ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Valley Sustainable
Communities Program:
Linking Corporate Sustainability
and Economic Development
BY DEL BOYETTE and JOHN BRADLEY

I

n the last five years, corporate America’s
commitment to sustainability has grown
exponentially. Some of the world’s most highprofile companies, like Walmart, Google,
Nissan, Cisco Systems, Volkswagen and
Coca-Cola, have all been recognized for their
sustainability initiatives. What is driving this
focus on corporate responsibility?
It seems that a number of factors have
played a role in the pervasive talk about
sustainability among businesses both
large and small, and across virtually
every industry sector. Consumers are
making purchasing decisions based on
how sustainable a company or product is.

Younger talent are choosing cities and jobs
that align with their own sustainable values.
Many sustainable initiatives are more than
just the “right thing to do”—they actually
positively impact the bottom line. And yes,
in some cases, government regulations may
have encouraged some initiatives.
In an MIT Sloan Management Review/
Boston Consulting Group study completed
in December 2013, 86 percent of global
executives said a commitment to sustainability
is or will be necessary to remain competitive.
Almost 80 percent of those respondents said
they viewed economic sustainability issues
as significant or very significant to their
companies’ future.
As a result of corporate
America’s commitment
t o s u s t a i n a b i l i t y,
communities in the
Te n n e s s e e Va l l e y
Authority (TVA – “The
Valley”) region, which
comprises portions of
seven states, including
Chattanooga, Knoxville,
Memphis and Nashville,
Ten n.; Hu nt s v i l le ,
Ala.; Tupelo, Miss.;
Participants in the Valley Sustainable Communities Program
and other mid-size and
educate companies about the sustainability initiatives that will
rural communities in
contribute to economic success in their locales.
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the region, are now making huge strides in
their own sustainability efforts. Companies
are making investments in communities
that embrace sustainability and provide an
infrastructure that enables companies to
practice their own sustainability initiatives,
and TVA’s Valley Sustainable Communities
are “ready for the call.”

Corporate America’s Commitment
This corporate commitment to sustainability
has tremendous implications for economic
development. According to a 2010 CoreNet
Global survey, 92 percent of respondents
said they considered sustainability criteria in
their location decisions. That commitment
is even stronger today and demonstrates
why economic development programs
must address sustainability. The survey also
revealed that corporate real estate (CRE)
executives are highly involved in providing
sustainability performance data and funding
sustainability investments, with the drivers
being reduced costs and increased employee
satisfaction.
As corporations’ focus on sustainability
grows, communities are feeling pressures
to demonstrate their own sustainability
initiatives on Requests for Proposals
(R F Ps) a nd du r ing site v isits by
companies exploring new locations. The

TVA Economic Development Group
recognized this as an opportunity to
further prepare communities in the Valley
for new jobs and investment by recognizing
the link bet ween sustainability and
economic development.

Sustainability as a Location Factor
TVA’s Economic Development Group
asked Boyette Strategic Advisors (BSA)
for suggestions about innovative programs
it could offer communities in the Valley. In
turn, BSA developed the Valley Sustainable
Communities Program—the first of its
kind to link local sustainability efforts with
economic development opportunities. It was
designed to respond to the needs of CRE,
site location consultants and the companies
they represent, by providing economic
development professionals with the tools
needed to talk about sustainability.
This program was a natural fit for TVA,
whose environmental policy is “to provide
cleaner, reliable and affordable energy to
support sustainable economic growth in
the region while engaging in proactive
environmental stewardship.”
While the overall goal of the Valley
Sustainable Communities Program is to
make communities throughout the Valley
more competitive for business investment,
it also ensures that companies considering
a location can easily understand the
sustainability initiatives that will contribute
to their success in the community. Other
sustainable community programs exist, but
none has that critical economic development
component that positions a community to
meet the expectations of business prospects
from a sustainability perspective. Completing
this program differentiates a community
from its competition and helps to position
it as a progressive, dynamic place that is
committed to sustainable practices by helping
community leaders develop, identify and
promote their sustainable assets.
Communities participating in the program
earn points in 15 categories by implementing
specific policies and practices that contribute
to overall sustainability, with an emphasis
on those components that directly impact
economic development efforts and/or
the success of existing businesses in the
community. Following completion of
an inventory of sustainable initiatives,
communities are recognized at the Platinum,
Gold or Silver level.

A Sustainable Advantage
Since the program launched in 2012, 25
communities in the TVA service territory
have been identified as Valley Sustainable
Communities. And while the program is still
in its infancy, these communities are already
reaping benefits. Corporate real estate
executives are making sustainability questions
a standard on their RFIs and RFPs, and the
communities that have participated in the
program now have their sustainable assets
cataloged and are quickly able to make an
impressive, competitive response.
Warby Parker, a New York-based
eyewear company and one of the only
ca rbon-neut ra l eyewea r brands in
the world, chose to locate a corporate
office in Nashville, which completed
the Valley Sustainable Communities
program in 2013 and earned Platinumlevel recognition for its comprehensive
sustainability efforts. The corporate office
is Warby Parker’s first outside New York
and will employ 250 people when fully
operational. In explaining why it chose
Nashville for its corporate office, the
company cited the city’s commitment to
sustainability and participation in the
Valley Sustainable Communities Program.
“We founded Warby Parker with the
goal of demonstrating that for-prof it
businesses can do good in the world, and
acting sustainably has always been an
important part of that mission,” said Neil
Blumenthal, cofounder and co-CEO of
Warby Parker.
In addition to programs such as residential
recycling and an expansive open space and
greenway system, Nashville offers new and
retrofitted sustainable buildings and business
parks and the Mayor’s Green Workplace
Challenge to encourage sustainable practices
within the workplace. The city has also seen a
flurry of LEED®-certified projects.
Nashv il le isn’t the only cit y in
the Tennessee Valley region to link
sustainability and economic development.
Germantown, Tenn., a Valley Sustainable
Community, provided an incentive to
Methodist LeBonheur Healthcare to
build its hospital expansion to LEED-Gold
standards. The 208,000-sq.ft. expansion
houses the Women’s and Children’s Pavilion
and features substantial reductions in
energy and water use. The $124 million
construction project was the most expensive
in Germantown’s history.

The North Huntsville Industrial Park in
Huntsville, Ala., was developed with a focus
on preserving sensitive attributes of what
was formerly a farm. Local officials used
a Sustainable Development Guide, along
with an assessment model, in planning the
Park. The plan maintained 50 percent of
the farmland and addressed drainage and
storm water management issues, in addition
to including walking trails. The Park’s major
tenant is Toyota Motor Manufacturing
Alabama, which is one of two model plants
for environmental sustainability among
Toyota’s North American facilities. Toyota
has seen savings of $410 million across its
14 North American plants by reducing its
manufacturing energy use by 22 percent per
vehicle since 2002.
There are countless other programs like
these being undertaken by communities
to not only meet the expectations of their
residents, but also to differentiate themselves
from the competition for jobs and investment.
Communities are making great strides in
becoming more sustainable and therefore
prepared for job creation and investment
opportunities with companies that are
including sustainability as a location factor.
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