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Summary:


Cities in developed countries must find ways to use existing natural resources more efficiently and absorb population growth sustainably, without further burdening the environment.  Urban governments in fast-growing regions typically turn to conventional supply-side strategies to expand core services such as trash removal, water supply, and energy.  In Seattle, however, our citizens insist that we try to reduce our demand on global common goods.


In order to reduce the need for more energy, trash removal and water supply as our city has grown, Seattle leaders engaged the community, analyzed the potential for efficiency, agreed on goals, and adopted policies.  We developed financial mechanisms that reinforce our citizens’ environmental values.   These include volume-based tariffs, rebates and incentives for eco-procurement and retrofits, market transformation programs, metering and messaging. Constant measuring and reporting on outcomes keeps both government and citizens accountable.


ICLEI provides measurement instruments and helps Seattle benchmark against best practices worldwide.  The environmental aspects of our government programs and operations are now being monitored to ensure progress toward the principles of sustainability.

Sustainability  

The Imperative. A burst of growth in America’s Pacific Northwest is the imperative that has challenged Seattle to develop a new approach to some of our core public services. The population of the Seattle metropolitan area has grown more than 60% in the last two decades. That has meant demand for more electricity, more water, more landfill capacity.

Assessment. As Seattle’s political leaders faced the cost of huge new public works projects, they began to ask whether, for the same level of investment, they could “buy” efficiencies and reduce demand.  Could existing power, water and landfill resources be used more efficiently so as to accommodate population growth without lowering quality of life?  Could we live sustainably and avoid tapping new sources of global common goods?

This brief report will introduce four examples: electricity, solid waste, water, and environmental management services.

Goals. In each case, goals for resource efficiency were based upon sound economic analysis and were developed with lots of community input. We set measurable targets to ensure transparency and accountability

Strategies. The City Council then adopted demand-side strategies to reduce waste and help consumers make better choices. 

Outcomes. Outcomes are measured and reported. We are still experimenting, and there have been disappointments as well as successes.  But the good news is, even in wasteful America and despite the anti-environmental policy of our national government, it is possible for a city to make progress toward sustainability.

First, some facts about Seattle.

Seattle is a city of 550,000 people in a metropolitan area of about 2.3 million.  Located in the northwest corner of the United States, on an ocean inlet between snow-capped mountain ranges, Seattle’s natural beauty attracts knowledge workers today as its forests and bountiful waters attracted loggers and fishermen a generation ago. Seattle is home to Boeing airplanes, Microsoft, Starbucks coffee and Amazon.com.

Seattle City Light and Seattle Public Utilities are city-owned utilities managed by the Mayor and City Council.  City Light draws its electricity from high mountain dams. Seattle Public Utilities provides the water supply for the city and surrounding communities – 1.3 million people –and also provides sewer, drainage, and solid waste services for the central city.

By state law, each utility is an enterprise fund. That means the City Council must set tariffs to ensure full cost recovery – for operations, debt service and capital development.

All users – households and businesses – are metered and billed for each service.

Setting these utilities on a path to sustainability required Seattle to reduce per-capita demand for service without reducing quality of life or making the services unaffordable for our citizens.

Electricity Conservation
Imperative. The first challenge came for Seattle City Light, the city-owned electric utility that for many decades has provided Seattle with low-cost hydropower from high mountain dams. The Oil Embargo of the 1970’s was a wake-up call for energy planners in America.  In Seattle, high-priced nuclear power plants were proposed to meet the region’s long-term load growth. 

Assessment. Faced with spiraling costs and with community resistance to nuclear power, Seattle City Council commissioned a study of projected energy load growth and of the potential for conservation.  The assessment identified energy savings that could be “purchased” at less cost than nuclear power.  

Goal. Based on the assessment, City Council took a bold political decision adopting conservation as the preferred new energy resource to meet load growth.

Strategies.  A first step was structuring tariffs to send the right price signals for consumers.  Volume-based tiered charges were designed to encourage conservation, and marginal cost pricing assured that growth would pay for growth.

City Light sent energy auditors to major industries and heavy power consumers. We then provided rebates and incentives to help reduce wasted energy, retrofit facilities and reengineer operations – for example, an incentive grant for an energy-efficient arc furnace at the steel mill and rebates for new LED lights to replace thousands of incandescent bulbs in the Transportation Department’s traffic signals.  

Building codes were revised and are upgraded every three years to require better insulation and to build in energy savings in new structures.  Low-income households are a priority; City Light provides subsidies to insulate their homes.

For each action, the cost and the energy savings are carefully documented.  The public is told how much electricity is “bought” each year by City Light’s investments in conservation, and the savings are compared to conventional power sources.

Outcome.  As a result, since 1982, conservation has reduced City Light’s load by 10% - enough to serve 82,300 homes – at a dollar savings to City Light customers of $310 million.

Demand-side strategies are helping to provide a sustainable energy future. In fact, as the chart shows, since 1990 Seattle utilities have more than met the Kyoto targets for greenhouse gas reductions, in part through managing our energy consumption.

Recycling

Imperative. The move to waste recycling followed a similar pattern in Seattle.  In the late 1980’s the municipal landfill was full.  A garbage incinerator was proposed as one option to dispose of the growing urban waste stream.  

Assessment.  Both the cost of the incinerator and neighborhood opposition gave the politicians pause. Seattle City Council commissioned a study of the potential for recycling.  How much trash was being generated per person?  What portion of that trash could be source-separated and recycled cost-effectively?  Was there a market for used paper, cardboard, cans and bottles? 

Goal.  Based on that assessment, in 1988 the City Council set a ten-year goal of 60% recycling.  

Strategies.  Households were encouraged to separate paper, cardboard, glass and cans and place them curbside for free, convenient pickup.  The tariff for weekly collection of the remaining garbage was an inverted rate – the charge for the smallest cans was actually less than the cost of service, subsidized by high rates for households using the largest cans.

Just as important, the city developed market transformation initiatives.  Fifteen years ago recycled-content paper was hard to find and expensive in Seattle.  Today it’s hard to find anything else.  Government programs to “buy recycled,” along with the newspapers’ retooling of their presses to run recycled paper, have changed consumer standards without lowering quality of life.

Eco-purchasing campaigns also created markets for other reused materials -- carpeting made from recycled plastics, tiles from recycled glass, garden mulches from composted yard waste.

For every ton of solid waste diverted from the landfill, Seattle saves $50.00.  Investing those dollars in recycling programs makes economic sense, and it’s the right thing to do.

Outcome. Have we met the 60% goal?    Unfortunately, no.  In 2001 the recycling rate was only 38%, due primarily to paper and cardboard still being put into the garbage by businesses and commercial customers.  Last year the Mayor recognized that Seattle’s voluntary recycling scheme needed to be made mandatory.  Working with community and business leaders, the City Council in 2003 adopted regulations to require recycling city-wide, and the City is now on track to meet a 60% recycling goal by 2008.

Water Conservation

Imperative. The linked imperatives driving Seattle’s water conservation initiative were a series of droughts in the 1990’s and the federal declaration that local salmon are an endangered species.  

Seattle’s water system draws water from two pristine rivers high in protected mountain watersheds to serve 1.3 million people in Seattle and surrounding suburbs. Each year in the fall, wild salmon return from the Pacific Ocean and swim up Seattle’s rivers to spawn. But late summer and fall are Seattle’s months without rain, when people want lots of water to keep their lawns green and their gardens lush.  In drought years there’s scarcely enough water left in the rivers for the returning fish.  Developing new sources of water supply would almost certainly put endangered salmon at further peril.

Assessment. Faced with the economic and environmental costs of new water sources, Seattle City Council commissioned a Conservation Potential Assessment.  The study identified potential water savings of 30 million gallons per day over the next ten years at a cost less than a new water source and without diminishing quality of life.

Goal.  Based on the assessment, the Mayor and City Council adopted a 10-year goal of 1% per capita per year water demand reduction.  

Strategies. City Council’s first task was to adjust tariffs to send the right price signals, including higher rates in the dry summer to discourage excessive landscape watering.  The utility worked closely with the landscaping and gardening industries to introduce and market drought-tolerant native plants and lawn-care practices that are less water intensive.

A successful rebate campaign was the “Great Toilet Round-Up” which provided homeowners with low-flush (1.6g) toilets at a discount price if they brought in their old water-wasting (6g) toilets.  In two days, more than 4600 old toilets were turned in; altogether, the toilet round-up produced water savings of 360,000 gallons of water a day.

The utility sent water auditors to help large-volume commercial and industrial customers find water savings; we provided incentives for upgrading cooling systems, recycling process water, and other efficiencies.  

Another initiative targeted low-income households, fixing leaks and replacing wasteful fixtures to save water and reduce water bills for the poor.

Metering, measuring, messaging, and marketing are integral components of the conservation strategy for water, as well as for electricity savings and recycling.  Citizen support for environmental stewardship needs to be reinforced by clear and consistent utility programs.

Outcome. Yes, we are meeting our 1% per year demand reduction goal.  In fact, as the chart shows, Seattle uses less water today than in the 1970’s even though population in the service area continues to grow dramatically.  In 25 years we have not had to develop a new water source. Most important, protecting water as a precious natural resource has become part of the regional value system.  And there’s more water in the rivers for salmon.

So pricing and demand-side strategies are working to reduce consumption of global common goods through Seattle’s energy, water and solid waste services.

Environmental Management

By the mid-90’s, Seattle City Council recognized that the conservation and recycling we were promoting for our citizens wasn’t being practiced consistently in our own government facilities and operations. We needed to apply the same strategy of environmental assessment, target-setting and measurement to municipal operations.  So we established an environmental management office to ensure coordinated and focused environmental controls for the city’s corporate fleets, buildings and operations.

With the help of ICLEI’s climate protection framework, the Environmental Management Office launched a series of initiatives with cross-cutting benefits for health, the environment, and our city budget.  These include:


Retrofitting old city buildings for energy and water efficiency


Pesticide-free parks


Building new public buildings to “green” standards


Upgrading office equipment with double-sided photocopiers and energy-efficient computer monitors, 


“Greening” the city’s fleet with hybrid electric cars and clean-diesel work vehicles, 


Eco-procurement, and


Mayor Greg Nickels’ new urban reforestation initiative.

ICLEI provides measurement instruments and helps Seattle benchmark against best practices worldwide.  Through ICLEI, we get good ideas from all over the world. 

For Americans, sustainability requires reducing our consumption of global common goods. In Seattle, we will continue working toward responsible stewardship of our treasured environment through demand-side strategies.   

