
Sustainable Economic 
Development Strategies

James Hurd Nixon
President, Global Urban Development

September 13, 2010



For Sustainability Directors:
“Making the Market Your Friend”

2Global Urban Development



For Economic Development Directors:
“Making the Environment and Equity 

Your Friend”
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For Cities and Regions:
“Getting Richer by Becoming Greener”
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Goals

Economic Development

 Encourage businesses 
already in a location to 
grow successfully, adding 
income and jobs

 Attract new successful 
businesses to the location

Sustainable          
Economic Development

 Encourage sustainable 
businesses already in a 
location to grow 
successfully, adding 
income and jobs

 Attract new successful 
sustainable businesses to 
the location 
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Sustainable Businesses:
Clean Tech Businesses,

Green Businesses,
Eco-Smart Developments
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Types of Sustainable Businesses

Clean Tech Businesses Green Businesses

Develop and market 
environmental products and 
services that are resource 

efficient and benefit the 
environment

Manage their business 
enterprises in ways that are 

resource efficient and benefit 
the environment

• Clean Energy Sources
• Energy Efficiency
• Green Production Practices
• Pollution Mitigation, 

Conservation, and Restoration
• Support Services
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Clean Tech Businesses

Category Description Segments
Clean Energy 
Sources

The production, storage and distribution 
of safe, renewable sources.

§ Green energy generation (solar, wind, 
geothermal, biomass, and biofuels)

§ Energy storage
§ Energy infrastructure

Energy Efficiency Technologies and services that reduce 
the amount of energy consumed by 
different sectors of the economy.

§ Building energy efficiency
§ Appliances and controls
§ Energy management

Green Production 
Practices

Enterprises that produce products and 
services or use production practices that 
reduce the consumption of natural 
resources. 

§ Transportation and logistics
§ Manufacturing and industrial
§ Materials and nano-technologies
§ Green construction
§ Agriculture

Pollution Mitigation, 
Conservation, and 
Restoration

Enterprises and technologies focused on 
reducing pollution or conserving and 
restoring natural ecologies.

§ Water and wastewater
§ Air and environment
§ Materials recovery and recycling

Support Services Consulting and other services that help 
enterprises develop and implement green 
and clean technologies.

§ Advocacy and policy
§ Green business consulting
§ Green finance
§ Research and development
§ Education

There are several ways in which people are beginning to segment the sub-sectors of Clean Tech 
Businesses. 
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Sustainability: 
From Companies to Communities

 Sustainable Economic Development Strategies adapt sustainability 
concepts from leading businesses such as:

GE, IBM, Interface, IKEA, DuPont, Disney, Wal-Mart, Google, Nike, 
Stonyfield Farm, Toyota, Seventh Generation, Siemens,         

Applied Materials, Cisco, and Johnson Controls

 Sustainable Economic Development Strategies apply these 
sustainability concepts to sub-national economies, including:

States, Provinces, Regions, Districts, Counties, Cities,                  
Towns, Villages, and Neighborhoods
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Eco-Smart Development Principles
 Livable Communities: mixed-use, walkable, and human scale
 Green Energy: solar, wind, geothermal, and biomass
 Resource Efficiency: conserving energy and materials, and  reducing or 

eliminating all forms of waste

 Climate Action: reducing/eliminating greenhouse gas emissions
 Sustainable Business: promoting Clean Tech and Green Business
 Smart: using IT and Broadband for smart infrastructure with smart buildings 

connected by a smart grid
 Ecological: environmental preservation and restoration with preservation 

zones, green ways, parks, & lakes 
 Multi-Modal Transportation: pedestrians, bicycles, public transit, private 

vehicles powered by electricity and biofuels
 Low-Impact: retaining native vegetation and soils, rainwater harvesting, 

pervious pavement, and bio-retention
 Bio-Regional: connecting local organic agriculture with urban consumption
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Strategy Development
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Strategy Creation

Each place is unique.  A  strategy cannot be mechanically imposed.  Rather it must grow 
out of the special conditions and the dynamic trajectory of each place.  

1. A Strategic Assessment and Opportunity Analysis of the area-wide economy, to 
identify its current direction, its strengths and weaknesses, and the opportunities and 
challenges for Sustainable Economic Development.

2. Design of a Sustainable Economic Development Strategy that builds on the 
momentum that already exists and weaves together a set of Sustainability Initiatives to 
create a clear, coherent, easily understood, dynamic strategy, with a strong business 
model.

3. Formulation of an Implementation Plan – including a system for monitoring progress 
– that addresses who is responsible for each Initiative, the timeline and milestones, the 
costs, the sources of potential revenues, and the processes for mid-course corrections.

4. Initiation and, subsequently, full implementation of the Strategy and Implementation 
Plan. 
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Leadership Structure

Typically, the leadership structure for a 
Sustainable Economic Development Strategy 
includes three elements:
 
1.A Leadership Group, which is usually a pre-
existing local or regional organization that has 
committed to lead the effort.

2.A Decision-Making Council, made up of the 
key leaders from a variety of different 
organizations, who are guiding the creation and 
implementation of the Strategy.

3.A broader Stakeholder Advisory Group, 
composed of the full range of public, private, and 
civic stakeholders supporting the Sustainable 
Economic Development Strategy, who are 
advising the process.  

Examples of Stakeholder 
Participants

Political leadership (Mayor’s office; 
County Commissioners)
Economic Development 
Organizations
Community-Based Organizations
Business Leadership
Investors (banks; Angel/Seed 
capital networks; venture funds)
Education (K-12; community 
colleges; universities)
Workforce Development
R&D Institutions
Regional Planning Organizations
.Unions



Elements of a Strategy 
A strategy can include:

• Purpose.  Overall rationale including 
assumptions about how improved environmental 
performance can be linked to wealth creation.

• Vision.  Vision for how your city/region can play 
a distinctive role in the emerging sustainable 
economy, including hypothesis about where 
your distinctive advantages lie, and where your 
best opportunities are.

• Focus.  The theme or themes that tie the 
different elements of the strategy together.

• Initiatives. The key Initiatives that will be 
undertaken.

• Measures. How you will measure success.

• Implementation.  How implementation details 
will be developed, and where people go to get 
more information on each strategy.

Characteristics of a Good 
Strategy Document

 
•Short enough that people will 
want to read it.

•Relatively simple, 
straightforward and easy to 
understand.

•Provides a strong unifying 
theme for multiple strategies.

•Lays out a limited number of 
Initiatives with clear success 
metrics.

•Connects to peoples’ inherent 
sense of the place and its 
history and heritage.



One Conceptual Framework:
“The Four Greens”

Green Savings
Green Opportunities

Green Talent
Green Places
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Green Savings 
(The Demand Side of Green Markets)

 Green Businesses, Public Agencies, and Non-
Governmental Organizations:  the environmental performance of 
businesses, government agencies, and non-governmental organizations and 
the potentialities for implementing significant increases in energy 
conservation, resource efficiency, waste reduction, and financial return. 

 Green Building Retrofits:  the financial/energy/resource efficiency of 
existing buildings and building user behavior, and the possibilities for large-
scale building retrofits. 

 Large-Scale Behavior Change:  the level of adoption of Green 
Savings by households and the opportunities for undertaking large scale 
citizen mobilizations to encourage households to reduce environmental 
impacts and adopt green buying practices.
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Green Opportunities 
(The Supply Side of Green Markets)

 Clean Tech Cluster:  the status and the potentiality for growth of Clean 
tech  businesses that provide a range of environmental products, services, and 
processes that reduce negative ecological impacts, and improve the wise, 
responsible, cost effective use of natural resources

 Clean Tech Technology Transfer:  the current situation and the 
opportunities for strengthening of university and institutional research and 
development leading to technology transfer and intellectual property 
commercialization that can be utilized by Clean Tech companies   

 Green and Clean Tech Business Support:  the economic and social 
infrastructure in place and the opportunities for improvement in relation to 
business incubation, acceleration, retention, and attraction for Green and Clean 
Tech and Businesses  

 Triple Bottom Line Investment:  existing and potential investment 
vehicles—both debt and equity—pursuing financial, social, and environmental 
returns through investment in Clean Tech and Green Businesses and 
sustainable real estate developments.
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Green Talent 
(The Human Resources Side of 

Green Markets) 

 Green Workforce:  established systems and new opportunities for green 
employment development—including education, training, placement with career 
pathways, and other forms of assistance—to attract and retain a high quality 
green workforce that provides the employees, entrepreneurs, and management 
needed by Clean Tech and Green Businesses, government agencies, and non-
governmental organizations

 Green Community Engagement:  existing and potential programs for 
engagement of the talent and creativity of the residents of a place in 
understanding sustainability, in participating in the process of building a 
sustainable/green economy, and in making green purchasing decisions
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Green Places 
(The Geographic Side of Green Markets)

 Eco-Smart Real Estate Development:  construction—both infill and 
Greenfield—of mixed-use, walkable, energy efficient, transit-oriented real estate 
developments featuring Clean Tech and Green Businesses

 Green Physical Infrastructure:  financial/energy/resource/information 
efficiency of water, energy, transportation, waste management, and broadband 
infrastructure as well as the potentialities for significant increases in overall 
efficiency and financial performance of the physical infrastructure. 

 Sustainable Community Development:  existence of Clean Tech and 
Green Businesses and Eco-Smart Developments led and participated in by 
minorities, women, and underserved communities and opportunities to connect 
these businesses and developments with financial and business acceleration 
services

 Green Branding and Marketing:  existing and potential branding and 
marketing of a place as an emerging sustainable economy, seeking to promote 
the growth of Clean Tech and Green Businesses and sustainable real estate 
developments, as well as to attract these types of businesses 
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For more info:
www.sednetwork.net

jamesnixon@globalurban.org 
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