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Green building programs sound 
great but can be tough and expensive 
for suburban cities to start. Recently, 
representatives from King County cit-
ies said the best way to get a program 
going is to take your cues from another 
jurisdiction.

Jozanne Moe of  the city of  Redmond 
said that’s exactly what her city did 
when it based its recently launched green 

building program off  of  Kirkland’s. 
“Through other jurisdictions’ ground-
work, creating our green building pro-
gram was obtainable in a (short) amount 
of  time.”

Moe said Redmond looked at Seattle’s 
and King County’s green building pro-
grams, before deciding Kirkland’s was 
the best fit. It took about seven months 
to develop the program. By contrast, it 
took Kirkland about a year and a half  to 
create the original program.

David Barnes, green building team 

lead and planner at the city of  Kirkland, 
said too often, cities think they have 
to develop programs from scratch and 
don’t look to other jurisdictions for help. 
He hopes that is changing with green 
building. “Let’s help each other. Don’t 
recreate the wheel!” 

Moe and other speakers discussed 
the topic at a King County conference 
for county staff  and local government 
members in September. The session was 
attended by representatives of  at least 15 
different suburban cites, many of  which 

Suburban cities develop 
green building programs

 The DUO Kirkland project by Yuval Sofer and YS Development is a two-house project that is shooting for four-star Built 
Green and Energy Star certification. It used the city of Kirkland’s expedited permitting option for green buildings. 
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said they were interested in starting 
green building programs. Cities rep-
resented included Mountlake Terrace, 
Sammamish and North Bend.

Rebecca Fox of  the city of  Tukwila 
attended the conference session. It was 
“absolutely” helpful to hear about other 
city’s experiences, she said, because 
Tukwila is just beginning to think 
about green building and is “eager to 
move in that direction.”

Where we are nowWhere we are now
Technically, Redmond and Kirkland 

are the only suburban cities with 
functioning green building programs. 
Other cities, like Issaquah, have poli-
cies in place that support green build-
ing techniques. And lots more are 
interested. 

Patti Southard, King County 
GreenTools project manager, said all 
39 cities in the county have showed 
interest in developing green building 
programs though to different levels. 
“Every city, at one point or another, has 
sent a representative.”

A year and a half  ago, King County 
launched its GreenTools program. The 
program was designed to be a toolbox 
to help cities set up green building 
programs, and encourage proactive 
change versus regulating it.

Dan Farrell, green building special-
ist at GreenTools said cities that are 
actively pursuing green programs 
include Bellevue, Kent, Sammamish, 
Shoreline and Kenmore. Other cit-
ies just investigating the possibilities 
include Mercer Island and Enumclaw. 
Farrell defines a green building pro-
gram as having formalized programs 
and dedicated or educated staff. It also 
helps if  they have a Web presence. 

Jeramy Koepping, assistant planner 
for the city of  Enumclaw, describes 
his city as “advanced beginners” in 
looking at green building programs. 
The city has spent about a year trying 
to figure out what kind of  approach it 
wants to use, if  any. “We’re trying to 
figure out what the city’s role would be, 
in that is it market driven and we step 
out of  the way... or do we, as a city take 
on an incentivizing role in it?”  

Koepping said there are currently no 
green certified buildings in Enumclaw. 
Green building is an attractive idea, he 
said, but the trick is finding what the 
best approach is for Enumclaw. For 
example, he said Enumclaw is looking 
at other green building programs, like 
Kirkland’s, but that city’s demographic 
is very pro-green with “a lot of  money” 
and high land values. It makes more 

sense to look at what smaller cit-
ies, like Sumner and Sammamish are 
doing, he said.

What are the challenges?
Farrell said in King County, plan-

ners are on board and don’t need to 
be convinced of  the merits of  green 
buildings. What’s difficult is getting 
programs in place to support those 
intentions, providing the right educa-
tion and making sure everyone is on 
the same page in what they consider a 
green building and how they regulate 
it. 

One problem in developing green 
programs has been lack of  communi-
cation. Charlene Anderson of  the city 
of  Kent said she hadn’t heard of  the 
GreenTools program until she attended 
a session on it at a national conference.  
Kent does not yet have a green building 
program but the new 153,000-square-
foot Kent Events Center will be LEED 
silver. 

Other challenges include differences 
in what jurisdictions will permit, and 
finding the money to support a green 
building program. “The regulatory 
community is playing catch up a little 
bit... to what the design parameters and 
systems are and understanding them,” 
Farrell said.

Time has also been a challenge in 
setting up green building programs. 
For the last few years, jurisdictions 
have been very busy permitting new 
projects. With the market downturn, 
Farrell said it could be an opportunity 
to develop green building programs in 
jurisdictions’ spare time.

Barnes said that’s the case in 
Kirkland, where staff  are using the 
extra time created by the residential 
market slowdown to develop a priority 
green permitting program for commer-
cial buildings. “When things are down, 
that’s the best time to start planning 
because then when things get pumping, 
you’ve got everything in place.”

But Koepping said the current state 
of  the economy raises the question 
of  whether it is appropriate to put 
money into developing a green build-
ing program, or paying more for green 
buildings. “It’s sort of  a luxury item to 
be able to put money in a municipality 
into an endeavor like that.”

What’s the next step?
Kirkland’s green building program, 

which launched in January 2008, has 
expedited permit review of  15 days for 
residential homes that are LEED silver 

or Built Green four-star or better. 
But when developing the green build-

ing program, Barnes said the most ing program, Barnes said the most 
important thing was having a plan important thing was having a plan 
for what the city wanted to achieve. for what the city wanted to achieve. 
“As with all good projects, you need a “As with all good projects, you need a 
strong foundation,” he said. 

Barnes said it was extremely impor-
tant to keep stakeholders from differ-
ent city partners and the building com-
munity informed throughout the entire munity informed throughout the entire 
process. In developing the program, process. In developing the program, 
the team involved representatives from the team involved representatives from 
planning, public works and the fire planning, public works and the fire 
department to develop the program. 

John Minato, city of  Issaquah build-
ing official, said he sees green building ing official, said he sees green building 
spreading. “Over time, I am beginning spreading. “Over time, I am beginning 
to think a lot of  this will shift. It starts to think a lot of  this will shift. It starts 
in one area... but the whole process is in one area... but the whole process is 
beginning to grow.” 

Based on Kirkland’s experience, here Based on Kirkland’s experience, here 
is Barnes’s advice for other cities:

• Timing is everything.
• A multi-departmental team works A multi-departmental team works 

well.
•  Look for natural partners like King  Look for natural partners like King 

County’s GreenTools.
• Get letters of  support from stake-

holders.
• Educate staff, building community Educate staff, building community 

and citizens often.
• Create a program that is flexible so Create a program that is flexible so 

it can change as the field changes. 

Katie Zemtseff  can be reached at Katie Zemtseff  can be reached at 
katiez@djc.com or at (206) 622-8272.


