Elements of a Sustainability Plan


To create and execute a viable and successful sustainability plan requires many elements.  First, it is necessary that there be a shared recognition that the planet is at risk from climate change caused by global warming. Overwhelming scientific consensus, as reported by the International Panel on Climate Change (www.ipcc.ch), is that the increase in greenhouse gases caused by human activity is endangering the future well-being of our planet and its inhabitants.  As municipalities like Oak Ridge, Tennessee, are coming to understand this, they are acting to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and to create communities that are economically and socially healthy and sustainable within the new reality of climate change and its causes.


Secondly, Oak Ridge's elected officials and city staff are providing strategic leadership throughout the entire process.  One way this leadership is exercised is by identifying and involving the other stakeholders in the community.  Some examples of stakeholders are the business community and the Chamber of Commerce, the schools, the churches, local organizations, and individual citizens.  The ideas, concerns, and commitment of all these stakeholders are essential to a successful plan.  Oak Ridge began its sustainability project with a public forum.  Engaging stakeholders will be a continuous process that will enlarge the pool of people and ideas.  From this pool of individuals will emerge champions that will move forward with the creation and implementation of the sustainability plan.


Next, a document is necessary that establishes goals, objectives, and tactics.  The plan requires a thorough inventory of energy use by the municipality and the community.  This includes setting benchmarks and targets that are measurable, and that demonstrate the value of the actions being implemented in both the short and long term.  Attaining these benchmarks will generate support from the stakeholders and will validate the plan.  The use of benchmarks will also enable the city to adapt the plan as conditions change.  This can be greatly facilitated by membership in an organization such as ICLEI – Local Governments for Sustainability, which provides a vast array of resources such as access to the global ICLEI membership, software tools, model ordinances, best practices, consultation, and technical support.  The Oak Ridge City Council approved a resolution to join ICLEI, and through the City Manager, assigned the task of writing the city’s first sustainability report to the Environmental Quality Advisory Board (EQAB).  The City hired an intern to assist the board with this project and to act as a liaison between the board and City staff.


Another important element for the success of the municipal plan is the assignment of responsibilities to the appropriate staff and departments.  One of these important responsibilities is financing.  Budgeting and adequate funding are essential to the success of the plan.  The funding available from local, state, and federal resources will need to be thoroughly researched and utilized.


Finally, it is absolutely essential that the stakeholders be continually involved through collaboration among the community, City Council, and staff.  As was demonstrated at the community forum, Oak Ridge residents are already well aware of what it means to be a “green” community.  Many projects are already under way, such as community gardens, greenbelts and green ways, human-powered sports, solar installations, and local revitalization efforts.
  Although we have a good start, continuing education will help keep everyone engaged and committed to our sustainability plan to reduce our greenhouse-gas emissions and make Oak Ridge more energy-efficient.

