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Executive	  Summary	  
On April 14, 2010, signatories of the Southwest Michigan Sustainability Covenant held their first general assembly at 

the Douglass Community Center in Kalamazoo, MI. Organized by Kalamazoo Mayor Bobby Hopewell, Director of 

Public Services Bruce Merchant, Environmental Services Superintendent Mike Wetzel, and WMU Professor Harold 

Glasser, the meeting was intended to bring together covenant signatories to discuss their vision and goals for the covenant, 

next steps, and commitments for the future. 

In advance of the meeting, Dr. Glasser and WMU Sustainability Researcher Matt Hollander prepared and 

administered a web-based survey to participants. The survey focused on seven main questions: 

1. How do Covenant signatories characterize “sustainability?” 

2. What planning and/or action are signatories currently engaged in to address sustainability? 

3. What knowledge and/or experience do signatories need to support this planning and/or action? 

4. What are three aspects of our region signatories want preserved for the next fifty years? 

5. What are three aspects of our region signatories want changed over the next fifty years? 

6. What does your organization need to be doing NOW to help us all realize your vision of sustainability? 

7. Recognizing that some sustainability initiatives can only be accomplished through collaboration with others, 

what SINGLE, high-leverage activity, action, or project is most critical to get launched - from the perspective 

of your organization? 

The intention of the survey was to gauge the overall priorities of the group, and begin to develop a common language 

and vision for the future. Wendy Burlingham, of Kalamazoo Public Services, was able to coax thirty-seven of roughly fifty 

people to respond to the survey through gracious and persistent email reminders over the two weeks prior to the meeting. 

Because of her excellent follow-through, nearly all attendees reported that they had taken the survey. 

During the meeting, Glasser and Hollander presented the results of their survey in a PowerPoint presentation. The 

presentation generated lively discussion around how different signatories and their organizations characterize 

sustainability. There was general agreement among attendees that this conversation should be continued and expanded to 

incorporate the perspectives of the wider community. Subsequently, the group moved into a discussion of current grant 

opportunities for sustainability efforts in the region. Although no concrete plans were made involving the whole group, 

everyone agreed to meet again on a future date. 

The following is an overview of Glasser and Hollander’s survey results. A copy of the Southwest Michigan 

Sustainability Covenant and meeting documents are included as appendices.
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Introduction 

Sustainability, as a topic that draws on our core values and different 

views on the elements that constitute a high quality of life (and how 

they should be weighted), is subtle, complex, and open to much 

debate. Experts in the field share in this debate and provide us with a 

broad array of alternative—sometimes competing or conflicting—

characterizations. In order to facilitate meaningful dialogue about 

sustainability in Southwest Michigan, the following five questions were 

created to challenge participants to clarify both their personal views 

and those of the organizations they represent. For the following three 

questions, participants were asked to describe the extent to which they 

agreed or disagreed with the definitions below. 

Question	  1:	  
“We in Sustainable Seattle define the term “sustainability” as long-
term cultural, economic, and environmental health and vitality. We 
emphasize the “long-term” part of that definition, together with the 
importance of linking our social, financial, and environmental well-
being.” 

Sustainable Seattle, Indicators of Sustainable Community: A Report to Citizens on Long-Term 
Trends in Our Community, Seattle, WA, 1993, p. 2. 

 

Question	  2:	  
Sustainability is “a form of development or progress that meets the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” 

World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED), ed. Our Common  
Future. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987, p.  

	  

Question	  3:	  
“A sustainable society would be interested in qualitative development, 
not physical expansion. It would use material growth as a considered 
tool, not as a perpetual mandate. It would be neither for nor against 
growth, rather it would begin to discriminate kinds of growth and 
purposes for growth. Before this society would decide on a specific 
growth proposal, it would ask what the growth is for, and who would 
benefit, and what it would cost, and how long it would last, and 
whether it could be accommodated by the sources and sinks of the 
planet.” 

Meadows, D Meadows, Donella H., Dennis Meadows, and Jørgen Randers. Beyond 
the Limits: Confronting Global Collapse, Envisioning a Sustainable Future. Post Mills, 
VT: Chelsea Green, 1992, p.  
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Questions	  4	  &	  5:	  
 “Please describe how the figure(s) below reflect your vision of sustainability.” 
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Discussion	  
Respondents to questions one through three consistently agreed or strongly agreed with the characterizations 

presented, even though they represented substantially different interpretations of sustainability. They address both 

different weightings of the relevant factors and different mixes of constitute the relevant factors. It should be noted that 

none of the five characterizations focused solely on “environmental” sustainability. Instead, each covered a broad range of 

social, economic, and environmental factors (although question two is the most vague on the range of factors that 

constitute “needs” and what makes up a high quality of life). Definitions from Sustainable Seattle and The World 

Commission on Environment and Development had a roughly 90% approval rating.  

Definition three, from Donella Meadows, et al., the most detailed characterization provided, was only agreed on by 

67% of respondents. This is the only characterization that explicitly distinguishes between “growth” and “development.” 

It defines growth as multifaceted—some forms may be in service of development and others might be inimical to it. It 

suggests that good leadership involves being able to recognize the distinction and to muster the skills to facilitate learning 

and action in the community so as to foster continuous improvements in quality of life for all. During debriefing, several 

respondents who disagreed with the Meadows definition indicated that they misunderstood its meaning and might have 

changed their responses if given another opportunity. The higher percentage of respondents who marked “no opinion” 

may be an additional indication of misunderstanding and a need for further clarification. 

On questions four and five there was a clear difference of opinion and/or understanding. Question four utilized a 

standard Venn diagram of the most common “triple bottom line” characterization of sustainability. Roughly two thirds of 

the group supported this characterization, while the remaining third disagreed with it. Interestingly, the Sustainable 

Seattle definition, which is at base a “triple bottom line” concept, received far higher approval.  

The concentric circle characterization of sustainability in question five had mixed reviews, and was the only 

characterization to receive strong rejection. The intent of this characterization is to convey the idea that while there are 

likely many possible forms of sustainable societies, only those that are consistent with the limits and opportunities that 

nature offers will be truly sustainable.  Similarly, only those economic systems that are meet both the social sustainability 

requirements and are ecologically and bioregionally sound can be considered to be sustainable economies. Again, some 

group members indicated that they did not understand this characterization. Further clarification and discussion of this 

diagram would likely be worthwhile at subsequent meetings. 
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Question	  7:	  
“If your organization is involved in projects to address any of the following sustainability issues, what stage of 
development are you in?” 
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Question	  8:	  
“With respect to these same sustainability issues, how would you describe your organization’s 
experience/needs?” 
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Discussion	  
Respondents indicated “action stage” involvement in all categories listed in question seven. There is not enough data 

in this survey to determine what level of action each response indicates. There is clearly a need for further discussion and 

data gathering in this area. In addition, a comprehensive review of best practices (for a variety of indicators) among 

member organizations could prove quite helpful for facilitating the identification of priorities for collaboration, research, 

and action. One possible “low hanging fruit” project would be for covenant signatories to collaborate on developing a 

green purchasing plan, which might include forming buying clubs to capture economies of scale. Another possibility, 

previously discussed, would be the formation of a Sustainability Asset Map for the region. 

The majority of responses in question eight indicated that respondents were seeking knowledge and/or experience in 

listed areas. However, because multiple responses were allowed many respondents indicated that they both have 

knowledge and are seeking knowledge. A total of 156 respondents indicated that they have knowledge to share, 

strengthening the notion that covenant signatories could benefit from engaging in a regional asset-mapping project to 

identify, catalogue, and share this knowledge. 
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Question	  9:	  “What are three aspects of our region that you want preserved over the next fifty years?” 
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Question	  10: “What are three aspects of our region that you want to change over the next fifty years?” 
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Question	  11: “What does your organization need to be doing NOW to help us all realize your vision of sustainability?” 

o Lead by example, share best practices, and determine 
needs of partners. 

o Educate the leaders of the region in the need for and tools 
to promote sustainable development and business 
practices. 

o Continue to advocate for change with all affected parties. 

o Continue to look for ways to preserve public sector 
funding and help grow the private sector. Continue to 
enhance and improve the environment through more 
education and use of green technology. Maximize use of 
existing infrastructure. Improve and enhance existing 
infrastructure to promote reuse of buildings and 
brownfields. 

o Recycling, community farmers market, and education 
about the importance of buying sustainable products. 

o Work together and share best practices. 

o Implement purchasing policies requiring participation 
and implement policies for new construction/remodeling. 

o Building the financial resources to continue to improve 
our ongoing sustainability efforts and learning more about 
ways to incorporate sustainability in what we do. 

o Be actively involved in local and regional sustainability 
initiatives. Engage our own associates in the planning and 
execution of organizational sustainable initiatives. Learn 
and continue to progress. Demonstrate progressive 
leadership. 

o Recognize total cost of purchases. 

o Make commitments to mission statements and formulate 
policies to require compliance. 

o Lead by example. Keep investing through both dollars 
and talented manpower. Develop champions for such 
efforts and support them publicly and financially. Grow, 
nurture, and reward good people. 

o Our organization needs further exposure to ideas being 
generated by others. We are in the early stages of 
considering our potential. 

o Public support for green initiatives to cover us politically. 

o Survivability. 

o Energy conservation and use of green chemicals for 
cleaning. 

o Greenhouse gas mitigation, green construction, changing 
campus consumption patterns; building sustainability into 
the curriculum. 

o Getting better at energy efficiency and being a leader 
rather than trying to catch up to environmental 
preservation. 

o Community interaction, information availability... 

o Better incorporating 'sustainability' in decision-making 
process. 

o List as follows: 
- More internal education; specifically, why what we're 

doing from a sustainability perspective is not only the 
right thing to do, but how it can benefit the 
organization and the community at large.  

- Determine the 'regional' role our organization will 
play. 

- Develop sustainability goals and objectives to guide 
staff and commissioners. 

- Determine baseline energy use and GHG emissions. 
- Develop a strategy to reduce emissions (energy use, 

etc.) 
- Develop project and program sustainability criteria as 

a means of evaluation and setting priority. 
- Possible funding sources. 

o Select primary and secondary priorities with realistic goals 
and objectives, considering real day-to-day public service 
demands and limited human and fiscal resources. 

o Develop, finalize and adopt our 5 yr sustainability plan. 

o Kalamazoo College needs to get its students involved in 
the community from their first year, as well as promote 
the use of sustainable infrastructure that already exists in 
the city. Furthermore, administration must make a 
concerted effort to make students aware of sustainability 
initiatives in the city, particularly ones in which students 
could become involved. What's more, the College must 
ask more of its students in terms of energy use reduction 
and waste management. Finally, administration must 
remove some existing barriers that block creative student 
plans that could improve sustainability both on campus 
and in the City as a whole. 

o Develop incentives for employees to reside in central 
Kalamazoo where our College is located and reduce the 
need for our students to bring personal vehicles to campus 

o Inculcate the practical concept of sustainability into every 
operating and investment decision. 

o Develop an action plan for integrating and infusing 
sustainability into the curriculum as well as offer a 
sustainability minor and more sustainability-focused co-
majors and graduate degrees (i.e. sustainable business, 
green manufacturing, ecological design, ecological 
economics, Learning for sustainability, etc).
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Question	  12: “Recognizing that some sustainability initiatives can only be accomplished through collaboration with others, what 
SINGLE, high-leverage activity, action, or project is most critical to get launched - from the perspective of your organization?” 

o Determine regional sustainability indicators. 

o A collaborative project in support of the Sustainability 
Covenant - sustainability mapping or establishment of 
sustainability indicators; or greenhouse gas inventory; or 
making the Kalamazoo County Event Center/Arcadia 
Commons West into a sustainable demonstration project 
that shows Kalamazoo County is a forward-thinking 
leader. 

o Expand the Covenant to more regional participants. 

o Sharing of ideas and concerns to help all partners 
understand how they can impact specific areas of concern: 
- Environmental awareness 
- Energy reduction and awareness (reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions) 
- Building of a sustainable local economy 

o Break into subgroups and share what each other is doing 
and wants to do as a community. 

o Clean water affects all the surrounding communities. 

o Sharing ideas, and informing the public how they can 
take steps to make a difference. 

o Improving our ability to reach current and potential 
future businesses and government agencies to further 
educate them about the benefits of the triple bottom line. 

o Creating a virtuous local foodscape. It will require 
collaboration in identifying existing/incentivizing new, 
high value local sources, creating/strengthening local 
linkages, and building relationships and value awareness 
(regional pride). Creating or expanding vibrant outlets for 
local food growers/producers and eliminating food waste 
(local composting would be an example of that). There are 
some great examples of this already established in our 
community. Need to bring it into our institutions (schools 
& hospitals) without institutionalizing it in the process. 

o Reusing brownspace before using greenspace. 

o Buy in from others to commit to similar/same goals. 

o Lead by example. Do and show the community the things 
that we would like to ask of them. If we want sustainable 
development then develop sustainably when opportunities 
arise. Show tangible results and example products 
developed. If we want people to use alternative means of 
transportation then use them ourselves and invest in other 
such alternatives. 

o Our current energy conservation initiative is already 
launched but requires external support to continue the 
initiative. 

o Green energy and conservation. 

o Energy conservation 

o Trailways, greenways and public transportation. 

o Education. 

o Making 'sustainability' the lens for regional planning 
efforts. 

o Setting goals for sustainability - it is important that 
government make sustainability and its definition the core 
purpose for it's being.  Everything that government does 
should revolve around sustainability.  Sustainability is a 
value taking into account our future generations needs, 
learning from the past in order to move forward.  This I 
believe is the single most important action. 

o To be as uniform as possible on the whole approach to 
sustainability and climate change within our organizations 
by developing an organizational blueprint that any 
organization can work with as it 'tweaks' it to meet 
organization-specific mission/vision/goals and objectives. 
And to develop a regional resource network to help 
member organizations along the way. 

o Energy evaluations/audits and subsequent 
implementation of energy saving measures (e.g. auto light 
sensors in buildings). 

o I think we have to launch our five-year effort at the same 
time as the similar effort being launched by our partners. 
We must identify actionable collaborations within these 
documents. 

o From my viewpoint, the most important way to improve 
the sustainability of Kalamazoo College is to increase the 
sustainability of students' daily lives. In order for this to 
happen, there must be more local food available, more 
commercial opportunities within walking distance and a 
more hospitable neighborhood in the adjacent North 
Side. For this reason, the most critical high-level projects 
to launch from the perspective of student sustainability are 
neighborhood revitalization and local food initiatives. 

o A revamped transportation and development plan that 
would plot a transition that would deemphasize personal 
vehicles and put an emphasis on developing downtown 
Kalamazoo as a more livable space. 

o A high profile, collaborative energy project like sharing 
the WMU power plant, switching all municipal fleets to 
natural gas, creating countywide sustainable building 
standards, and getting countywide agreement on long 
term, cross jurisdiction land use policies. 

o Goal Setting, accepted measures, and accepted 
accountability tools. 

o Integrated, anticipatory strategic planning for 
sustainability. We need to build a culture of sustainability 
that includes: open, transparent information sharing; 
participatory visioning of where we want to; baseline 
assessment of where we are; integration of this 
information by backcasting of "where we want to go" to 
"where we are"; and strategic development of 
collaborative initiatives to help us get "where we want to 
go"—which includes ongoing and regular assessments of 
key sustainability indicators (which are build into our 
corporate and local government decision-making 
structures) and a system for responding to new 
information and making mid-course corrections, as 
necessary.	  
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Discussion	  
Although questions nine and ten are quite subjective, responses fell into several broad categories. Many respondents were 

concerned with preserving land, water, and air resources, and appear to have responded based on a traditional “environmentalist 

perspective”. Concepts such as innovation, mindset, culture, education, and quality of life were overshadowed by these themes. During 

debriefing there was a significant discussion around the low priority assigned to education by respondents. Some participants argued 

that the survey was biased in favor of environment related responses because it was a survey about sustainability. This signifies a 

fundamental misunderstanding between the authors of the survey and many respondents. The authors believe that there is a 

tremendous opportunity for developing the role of education and, more importantly, the role of learning, cooperative and 

collaborative planning to improve quality of life for all, real-world problem solving, action research, and leadership in our region. 

A key condition of sustainability as we understand it is that it encompasses more than “the environment.” Considerations such as 

quality of life, social justice, and learning are fundamental aspects of sustainability. Interestingly, these themes are included in all five 

definitions contained in questions one through five, yet the agreed upon definitions and responses regarding preservation and change 

in the name of sustainability are disconnected. We believe that covenant signatories could greatly benefit from engaging in more 

discussion on what they and their member organizations mean by the term “sustainability”.  

If after this discussion signatories still place highest value on concepts such as clean air, water, and abundant green space (which 

we agree are all a priority), indicators should be constructed around these concepts. When there is a mutually agreeable vision, we can 

create a common measurement platform to influence policy and practice—and thereby improve quality of life for all. 
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Appendix	  I:	  Southwest	  Michigan	  Regional	  Sustainability	  Covenant	  

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Southwest Michigan Regional SUSTAINABILITY COVENANT shall be a joint 

initiative of several organizations in the Southwest Michigan Regional area that are 

committed to promoting the development of a sustainable infrastructure by the 

interconnection of economic, social and environmental sustainability principles 

throughout the region and within their respective community and organizations.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   15	  

 

  

 
Preamble 

The “Southwest Michigan Regional Sustainability Covenant” provides an opportunity for government, 

academia and other participating stakeholders to lead the community towards meeting the ”triple bottom line” 

goal of environmental, economic, and social responsibility that provides an improved quality of life for all 

future generations – a concept that we define as “Community Sustainability”.  The Covenant creates a 

partnership of stakeholders who are uniquely positioned to have a profound impact on the overall sustainability 

of this community. 

Purpose 

This covenant shall symbolize the joining together of government, academia, healthcare, and other stakeholders 

for the purpose of working together to ensure that the Southwest Michigan Region continues to be an excellent 

place to live and that each organization shall commit to the community’s betterment through economic, social 

and environmental strategies germane to their mission for the benefit of future generations.  This shall be 

accomplished by each participating organization’s acknowledgement and embracement of the concept of 

community sustainability in its activities.  Sustainability includes the careful consideration of life cycle costing 

and careful consideration is given to environmental and human consequences and continued improvement in the 

efficient use of energy resources.     

Our Commitment 

As signatories to this Sustainability Covenant, we commit to take the following actions in collaboration with 

other participating organizations: 

1. Generate a regional and community sustainability vision statement, goals and objectives. 

2. Establish a ‘blue print for sustainability’ to include the identification of sustainability indicators, 

methods for monitoring progress, reporting successes, and development and sharing of best practices 

to assure continuous improvement. 

3. Assessing sustainability in a manner that allows each member organization to develop 

methodologies, systems, policies and programs that follow the above blueprint.  

4. Share sustainability successes on a regular basis for the mutual benefit of participating organizations 

and to bring consistency and accountability to sustainability assessment. 

5. Build a sustainability constituency within each member organization and throughout the Southwest 

Michigan Region through education, community outreach and sharing of best practices. 

 

As signatories to this ‘Southwest Michigan Regional’ Sustainability Covenant, we shall adhere to the purpose 

and terms of this commitment and pledge our best efforts in developing and promoting Sustainability through 

our organization and to the Southwest Michigan Region. 
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Appendix	  II:	  Contact	  List	  for	  April	  14,	  2010	  Attendees	  
	  

Name	   Agency	   Email	  

Barnes, Christopher City of Portage barnesc@portagemi.gov 

Breck, Kelsey Kalamazoo College K06k605@kzoo.edu 

Buzzell, Eric Borgess Hospital ericbuzzell@borgess.com 

Chamberlain, Jeff City of Kalamazoo chamerlainj@kalamazoocity.org 

Fuller, Ron KRESA rfuller@kresa.org 

Glasser, Harold Western Michigan University harold.glasser@wmich.edu 

Hatton, Marc City of Kalamazoo hattonm@kalamazoocity.org 

Hollander, Matt Western Michigan University m4hollan@wmich.edu 

Hughes, Bill Kalamazoo City ECC 2003hughes@charter.com 

Kosmowski, Christine City of Battle Creek cmkosmowski@cityofbc.org 

Lam, Nick City of Kalamazoo lamn@kalamazoocity.org 

Manstrom, Paul Kalamazoo College manstrom@kzoo.edu 

Merchant, Bruce City of Kalamazoo merchantb@kalamazoocity.org 

Peregon, Ken SWMSBF/O’Boyle, Cowell, Blalock & 
Assoc. 

kperegon@ocba.com 

Polega, Mark City of Kalamazoo polegam@kalamazoocity.org 

Rice, Michael Kalamazoo Public Schools ricemf@kalamazoo.k12.mi 

Rose, Bill Kalamazoo Nature Center brose@naturecenter.org 

Ross, Craig Portage Public Schools cross@portageps.org 

Sandstrom, Steward Kalamazoo Chamber of Commerce steward@kazoochamber.com 

Spurr, Lynn SWMSBF/Kalamazoo Chamber of 
Commerce/Fishbeck Thompson 

lmspurr@ftch.com 

Strazdas, Pete City of Portage/Western Michigan 
University 

peter.strazdas@wmich.edu 

Targowski, Andrew Western Michigan University/Center for 
Sustainable Business Practices 

andrew.targowski@wmich.edu 

Videtich, Ann City of Kalamazoo videticha@kalamazoocity.org 

Wetzel, Mike City of Kalamazoo wetzelm@kalamazoocity.org 

Wierenga, Audrey Michigan Department of Natural 
Resources & Environment 

wierengaa@michigan.gov 
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