.  The 

flexibility and breadth of the criteria are reduced to the point where context is 

meaningless.  Having a standard that can be applied across the entire country increases 

the hype of the rating but it decreases the ability of the standards to apply to localized 

situations.  LEED’s claim of flexibility does not reinforce the overall goal of 

environmentally-friendly building in this case as it allows for buildings in highly specific 

regional environments to take on the same form as any other LEED building.   

 LEED is producing the wrong kind of flexibility. The flexibility they have 

currently allows for buildings situated in drought-prone areas to ignore the water credits 

in exchange for smart linkage credits where obviously a different prioritization system 

must be in place.  Long term plans for development must be sensitive to regional 

differences and nuances that can be overlooked in standardized national or global 

programs.  The bioregional insensitivity bred by global standards for local problems must 

be addressed with a reworking of the LEED system to include ways of contextualizing 

each individual building as a part of the earth system.72  Already, the USGBC has 

introduced regional priority credits to the building programs, which allows for regions to 

prioritize six of the credits based on localized regional sensitivity.  Earning four of the six 

credits gives the building an additional point toward certification.73  A single point for 

achieving one of the predefined credits is a disappointing appeal to regional sensitivity, 

and there still is no regional priority system for LEED-ND, a program that could strongly 

benefit from localized solutions. 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
72 Elissa Black, “Green Neighborhood Standards From a Planning Perspective: The LEED for 
Neighborhood Development (LEED-ND),” Focus, 5 (2008): 42. 
73 USGBC website. 
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 Flexibility at the building scale can allow for the most efficient and effective 

systems to be installed for the environment.  At a neighborhood scale, flexibility takes on 

new levels of importance as the feedbacks between this scale of development and the 

scale of the environmental systems become more intertwined.  Urban reliance on eco-

services such as the water and carbon cycles has previously been taken for granted as 

constants in the equation of development. But as our earth’s climate begins to fluctuate 

and act in unexpected ways, human development must take these changes into account.  

Flexibility in design can allow for the eco-services to continue working in our favor while 

reducing the strain on resources.  By introducing a resilience to fluctuations into our 

concrete cities we will be more equipped to address problems of the social sphere.   

 The flexibility suggested by LEED-ND includes alterations to the conventional 

building styles to allow for natural cycles to have greater agency.  Reimagining spaces 

that otherwise would be unused, like brownfields and vacant space, introduces new 

options for growth along with innovative solutions to complex redevelopment in local 

ecosystems.  This type of infill growth is encouraged to be permeable and blended with 

the environmental conditions, making links between ground cover and the water cycle, 

for example. By broadening our understanding of certain undesirable spaces, LEED-ND 

is reimagining the spaces in our cities.  The sustainable neighborhood designed under 

LEED guidelines will find new uses for “infill” sites in a way that increases connectivity 

of the city.  Flexibility also occurs at the scale of materials and resources. For example, 

LEED-ND encourages permeable surfaces that minimize the impact we have on the 

hydrologic cycle.  This material flexibility brings the human world closer to the natural 

world in a more symbiotic relationship.  
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 The size of a city or development is often related directly to the complexity of 

environmental, social, and economic feedbacks where the larger the city, the more of an 

impact it has on inhabitants and surroundings.  The megacity must be treated not just as a 

larger version of the typical city but as an exponentially more complex urban form with 

additional problems that requires more stringent criteria.74 The problems of sprawl and 

low walkability that plague suburbia must be treated entirely differently from the 

problems of emissions and concentration of crime that would be more typical of a large 

city.  The LEED-ND rating system applies to neighborhoods in complex or simple urban 

fabrics with no regard for the systems of feedback surrounding the neighborhood. This 

flexibility can be harmful as LEED-ND addresses only a few of the adverse effects of 

development (e.g. transportation deserts and human-scale proportions) but ignores many 

of the specific problems that come about only under unique circumstances (e.g. coastal 

developments and megacities).75 

 While the population size difference can be seen a lesser force in the face of 

environmental concerns, the regional differences are very important in thinking about 

sustainability. LEED-ND flattened the country into one mega-region with this system. By 

treating coastal cities the same as drought cities and flood cities, LEED-ND is unable to 

be specific enough to make the most efficient changes to the way a city functions.  For 

example, there are cases of cities in Arizona with very little rain that chose to fulfill 

criteria about smart location rather than green infrastructure for water preservation and 

collection.  The lack of regional specifications makes the system weak. If a system like 
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this were to be adopted by governments, the criteria would need to be more closely 

tailored to the region.   

 LEED for buildings recently added a regional priority credit to the rating system, 

allowing six regions to specify areas of importance tailored to their environment. Extra 

points are awarded on top of relevant credits if they are specified as a special need for the 

region. So far, LEED-ND has not included regional priority credits and this constitutes a 

major weakness in the program, although the relative age of LEED-ND and rate at which 

USGBC makes alterations seems to suggest that these types of contextual issues will be 

resolved. 

 Lastly, the problem of a credit based rating system is that it simplifies and stifles 

decision-making. The checklist framework lists things that can be chosen selectively 

without negatively affecting the overall outcome. This means that none of the credits are 

necessarily comprehensive or linked, and that any combination could suffice to meet a 

rating.  Because of the incongruity between credits, the package of sustainable add-ons 

cannot function like an assessment mechanism should: by measuring intended and actual 

outcomes comprehensively.  Hurley claims that checklists shift the focus away from 

sustainable urban development towards a narrower agenda by allowing selection from a 

broad list of optional priorities.76  The checklist and strict requirements for each credit 

also stifle the creativity and innovation that is necessary for developing local solutions 

like the one in South Chicago.  While the CDCD was able to adapt LEED-ND credits to 

fit their needs creatively, other projects have tended to fit into a specific ‘green’ mold, 

reflecting the marketable visible design elements while disregarding more effective 
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elements that are not as apparent.  The checklist allows developers to ignore costly but 

important credits, and to meet just the minimum requirements within the credits they do 

use.  The prerequisites are meant to force the most necessary elements, but within the 

optional credits the USGBC could inspire more innovation and a sense of agency. 

 

_____________________________________________________________7_________ 

 

 In 2009, the USGBC drafted their strategic plan for the following five years.  

Citing a broadening of the interpretation of the USGBC’s goals, this plan outlines guiding 

principles for their agenda of transformation.  Ultimately they address many of the 

complaints that have been published, showing that they are aware of the problems and at 

least have intentions of achieving far more than they currently do.  Laura Jay, who helped 

draft this document in 2008, believes that “the USGBC has a long way to go before 

meeting some of the more lofty goals but at least they are acknowledging a need for 

change.”77 Concrete goals are paired with theoretical goals such as “reconcile humanity 

with nature” by restoring “harmony”. They also address the fact that many of these goals 

can be integrated into existing programs like LEED-ND and Greenbuild but that there 

will be a need for new initiatives to fill some of the gaps.  Diversifying and adding 

programs will take pressure off of LEED as an all-encompassing program and will allow 

for critique and adjustment to be more specific.  

 The USGBC’s primary long-term goal of social equity fills the hole that many 

believe is most glaring in LEED-ND.  In order to achieve this goal, they claim to have 
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formulated objectives in a manner than can be easily quantified through indicators and 

metrics under six categories.  The integration will occur at the scale of sustainable cities 

and communities, climate and natural resources, green building marketplaces, public 

policy, international networks, and organizational excellence.78 The changes that are most 

relevant to LEED-ND will occur at the city and community scale where the USGBC aims 

to “collaborate with relevant social justice and quality of life initiatives and advocates to 

integrate the theories and practices of social and economic justice with those of 

sustainable building.” Their objectives primarily cite new partnerships with community-

based organizations by involving them in the planning process already outlined in the 

LEED programs. But merely involving community groups in the process will not be 

sufficient to solve all social equity issues cited in the document such as “access to 

efficient and healthy affordable housing, the development of green industries and jobs, 

and fair wages for laborers.”79 There could potentially be credits given for neighborhoods 

hiring some percentage of local, green contractors at reasonable wages and the affordable 

housing credit could be expanded to meet the quantitative goals developed by community 

groups.  

 While the credit and certification system has been successful at controlling the 

inputs and outputs at the building scale, a green neighborhood must use other methods of 

attaining total sustainable control.  The goals outlined in the strategic plan about public 

policy must be attacked in a different manner.  The USGBC has several departments 

other than LEED and Greenbuild including the advocacy department whose primary goal 

is to lobby politicians for particular legislative and regulatory outcomes.  There are 
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rumors that soon, a certification system will be released for local governments to rate 

levels of green policies in city governance.  A system like this could be paired with the 

existing LEED programs in an effort to bring green building and neighborhood 

development to the forefront of city politics and to bring these concepts to an entire city 

rather than just neighborhoods with private partnerships.   

 Advocacy at USGBC boasts, “12 federal agencies or departments, 28 states, and 

nearly 130 localities have passed green building policies that incorporate LEED,”80 and 

more than a quarter of the projects are government-owned.  The advocacy is 

understandably self-promoting, but while LEED is an excellent framework to use, it isn’t 

always ideal for every situation. LEED aims to fill in oversights of the market by 

promoting brownfield redevelopment and green infrastructure, but oversights occur in 

places other than the market, and it is clear that politics often leave important and 

controversial topics out of the debate.  Introducing a third-party rating system for local 

policy would help bring more transparency and allow for cities to adjust their 

programming to fit the context.  This is why STAR, the certification system for green 

local government policy, would be invaluable to achieving regional balance of 

environmental, social, and economic prosperity.  While programs for architects and 

planners like LEED have existed around the world for many years, STAR is an entirely 

new rating system for local governments who may never have been subject to rating 

before.  Programs outside of LEED provide us with helpful comparison points. 

 The Building Research Establishment (BRE) has developed an Environmental 

Assessment Method (EAM) that works in a similar fashion to LEED for certifying green 
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buildings.  BREEAM offers recognition first and foremost as a market incentive for 

building to this code, and as the “leading and most widely used environmental assessment 

method for buildings” it carries a lot of weight in the market.81 Covering new and 

existing buildings and even program-specific rating systems (e.g. prisons and 

courthouses), BREEAM seeks to be applicable for all types of building and development. 

BREEAM also saw the need for adapting the rating system to an urban scale and 

responded to the demand for urban sustainability with a Communities program similar to 

their building programs.  The Communities program assesses eight categories that are 

already familiar to planners and uses language that is accessible by local authorities and 

developers. The categories are: 

1. Climate change and energy 
2. Community 
3. Place making  
4. Buildings  
5. Transport and movement  
6. Ecology  
7. Resources  
8. Business 
 

A few things can be deduced from these categories. The fact that the first goal is climate 

change and energy reduction with an emphasis on flood risk, heat island effect, water 

efficiency, sustainable energy, and site infrastructure, shows that BREEAM has 

environmental priorities as the instigating force.  However, they follow this 

environmental standard with a variety of other categories having to do with the other 

pillars of sustainability that are overlooked by the LEED programs.  Promotion of 

community networks and transportation policy takes the program far beyond the planning 

discipline.  The credits requiring facilitated workshops with community groups, training 
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
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of community members for management of systems, and providing meeting places and 

frameworks for discussion, demonstrate weight given to the social side of sustainable 

development and should be considered by LEED or other programs in the US. 

 In the place-making section of BREEAM for Communities, one credit cites the 

importance and need for attracting diversity to the community.  This can be done through 

studies of housing needs and demographics and the highest level available includes “the 

development of innovative purchase models enabling local people to acquire housing 

with restrictive occupancy covenants placed as appropriate” in addition to a separate 

credit for affordable housing that is indistinguishable from other developments.82 

 Even the environmental credits, the basis of USGBC’s programming, are more 

stringent in BREEAM.  Calling for every credit in LEED while adding many more such 

as a biodiversity action plan, BREEAM proves to be more thorough and effective when 

compared to LEED. Quantitatively, the requirements are higher for water efficiency and 

resource management, the result of which is evident in the improved markets for green 

materials in Germany.83 Finally, BREEAM provides a section on business to ensure that 

developments meet the needs of local economies with sectors identified for each region.  

Local labor markets are promoted during the construction phase of development as well 

as the creation of new jobs and businesses. In the long term, BREEAM requires 

investment plans to be drawn up in order to secure the future of the development.  

BREEAM is an all encompassing rating system, covering governance, planning, 

environment, and society.  Rather than take this approach, the USGBC hopes that other 
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programs will be created to supplement LEED before they make significant additions 

onto their existing program.  STAR and SEED are two potential programs that could be 

combined with LEED to supplement the economic and social needs of sustainable 

development.  

 STAR was created in 2010 in order to “fundamentally change the way that local 

governments and the communities they represent manage energy, reduce greenhouse gas 

emissions and advance sustainability.”84 This fundamental change in local policy during 

an era of rapid climate change was necessary in order to bring local governments into a 

unified cohesive system of measurements and concrete indicators of sustainable progress.  

Urban planners and architects who are already working with sustainable rating systems 

often find themselves up against bureaucratic boundaries and the STAR system would 

move politics to a position that is more compatible with the changes in development.  For 

too long, STAR complains, “community sustainability has been a nebulous concept with 

competing definitions and frameworks.”85 National standards can alleviate many of the 

technical obstacles architects and planners often come up against while attempting to 

develop a sustainable urban fabric.  

 The milestones, indicators, measurements and metrics of rating systems like 

LEED, BREEAM, and STAR ensure a standardized and integrated plan, a plan that can 

be quantified.  STAR emphasizes the need for a unified vocabulary “that local 

governments and their communities can use to more effectively strategize and define 

""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
)%"MSTAR Community Index: Sustainability Goals and Guiding Principles,” ICLEI Local Governments for 
Sustainability, October 2011: 2."
85 “STAR Community Index” 4. 
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their sustainability planning efforts.”86  The point-based system with defined indicators 

offers concrete goals and can be accomplished by planners and the community to a 

measurable degree.  STAR defines three main categories in their 81 goals and 10 guiding 

principles: environment, economy, and society.87 The environmental goals include a lot 

of the new terminology that sustainable development has given us: greenhouse gas 

mitigation, alternative fuels, aquaculture, and invasive species to name a few.88 Local 

policies were mostly written at a time when these concepts weren’t even on the horizon 

and updates will include measurable ways to manage water supplies, resource lands, and 

compact communities.  These environmental goals are very similar to LEED’s because 

environmental sustainability is perhaps the most agreed upon component of 

sustainability.   

 The economic sustainability goals are unique to STAR, as LEED provides very 

few direct points in support of the economic sector.  The Goals and Principles guide 

claims that STAR will rate the quality of local policies pertaining to economic prosperity 

(e.g. enterprise support, industrial development, economic localization) and employment 

and workforce training (e.g. labor rights, workforce training, living wages.)  STAR 

considers support of the working class and industry to be crucial parts of sustainable 

development, and surely as the working class is threatened by outsourcing and a 

recession, any support from local governments can help bring stability and prosperity to a 

community.    

 Lastly, STAR attempts to measure the sustainable practices in the social sphere. 
""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""""
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Thirty-six of the 81 goals for sustainable policy are socially directed and fall under four 

categories: education, arts and community, health and safety, and affordability and social 

equity.89 The social goals of STAR show a clear divergence from the New Urbanist 

influence of LEED.  For LEED, the social sphere is manipulated through the scale of the 

urban fabric, where proportions and aesthetic elements are responsible for generating 

positive social environments. STAR is more directly involved in the community 

processes and programs encourage education, equity, and safety. Many of these goals are 

not conventional practices for governments and a significant amount of adjustment and 

innovation must be introduced in governmental practice. Transparency, investment, and 

equity assessment are a few of the parameters STAR aims to quantify and enforce for 

certification.   

 Just as it is crucial to know about the motives of the creators of LEED, we ought 

to evaluate the motives of STAR’s creators.  ICLEI USA is a membership organization of 

about 600 American cities dedicated to advancing climate protection and sustainable 

development.  In 2010, ICLEI’s 600 member cities represented nearly 30% of the U.S. 

population, and they were able to draw from this wide member base to complete a 

comprehensive and realistic list of long-term goals for local governments. 90  As is typical 

for a program of this scale, ICLEI collaborated with many similarly minded 

organizations.  Partnering with USGBC, the Center for American Progress, the National 

League of Cities, and 160 volunteers representing 130 organizations allowed ICLEI to 

produce a document that is transparent and focused on all phases of development 
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including any social repercussions of development.  ICLEI claims that by building this 

program with help from local governments, they are “already establishing a constituency 

of early adopters.”91  There is no need at this stage of sustainability’s growth and strength 

as a paradigm to base the program on economic gain as sustainability becomes a 

worthwhile goal in its own right.  The support from local governments shows that 

politicians are feeling pressure to begin being aware of and therefore able to manage the 

future in the face of climate change and dwindling resources.  STAR and BREEAM 

should be excellent exemplary programs that LEED could draw from. 

_________________________________________________________8__________  

 The USGBC is in a special position to maneuver and manage sustainable urban 

development as our cities grow and transform.  With the momentum that comes from 

new discoveries and disasters that affect our everyday life comes pressure from the 

market and constituents to respond.  The LEED for Neighborhood Development program 

was generated as a natural addendum to the sustainable suite of building certification 

systems and it took its form because a standardized checklist system is the easiest and 

most dependable way of securing a reputation for green development, and because of the 

wide applicability of the standardized selective list.  Criticism of the program is based on 

the controversial partnership with the CNU as well as the lack of attention to regional 

specificity and social sustainability.  Ultimately, the criticisms of LEED-ND serve as a 

way for the USGBC to frame their strategic plan but also as a reminder to planners and 

developers that there are gaps in the rating system and that supplementary programs can 
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be used to make a more comprehensive plan.  Ideally, cities looking to redevelop or 

ensure sustainability in new developments should use this tool broadly while adjusting to 

the localized context that is inherently unique in every city.   

 The first LEED certified mega-mansion built in 2008 served as a sign that this 

rating system is not only too lenient but that the green trend misses the point when it 

comes to an understanding of sustainability.  When the definition of sustainable 

development becomes more widely accepted and agreed upon, planners and politicians 

will be provided with a language that is updated to our current understanding of the 

manmade and natural systems, systems which cannot support consumption and land use 

at the current rate.  Only when there is a convergence of all disciplines and communities 

can sustainability be achieved, and innovation will have to occur at all scales of human 

development in site-specific ways.  LEED-ND took a leap in the right direction when 

adjusting the scale of sustainability to the neighborhood but the task of harmonizing all of 

the forces will require careful analysis of policy and regulation as well as a cohesive plan 

for implementation and encouragement of a truly sustainable model, certification system, 

and market.  The pilot projects will serve as valuable tools for studying the practice of 

sustainability and how it must be integrated into everyday life, and it is imperative that 

the USGBC learn from their mistakes and the successes of other programs in order to 

generate the best urban plan.  
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