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EMSs in Motion:
Experiences & Observations
from Seattle

Presented to: Zero Waste Alliance EMS Workshop
Presented by: Steve Nicholas, Director

City of Seattle, Office of Sustainability & Environment
Date: July 18, 2003

My goals today…

Provide an overview of Seattle’s efforts to
practice and promote sustainability– and
the role of our EMS
Share some observations on key
challenges – and responses
Be the first ever to quote Frank Sinatra in
an EMS workshop – and make my father
proud)

Sustainability & the City

“If I can make it there,
         I’ll make it anywhere.”

                     -- Frank Sinatra

“If not in cities, where?”
                                -- me

Sustainability in Seattle:
Key Milestones

Mayor’s Environmental Action Agenda (1992)

Sustainable Seattle’s “Indicators of Sustainable
Community” (1993)

Comprehensive Plan: Toward a Sustainable Seattle
(1994)

Office of Environmental Management (1998)

Seattle Urban Sustainability Initiative (1998)

Environmental Management System/Program (1999)

Office of Sustainability & Environment (2000)

Mayor’s Environmental Action Agenda (2001)

Seattle’s Urban Sustainability
Initiative, circa 2003

•Sustainable Building Program

•Conservation & recycling programs

•Neighborhood Matching Fund

•Car-Smart Communities Program
•Sustainable Business Development
Initiative

•Sustainable Building Program

•Sustainable Infrastructure Initiative

•Sustainable Purchasing

•Climate Protection Program
•Clean Green Fleet Action Plan

•Department-specific EMSs

•Comprehensive Plan: Toward a Sustainable Seattle
•City-wide Environmental Management System Environmental/Urban
Sustainability Action Agenda

Promoting Sustainability
(Community)

Practicing Sustainability
(Corporate)

EMSs and Sustainability:
Seattle’s Experience -- so far

1999: Original EMS focused on
making City practices
environmentally sustainable

2001: Mayor’s Environmental
Action Agenda expanded the
scope of the EMS to include City’s
role in creating healthy urban
environments and smart mobility
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EMSs and Sustainability:
Seattle’s Experience -- so far (cont’d)

2003 & Beyond:

– Expanding scope of EMS/EAA to include City’s role in
catalyzing sustainable practices in the community
(e.g., private sector)

– Working to integrate EAA with other key City policy
agendas (e.g., economic development)

– Working to create stronger linkages between
EMS/EAA and City’s Comprehensive Plan (through
2004 update process)

• Better aligning themes, goals and measures of EAA with
values, goals and measures of Comprehensive Plan

The EMS/SMS Continuum

SMSEMS

Adds focus on community practices

Reflects true interconnectedness of
environmental, economic, social health

Increases perceived relevance

Focus on City practices

Perpetuates false notion that
only green stuff is separate
and/or more important

Adds focus on opportunities/more goodFocus on impacts/less bad

Sustainable DevelopmentEnvironmental Management

EMS Benefits & Challenges

Effective EMSs are a mechanism for:
A more systematic, strategic approach
Better integration

More clarity and accountability
Continuous improvement
Much-need continuity

Challenge #1: Continuously improving
in a discontinuous world

Challenges :
Changing leadership

Short attentions spans

Responses:
Be nimble; adapt or die!

Save the baby; strategically change the
bathwater

Challenge #2: Integrating in a
disintegrated world

Challenges :
Sustainability = purpose of local governments

Local governments aren’t organized to “manage
for sustainability”

Responses :

Use the EMS to integrate environmental
sustainability actions/investments
Move strategically toward an SMS

Challenge #3: Retrofitting Sustainability

Challenges :
We’re almost never starting from scratch
How do we start where we are/build on what we
have?

Responses :
Extremely rare: “Do over”
Most often: Retrofit/merge over time
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Challenge #4: Making your EMS sing

Challenges:
EMSs (by themselves) are hollow and boring
• (Whatever) Management System

Responses:
Give it some pizzazz (e.g., “lean green City
government” vs. “reducing the environmental
impacts and reducing the operating costs of City
government”)
Make it relevant (e.g., what does it do for the
current Mayor’s current priorities?)

Challenge #5: “What has your EMS
done for me lately?”

Challenges:
EMSs are perceived as planning and process
RIMTOO (Results in My Term of Office)

Responses:
Pay attention; stay relevant
Emphasize product
Produce!

Check us out…

Seattle Office of Sustainability &
Environment

www.cityofseattle.net/environment


