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Five years ago we began asking a question: How will each new city 
ordinance and resolution contribute to a sustainable Kansas City? 

Some thought it was a passing fad, but now it’s a core principle, part 
of our city’s identity.

As mayor and city manager, we work together with staff, elected officials, 
residents and businesses to make the city greener—not because it’s a 
feel-good trend, but because sustainability is a good business model. 
Sustainable projects save money and improve efficiency. Their impact 
is significant, and you’ll see dozens of examples throughout this report.

You’ll also see that sustainability is a crucial approach to making our 
city a better place for our lives today and for generations to come.

One key component of sustainability is realizing that everything is con-
nected. Our green programs aim to achieve a triple bottom line result 
by simultaneously promoting economic vitality, environmental quality 
and social equity. 

Kansas City is emerging as a national leader on many of these fronts, 
and in the following sections we invite you to learn about our progress, 
accomplishments and challenges. At the conclusion, we offer resources 
and ways to get more involved.

Once pioneers gathered in this area where three trails heading west 
offered new hopes and opportunities. Kansas City is a pioneer today, 
one of the first cities in the nation to seriously address the problem of 
climate change and sustainability. 

We’re proud of our efforts and look for modern day opportunities to 
forge new connections and explore new practices, both in the city and 
throughout the region.  As we continue to ask the question of how we 
can be a more sustainable community, we hope you’ll join in and be 
part of the solution.
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This is the enormous challenge—the defining issue—of our time. 

In 2008, the mayor and City Council unanimously agreed to take on this 

challenge by adopting the Kansas City Climate Protection Plan. 

One overarching goal was identified: By the year 2020, greenhouse gas 

emissions will be reduced by 30 percent below year 2000 levels from City 

operations and from other sources community-wide.

The plan was a citizen-driven effort involving 11 community leaders who 

served on the steering committee and more than 80 work group members 

from a broad cross-section of our city. In addition to 2020 goals, inter-

mediate benchmarks were established and 55 specific recommendations 

were made to reduce fossil fuel usage.

So how are we doing?

This report looks at our progress in energy savings as well as green im-

provements in water and waste management, land use and outreach. 

These topics are organized more for readability than for any other 

purpose, because the underlying principle is that everything influences 

everything. To recognize this, and to keep connecting the dots in new 

ways, is the essence of sustainability.

Protecting our 
climate and  
way of life

Dennis Murphey, Chief Environmental Officer
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Many of the following projects were supported by $272 million 

in federal grants for energy efficiency and conservation, 

brownfields, air quality, transportation and infrastructure.

BUILDINGS AND OPERATIONS

When the City’s facilities management staff begins work in the morning, 

the first thing they do is check the numbers displayed by an automated 

monitoring system called ESP for Enterprise Sustainability Platform. 

This state-of-the-art software application provides crucial real-time in-

formation for operating buildings in the most efficient and cost-effective 

manner. Thermostats, fan speeds, outside air sensors, gauges, pumps 

and various utility submeters are tracked and continuously adjusted to 

eliminate spikes in energy usage and quickly diagnose problems. Since 

being installed in 2010, ESP has saved 24-30 percent in utility costs at 

nine buildings, including a reduction in energy consumption by 14 per-

cent or $135,600 per year at the 76-year-old City Hall.

This monitoring system also will be used to track more than 80 solar 

panel systems and three wind turbines on the rooftops of City-

owned structures including various parking garages, museums, police and 

fire stations, community centers, park shelters, a tow lot building, City Hall, 

three Water Services buildings and the Health Department office building. 

The City leases the solar panels from Brightergy and Kansas City Power & 

Light at costs equal to or less than the current cost of electricity. As electric-

ity rates rise, so will the City’s savings.

About $80,000 per year is saved by another software program that auto-

matically shuts down some 4,000 City computers during non-business 

hours, and the City purchases energy-efficient or recycled items when-

ever practical, such as ENERGY STAR-rated computers and related office 

equipment, recycled paper, recycled plastic picnic tables for parks, green 

printing practices for the annual budget, and compostable drinking cups. 

A new field maintenance facility at Kansas City International Airport runs 

18 heat pumps for heating and cooling with water from geothermal 

wells. The building also uses natural day lighting and was constructed 

with recycled material, among other green features.

ENERGY SAVINGS

An award-winning software application that tracks 
energy usage saves thousands of dollars a year at City 
Hall and other buildings.

More than 80 solar panel systems and three wind 
turbines are being installed on the rooftops of City-
owned structures.
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SILVER PROJECTS
Bartle Hall Ballroom 
Southeast Community Center
Metro Patrol Station
Traffic Signal Synchronization Center
Police Headquarters
Black Archives of Mid-America
Fire Station #39
Airport Field Maintenance Facility (expected in 2014)

The LEED Gold-certified (pending) South Patrol 
Division opened in 2012.

GOLD PROJECTS
Vehicle Impound and Processing Facilities (tow lot)
Small Business Incubator (private project funded 
predominantly from a federal grant to the City)
South Patrol Police Station (pending certification) 

Traffic and streetlights consume huge amounts of electricity, and the 

City is recouping $130,000 per year after converting its signal lights 

from incandescent bulbs to more efficient LEDs. In addition, metal halide 

light fixtures in the Block 126 Parking Garage at 13th Street and Grand 

Boulevard were replaced by nearly 400 LEDs, saving $24,000 per year 

and reducing labor by more than 100 hours per year. Meanwhile, a pilot 

project is underway to test the efficiency of changing streetlights from 

high-pressure sodium vapor lamps to LEDs. The City operates about 

92,000 streetlights, and this change would reduce energy use by 30-50 

percent and provide significant savings in labor costs.

In 2011 Kansas City became one of a handful of major U.S. cities to re-

quire LEED Gold standards for all new City construction projects, includ-

ing affordable housing. These projects already were required to meet the 

U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED Silver standards—some of the highest 

ratings in building design, construction, operations and maintenance set 

forth by LEED or Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design—when 

staff asked City Council for permission to raise the bar. Permission was 

granted, and a new level of excellence became the standard.

The City Council also adopted an ordinance requiring City-funded 

housing projects, including affordable housing, to meet the federal EN-

ERGY STAR standards.

Additional energy savings will be realized throughout the area as a re-

sult of City staff collaborating with home and commercial builders to pro-

pose adopting a modified version of the 2012 IECC (International Energy 

Conservation Code) standards for heating, air conditioning and insula-

tion. This revision to the municipal energy code was approved by the City 

Council and is now part of the local building code for all new construction 

and renovations. Compared to construction that complied with the earlier 

standards (2006 IECC), the new standards should save an additional 20 

percent more energy.

It’s important to use sustainable principles for new projects, but what 

about existing buildings? That’s where EnergyWorks KC makes a dif-

ference. This program provides incentives for upgrades designed to 

achieve a 15 percent or greater savings in energy in residences and 

businesses. With seed funding from the American Recovery and Reinvest-

ment Act, the program partners with the Metropolitan Energy Center to 

provide a one-stop-shop for information on energy audits, certified con-

tractors, rebates and financing. Although the initial focus was within City 

limits, the program has expanded to a metropolitan region covering two 

states, nine counties and 120 municipalities. Other partners include the 

Mid-America Regional Council, Bridging The Gap, Kansas City Power & 

Light, Missouri Gas Energy and the U.S. Department of Energy.

P R O J E C T S
LEED

ENERGY SAVINGS

The City’s LEED Gold-certified tow lot features reduced 
energy and water usage, recycled materials and low-
water landscaping.
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EnergyWorks KC also encourages deconstruction—the salvaging of 

materials for reuse or recycling when dangerous buildings are demol-

ished—in seven targeted areas including the Green Impact Zone, a na-

tionally-recognized initiative in the urban core where sustainability is the 

cornerstone of neighborhood revitalization. Not only has this practice re-

duced the tonnage of construction debris going to landfills, it also has 

created new green job opportunities.

Additional new jobs in the urban core should result from a small busi-

ness incubator that recently opened at 5008 Prospect Ave. EnergyWorks 

KC provided a significant amount of the funding for Blue Hills Community 

Services to create the incubator as a showcase for energy efficiency and to 

help green startups. An existing building was renovated to house 10 offices 

for fledging businesses as well as space for community meetings and train-

ing programs.

TRANSPORTATION
The City runs one of the nation’s largest voluntary alternative fuel 

fleets with more than 345 vehicles operating on compressed natural 

gas, propane or electricity. This program saves the City 550,000 gallons 

of conventional gasoline and diesel fuel per year, amounting to an an-

nual cost savings of more than $1 million. Alternative fuel vehicles include 

heavy duty snow removal trucks, an aerial boom truck, water service vans, 

health inspector sedans, airport shuttle buses, forklifts, and street and floor 

sweepers. 

The City also helps sponsor the Kansas City Regional Clean Cities Coali-

tion, a partnership between local governments and private businesses to 

increase the number of alternative fuel vehicles. In 2010, the coalition 

joined Project Get Ready to help communities prepare for electric ve-

hicles. One initiative, Electrify Heartland, is planning a network of charg-

ing stations for plug-in vehicles throughout a 14-county region in Missouri 

and Kansas. At the end of 2012, the initiative reported a total of 78 public 

charging stations in the region (40 in Missouri and 38 in Kansas) with new 

stations opening nearly every week.

Travel delays on heavily used streets have been reduced by as much as 17 

percent through Operation Green Light, another regional effort that 

involves Kansas City and 21 other municipalities. New timing plans, spe-

cial communications equipment and software have improved traffic flow 

and reduced fuel usage at 684 intersections, including 203 in Kansas City. 

While the system relies mostly on wireless communications, some fiber op-

tics are being used, and long-term plans call for a dedicated network of up 

to 1,500 intersections in the future. In addition, new cameras to monitor 

traffic patterns and improvements to the wireless communications network 

will further reduce stop-and-go traffic patterns when fully operational. Compressed natural gas fueling stations serve a large 
fleet of City vehicles, saving more than $1 million a year.

Operation Green Light has reduced stop-and-go traffic 
at hundreds of intersections. 

ENERGY SAVINGS

The Blue Hills Business Center and Contractor 
Incubator is designed to spark new jobs and training. 
The building is also a showcase for energy efficiency.

Learning how to deconstruct a house creates green jobs 
and saves salvageable material from landfills.
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Significant progress has been made for bicyclists and pedestrians af-

ter Kansas City was listed as the worst city for bicycling and walking in a 

2008 national benchmarking report of 50 U.S. municipalities. The City 

now has 29 lane miles of bike lanes, 9 lane miles of sharrows and 63 

miles of trails. A total of 287 water inlets, sewer grates and utility covers 

were replaced with bicycle-safe versions along a 355-mile route where 

“bike route” and “share the road” signs were installed. Combined, these 

changes form the beginning of a 600-lane-mile bikeway system. In 2011 

these efforts resulted in a Bronze designation by the American League of 

Bicyclists; the goal is to receive a Platinum designation by 2020. In 2012 

a local nonprofit organization, Kansas City B-cycle, partnered with Blue 

Cross and Blue Shield of Kansas City to establish a downtown bike-sharing 

program, which is expanding south to Waldo. 

Future enhancements are supported by a Livable Streets Resolution 

adopted by the mayor and City Council in 2011 that directs all depart-

ments to make streets more accessible for pedestrians, cyclists and tran-

sit riders. The same features that encourage walking and biking, the 

resolution noted, also make attractive corridors for businesses and often 

increase property values. Projects have included sidewalk and bus stop 

improvements in the Green Impact Zone and along North Oak Traffic-

way; pedestrian connections to local businesses along the Brush Creek 

Trail; and a connection at Blue River Athletic Fields across the state line to 

Indian Creek and Blue River trails in Johnson County, Kan. When com-

pleted, that trail system will extend to the Missouri River, creating a 29-

mile seamless stretch that will be the longest alternative transportation 

corridor in the region.

The City aims to monitor and improve air quality with a variety of ap-

proaches. Programs include inspecting commercial and industrial pollut-

ant sources, regulating asbestos removal and partnering with the state and 

EPA to offer “Smoke School” training for metro area workers who deal with 

air pollution issues. In addition:

• Each City department implements an ozone action plan for high-alert 

days between April and October when employees are encouraged to 

carpool, avoid rush hour commutes and delay mowing and refueling. 

• Project Lead Safe KC provides blood lead screening, help for lead-

poisoned children, education and repairs. Through this program, 

lead hazards are reduced in 150-175 homes each year.

• To ensure the safety of nearby residents, the City organized a work-

shop in 2013 for demolition contractors on ways to lower dust pol-

lution when taking down old or damaged buildings. A brochure and 

training activities will further address this issue.

Air pollutant particles are monitored at six sta-
tions throughout the metro area. The good news 
is that measurements of pm10 (small particulate 
matter), pm2.5 (even smaller particulate matter 
that can penetrate deeply into the lungs), sul-
fur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide have remained 
low—below national standards, except for a 
small area within Jackson County that exceeds 
the standard for sulfur dioxide—for the past 
10 years. The challenge is that ozone levels 
increased above national standards at several 
monitoring stations in the past two years.

Air pollutants

Kansas City B-Cycle partnered with Blue Cross and Blue 
Shield to start a bike-sharing program using City rights 
of ways. 

An ozone action plan kicks in when monitoring stations 
show high levels, usually between April and October.

ENERGY SAVINGS
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Like hundreds of cities throughout the nation, Kansas City’s first sewer 

system was a combined system designed to carry both wastewater and 

stormwater in the same pipes. Some of the original pipes are still in use. 

During dry weather and light rainfall, this combination of wastewater and 

stormwater entering the system flows to a wastewater plant for treatment. 

But heavy rainfall and runoff from paved surfaces and rooftops can over-

load the system, resulting in an average annual overflow of more than 6 

billion gallons of stormwater containing diluted sewage into local creeks, 

streams and rivers.

In 2003 the department began planning efforts to reduce these over-

flows. By 2009, the Overflow Control Plan was complete, and a year 

later it became an official 25-year program through a federal consent 

decree. When finished, the program will be the biggest infrastructure 

project in the City’s history at a cost of $4.5 to $5 billion. And while this 

project is being implemented as a federal mandate, local officials quickly 

realized it also was an opportunity to include large scale green solutions. 

One area being addressed is the 744-acre Middle Blue River Basin. 

Streets and sidewalks were repaired and rain gardens, porous pavement, 

bioswales and native plantings were installed in a 100-acre pilot project 

along and east of Troost Avenue in 2012. A design competition is generat-

ing more innovative ideas for the remainder of the basin.

The City also asked for ideas from some 200 stakeholders on controlling 

flooding along the Blue River. As a result, the City replaced the practice of 

concrete channelization with less expensive controls like natural weirs and 

jetties made from logs, rocks and root wads combined with buffers of trees 

and native grasses. These natural controls not only cost less, but provide 

habitat for fish and wildlife.

By limiting development next to waterways, a stream buffer ordinance 

has stabilized stream banks, reducing flood damage and improving water 

quality with natural vegetation filters since it became effective in 2009.

WATER & WASTE 
M A N A G E M E N T

The north end of the Blue River shows the old practice of 
concrete channelization for flood control. Farther south, the 
greener landscape displays natural methods that are less 
expensive and also provide fish and wildlife habitat.

City leaders demonstrate porous sidewalks at a ribbon cut-
ting of the Middle Blue River Basin pilot project.
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Kansas City manages 2,800 miles of pipeline delivering safe and re-

liable drinking water. In 2012 the City treated an average of 112 

million gallons of drinking water per day. This water is tested for about 

280 contaminants, more than three times the number of tests required 

by EPA.

Meanwhile, at the other end of the cycle, Water Services applies ap-

proximately 5,500 dry tons of biosolids (nutrient-rich treated sludge from 

wastewater) onto fields using an intricate system of pipes installed at 

the City’s Birmingham Farm. This 1,350-acre area north of the Missouri 

River uses the biosolids as fertilizer to grow corn and soy crops, which 

are not used for human consumption. Before Birmingham Farm, Water 

Services burned waste through the full-time operation of two incinera-

tors, and excess solids that were unable to be burned were sent to land-

fills.  Now that Water Services turns the City’s waste into fertilizer, only 

one incinerator is run part-time and solids haven’t been sent to landfills 

in more than seven years. In addition, Birmingham Farm collects income 

from its crops, generating an average of more than $455,000 each year 

since 2006.

An award-winning educational program for 4th through 6th grades 

called “The Journey of Stormwater–From KC to the Sea” explains the 

water cycle. Developed by City staff in collaboration with the Blue River 

Watershed Association, the program has reached more than 2,000 chil-

dren in 45 schools.

Kansas City operates one of the most cost-effective trash and recy-

cling collection programs in the nation, spending $18.35 million annu-

ally or about $9 per month less than the average U.S. household. Still, 

residents generate more than 1 million pounds of trash per day, and 

the City eventually will run out of local landfill space. A 2008 Long-Term 

Solid Waste Strategic Management Plan explored other alternatives and 

spurred the following initiatives.

City trash, recyclables and leaf and brush pickups currently are taken 

to various landfills and resource centers, but eventually all these materi-

als will be processed at one site called the solid waste management 

eco-center. The center is being built as a public-private partnership and 

should make collecting trash both more efficient and profitable when 

greater volumes of recyclables are diverted from landfills and used to le-

verage higher resale prices.

Meanwhile, the City is sending less trash to landfills after passing an ordi-

nance requiring recycling at special events, such as the 2012 Major 

League Baseball All-Star Week, the Grand Slam Fan Jam and other sport-

ing events and festivals. In 2012 approximately 3,200 pounds (1.6 tons) 

of plastic bottles, aluminum cans and cardboard boxes were recycled at 

special events and nearly 34 million pounds (17,000 tons) of recyclable 

A solid waste eco-center is being built as a public-pri-
vate partnership to more efficiently process materials 
from the City’s curbside recycling service.

Human waste is turned into fertilizer for corn and soy 
crops for livestock at the City’s Birmingham Farm. The 
operation generates nearly half a million dollars a year 
in profit.

WATER AND WASTE MANAGEMENT

A new City ordinance requires recycling at special 
events like this 2012 All-Star Game community watch 
party at 18th and Vine.
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material were collected curbside or at drop-off centers. In addition, recy-

cling is now offered at all fire stations and 22 City facilities, including seven 

community centers. As much as 533,000 pounds of materials per year have 

been recently collected from these facilities for recycling.

A program to recycle food waste began in 2008 when the Solid Waste 

Division realized 80 percent of the waste from the City Market was or-

ganic material from restaurants, customers and farmers market vendors. 

After obtaining special leak-proof containers, the City arranged for Mis-

souri Organic Recycling to begin collecting the waste for composting. In 

2013 the City partnered with the EPA to supply educational material, and 

University of Missouri – Kansas City students will conduct a waste-sort 

analysis to determine how remaining trash (cardboard, paper, plastic 

and glass) could be diverted from the landfill to achieve a near-zero 

waste situation. At present, more than 16 tons of City Market food waste 

are recycled during an average month, and this figure is expected to 

double when the program is fully implemented.

Old tires are another problem, and in 2012 the City collected and deliv-

ered more than 16,000 tires to recycling centers. During that same time, 

more than 12,600 tons of leaf and brush were diverted from the landfill 

and collected for processing into compost and mulch.

Recycling is good, but minimizing trash is even better. In 2011 the City’s 

Municipal Court became the first in the nation to go completely paper-

less, saving 36,000 tons of paper per year and reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions by 93 metric tons. The City Council chambers followed as 

paperless a few months later, and the City Clerk’s Office and the Neigh-

borhoods and Housing Services Department currently are moving toward 

that goal.

More than 16 tons of food waste from vendors and res-
taurants are recycled during an average month at the 
City Market. The City is partnering with the Environmen-
tal Protection Agency and the University of Missouri-
Kansas City on a program to double this amount.

Residents use special recycling programs that divert 
thousands of tons of old tires, paint, electronics and leaf 
and brush from the landfill.

WATER AND WASTE MANAGEMENT

11



LAND USE
Every city has brownfields—sites where land use is complicated by pol-

lutants or hazardous substances. Kansas City’s brownfield program 

has assessed more than 2,691 properties and helped clean up 109 sites 

totaling 163 acres. These activities helped create at least 843 new jobs 

and retain 1,763 jobs. More than $346 million in new private investment 

was generated, and nearly $2.3 billion in additional new and expected 

development was supported.

Specific brownfield accomplishments include saving Robinson Hospital 

and the historic Empire Theater for reuse, producing a sustainable de-

velopment brochure (“Smart Growth Succeeds: Concentrating Kansas 

City’s Strengths”) and developing a master plan for the reuse of the 

former Municipal Farm’s 327-acre site.

The Kansas City Land Bank is a new program that receives foreclosed 

houses and blighted lots and offers them at discounted rates to responsible 

owners. Some properties will be fixed up for residential use and others will 

be used for community gardens or acquired by adjoining landowners. The 

idea is not to make a huge profit, but to turn the properties into neighbor-

hood assets. When the land bank opened for business in June 2013, more 

than 3,600 properties were being offered for sale, some for as little as $75.

New efforts also are underway to encourage healthy eating and ur-

ban agriculture. A 2010 change to the zoning and development codes 

allows growers to sell fresh produce on-site anywhere in the City, and no 

longer prohibits the involvement of apprentices and interns in growing 

food, even in residential areas.

At the market end, the City supports efforts to build a food hub to help 

local growers sell to large buyers such as schools, hospitals and other 

institutions. Financing is being investigated and an 18-acre site for food 

processing is being explored.

The Alamo Drafthouse Mainstreet Theater is a former 
brownfield site. The City managed the cleanup and pre-
development phases after finding asbestos, mold and 
lead-based paint in the historic Empire Theater building.

Robinson Hospital, another brownfield site, has been recon-
structed into a successful senior housing facility.

Blighted properties are turned into neighborhood assets 
through the Land Bank, a program that receives fore-
closed houses and lots and offers them at a discount to 
responsible owners.
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City officials also are creating a rapid response system to help inno-

vative local food businesses like BrightFarms acquire local building 

sites. BrightFarms has announced plans to build a $4 million hydroponics 

operation near downtown. Another indoor farm company is looking at the 

Municipal Farm site.

Other actions include:

• Vending machine operators are being encouraged to offer healthy 

eating options in City facilities and throughout the metro area.

• Health and wellness information is broadcast to a broad audience 

on KCCG-TV local government Channel 2 and online through a new 

show, “Time to be Well.” The show features dietary tips, recipes and 

exercises.

• Active Living KC is a Public Works program that encourages walking to 

schools and nutritional education.

• The City’s Safety Street program for children added two new classes: 

Healthy Eating and Active Living modules.

• Construction began in 2013 on an Aldi store at 39th Street and Pros-

pect Avenue in the Green Impact Zone, bringing new healthy eating 

opportunities to one of the City’s urban food deserts. The City is as-

sisting the development with tax increment financing.

Cleaner air, lower labor costs and fuel savings have resulted from a Parks 

and Recreation Department program to reduce mowing on 400 acres of 

open lands. The department also has restored nearly 300 acres of prairies 

and glade habitat and protected more than 6,500 acres of woodlands. 

Department employees partner with nonprofits and volunteers through the 

Conservation Corps to maintain 20 rain gardens, swales and butterfly 

gardens on 26 park properties.

The City expects to lose thousands of street trees in the next five years as 

the emerald ash borer moves into the area. A new leaf and brush drop-

off center opened in 2013 for handling affected ash trees in order to 

slow the spread of the borer across the metro area. Meanwhile, the For-

estry Division planted more than 700 trees on streets and in parks during 

2012, and volunteers planted 300 trees during the Blue River Cleanup. 

Maintaining the urban forest canopy remains a challenge, however, espe-

cially after extreme summer droughts in 2011 and 2012.

Five City golf courses have adopted environmental policies that include 

reducing chemical applications, using integrated pest management strate-

gies, establishing buffers and “no spray zones” around water features, 

and using native plants. Shoal Creek Golf Course was certified through 

the Audubon Sanctuary Program, a cooperative effort between the U.S. 

Golf Association and Audubon International. 

The City has reduced mowing on 400 acres of open land, 
saving fuel and labor. It also has restored hundreds of 
acres of prairies and glades and protected thousands of 
acres of woodlands.

“Time to be Well” is a local government TV show broad-
cast to a wide audience. It features dietary tips, recipes 
and exercises.

LAND USE

The City partners with the Conservation Corps to main-
tain rain gardens, swales and butterfly gardens on 26 
park properties, including Theis Park.
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OUTREACH AND 
COLLABORATION

The City’s Environmental Management Commission provides input 

to the mayor, City Council and City staff on environmental issues. The 17 

appointed members of the commission were the original advocates for 

developing a local climate protection plan, and they have encouraged the 

City to integrate sustainability into all aspects of municipal operations, first 

by serving on the climate plan steering committee and later, serving on 

other advisory groups. Ten years ago the commission began presenting 

annual Environmental Achievement Awards to recognize innovative City 

employees and encourage a culture of environmental stewardship. 

A Green Neighborhood Recognition Program was launched in 

2013 by the KC Green Initiative, comprised of four City staff teams 

that promote social equity, economic vitality and environmental quality 

at City facilities and throughout the community. Other projects the teams 

have helped with include:

• KC Green Fair in 2010, 2011 and 2013

• An online education program on sustainable practices for home and work

• The greening of the annual Hospital Hill Run by limiting paper items, 
reusing nylon goody bags, sourcing local food, and recycling and com-

posting 

Through the Heartland Local Government Sustainability Network, 

City staff share experiences and best practices with other local government 

sustainability staff in Missouri, Kansas, Iowa, Nebraska, Oklahoma and 

North Dakota.

The Greater Kansas City Chamber of Commerce participated on 

the steering committee and the work groups that developed the City’s 

Climate Protection Plan.  The chamber also initiated its own Climate Pro-

tection Partnership to enlist metro area employers to sign pledges to as-

sess their carbon footprint and take actions to reduce greenhouse gas 

The KC Green Fair celebrates innovative and sustainable 
City projects. The event includes a farmers market, food 
trucks, giveaways and presentations.

Pendleton Heights representatives were one of four 
groups honored in 2013 by the City’s new Green 
Neighborhood Recognition Program.
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emissions. The chamber’s Energy, Environment and Sustainability Initiative 

holds monthly meetings where businesses, local governments and non-

profit organizations share information regarding sustainability issues, ini-

tiatives and activities in the metro area.

Mid-America Regional Council (MARC) has been a valuable part-

ner in promoting regional sustainability through various committees, pro-

grams and grant-funded projects: 

• The Solid Waste Management District promotes integrated solid waste 

management practices that focus on waste minimization, reuse and 

recycling through education and outreach, a website (www.recycles-

pot.org) that identifies opportunities to recycle materials of all types, 

and small local grants to promote regional waste minimization, reuse 

and recycling.

• The Air Quality Forum coordinates activities to improve regional air 

quality and maintain compliance with National Ambient Air Quality 

Standards.  

• The Regional Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy coordinat-

ed efforts by multiple local governments to adopt enhanced and con-

sistent energy codes for residential and commercial buildings across 

the metro area. It continues to encourage collaboration on energy 

efficiency and conservation.

• Through a Solar Rooftop Challenge grant from the U.S. Department 

of Energy, MARC works with local cities to make it easier, faster and 

less expensive to permit and install rooftop solar panels. 

• The Planning Sustainable Places Program aims to develop regional 

sustainability indicators and fund sustainability pilot initiatives in key 

transportation/commercial corridors.

• Sustainable Success Stories is an annual recognition program that 

highlights initiatives by governments, nonprofits, businesses, schools 

and other institutions, and individuals.

Bridging The Gap is a long-term partner with the City, operating recy-

cling drop-off centers to complement the City’s curbside recycling program, 

performing an annual litter index of neighborhoods, and promoting other 

activities to preserve wild spaces, increase the urban tree canopy, and con-

duct stream cleanup programs with numerous volunteers. Recently, Bridg-

ing The Gap implemented WaterWorks KC to promote water conservation, 

install rain barrels and plant neighborhood rain gardens.

Cultivate Kansas City, a nonprofit that promotes local food production 

and consumption, continues to work with City staff, elected officials and 

community leaders on urban agriculture issues after zoning and develop-

ment codes were successfully updated in 2010. The organization served 

as a consultant on the Municipal Farm Sustainable Reuse Plan and now is 

helping identify healthy food access issues and urban garden opportuni-

OUTREACH AND COLLABORATION

A regional food policy coalition collaborates with City 
departments and other groups to attract vendors to un-
derserved areas as part of the Food Desert Initiative.

Bridging The Gap coordinates many projects with the 
City, including stream cleanup and water conservation.

Cultivate Kansas City works with the City on urban ag-
riculture issues and organizes a biennial urban farm 
tour—the largest in the nation. Microgreens grower City 
Bitty  Farm was one of 60 sites on the 2013 tour. (Ron 
Berg Photography)
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ties for a Marlborough neighborhood project in eastern Kansas City. The 

organization also plans the largest urban farms and gardens tour in the 

U.S. every two years; in June 2013 the tour included 60 sites, many of 

them in Kansas City, Mo.

The Greater KC Food Policy Coalition is a regional alliance with the 

goal of encouraging a healthy food system. In 2011 the coalition began 

an ongoing collaboration with the City Council, Health Department and 

various community groups to devise new strategies for attracting food ven-

dors to underserved areas as part of the Food Desert Initiative. The co-

alition also worked with the City’s Neighborhoods and Housing Services 

Department and the Jackson County Land Trust to launch the Kansas City 

Land Bank. Other cooperative efforts have included easing restrictions on 

keeping chickens in the city, and new sampling permits for use by vendors 

at city farmers markets.

Kansas City Community Gardens is another nonprofit that promotes 

urban gardens, both on private property and at schoolyards and other 

community sites. The organization’s main demonstration plot, the Beanstalk 

Children’s Garden, is located in the City’s Swope Park. The Community 

Gardens recently joined with The Giving Grove, an affiliate that advocates 

the planting of berry bushes and fruit and nut trees for public use. 

What residents can do:

• Support any of the above organizations as a volunteer, donor or member.

• Create a free account at kkcb.catalogchoice.org, and choose types of 
junk mail to opt out of receiving.

• Carpool, bus or bike to work more often. See www.kcata.org or www.
marc.org/rideshare.

• Buy produce from local farmers markets. Many of the largest are listed 
at www.agebb.missouri.edu and www.kcfoodcircle.org.

• Use clothes lines to dry wet clothes instead of a dryer.

• Set up a backyard compost box for food waste, leaves and grass clippings.

• Use a commercial car wash instead of soaping up at home.

• Volunteer to help with litter pickup, conserving ecosystems and protect-
ing trees and water quality at www.bridgingthegap.org.

• Recycle! Visit recyclespot.org for tips and information.

o Take glass containers to special drop-off bins. Locations are at 
www.rippleglassKC.com.

o Electronics are accepted at Surplus Exchange in the West Bottoms, 
www.surplusexchange.org. 

o Dispose of household hazardous waste (chemicals, cleaners, 
paint, automotive fluids) at the Kansas City Regional HHW Center, 
www.kcmo.org/hhw.

o Donate or purchase used building materials and supplies at Habi-

tat Restore. See www.restorekc.org.

OUTREACH AND COLLABORATION

The Urban Grown Farms and Gardens Tour includes a bicy-
cle tour. The organizer, Cultivate Kansas City, helped change 
the City ordinance in 2010 to promote urban farming.

Kansas City Community Gardens’ main demonstration plot 
is located in the City’s Swope Park. This nonprofit encour-
ages people to grow their own food in backyards, vacant 
lots, schoolyards and at community sites.

The Community Partners Program links some 200 local 
nonprofits whose missions include food assistance to 
low-income residents and seniors, nutrition education, 
youth support and building strong neighborhoods.
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Kansas City is recognized for leadership and initiative in sustainability on 
many different fronts:

• For two years in a row, the National League of Cities spotlighted Kan-
sas City initiatives as showcase programs at the annual Congress of 
Cities:

o 2011 – the alternative fuel program for fleet operations

o 2012 – the Enterprise Sustainability Platform system for moni-
toring and managing energy use in City buildings 

o 2012 – the Middle Blue River Basin pilot project for green solu-
tions in mitigating sewer overflows during storm water events 

• The League of American Bicyclists awarded the City with a Bronze rat-
ing in 2011, and BikeWalkKC recognized the Public Works Department 
for leadership in bicycle and pedestrian improvements in 2013.

• The U.S. Water Alliance invited City staff to present the Middle Blue 
River pilot project at the national Urban Water Sustainability Leader-
ship Conference in 2012.

• The World Eco-Safety Assembly designated the City as an International 
Eco-Safety City at its 2010 conference in Phnom Penh, Cambodia.

• The International City/County Management Association featured the 
City’s climate protection planning process in its 2010 booklet, “Getting 
Smart about Climate Change.”

• EPA’s 2012 “Resource Conservation and Recovery:  A Guide to Devel-
oping and Implementing Greenhouse Gas Reduction Programs” cited 
the City as a case study.

• The Kansas City Industrial Council gave the City sustainability awards 
for energy efficiency initiatives in 2011 and 2012. 

• In addition to recognition by the National League of Cities, Kansas 
City’s fleet operations received:

o Government Fleet Magazine’s 2009 National Fleet Environ-
mental Leadership Award 

o Number 18 Green Government Fleet in North America 2009 
(100 Best Fleets)

o Number 15 Green Government Fleet in North America 2012 
(100 Best Fleets)

o National Association of Fleet Administrators, Inc. ‘s 2008 Na-
tional Green Fleet Award 

• The Missouri State Chapter of the American Planning Association gave 
a Special Community Initiative Award for the City’s Climate Protection 
Plan in 2008. The chapter also recognized the City’s Stream Setback 
Ordinance with an Outstanding Tool award.

• The American Society of Landscape Architects gave the City’s Munici-
pal Farm Sustainable Reuse Plan a merit award in 2012.

AWARDS AND  
RECOGNITIONS

City staff were invited to speak about Middle Blue River 
channel improvements at a national urban water confer-
ence in 2012.

The League of American Bicyclists and BikeWalk KC 
recognized the City for bicycle and pedestrian improve-
ments in 2013.

Rain gardens in the Middle Blue River Basin help mitigate 
sewer overflows during stormwater events. This pilot project 
was spotlighted at the 2012 Congress of Cities.
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The new KC Stat Dashboard provides a quick online view 
of progress being made for each of the City Council’s 24 
priorities—an example of more open and accountable 
government.

Finally, because the best ideas come from the broadest base of residents, 

the City of Kansas City, Mo., has begun placing large amounts of data 

such as budget items, 311 Call Center reports, crime information, traffic 

counts and other statistics on an open platform for all to examine. Officials 

have worked with the nonprofit Code for America to build apps to help the 

City perform better—a temporary project that will be continued by a group 

of local volunteers called The Brigade. In addition, the City has hired a 

chief innovation officer to explore new ways to solve complex city problems 

and improve citizen engagement, including hosting an annual ideas fair. 

The future is ours to design, and all good ideas will contribute in one way 

or another to a sustainable way of life in Kansas City.

CONCLUSION

The Mayor’s Challenge Cabinet and the City’s chief innovation officer organized an ideas fair in 2013 highlighting examples of how resi-
dents empowered themselves to create neighborhood improvement projects. The goal is to crowdsource best practices and exchange ideas. 
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City of Kansas City, Mo.

www.kcmo.org

City of Kansas City, Mo., Overflow Control Plan

www.kcwaterservices.org

EnergyWorks KC

www.kcmo.org/ewkc

KC Green

www.kcmo.org/kcgreen

The Land Bank of Kansas City

www.kcmolandbank.org

LEED/U.S. Green Building Council

www.usgbc.org/leed

U.S./EPA ENERGY STAR

www.energystar.gov

Kansas City Regional Clean Cities Coalition

www.kcenergy.org/kccleancities.aspx

Electrify Heartland

www.electrifyheartland.org

Bridging The Gap

www.bridgingthegap.org

Mid-America Regional Council

www.marc.org

Cultivate Kansas City of Kansas City

www.cultivatekc.org

Greater Kansas City Food Policy Coalition

www.kcfoodpolicy.org

Kansas City Community Gardens

www.kccg.org

RESOURCES

19






