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Foreword

Jonathan D . Breul

On behalf of the IBM Center for The Business of Government, 
we are pleased to present this report, Implementing 
Sustainability in Federal Agencies: An Early Assessment of 
President Obama’s Executive Order 13514, by Daniel J . 
Fiorino, Executive in Residence and Director, Center for 
Environmental Policy at American University . 

With the issuance of Executive Order 13514 (the EO) on federal 
sustainability, the Obama administration has called upon the 
federal government to lead by example by making its operations 
more sustainable, responsible, and efficient . “As the largest  
consumer of energy in the U .S . economy, the federal govern-
ment can and should lead by example when it comes to creating 
innovative ways to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, increase 
energy efficiency, conserve water, reduce waste, and use  
environmentally responsible products and technologies,” said 
President Obama . This EO is an attempt to make operational 
the concept of sustainability . By pushing the integration of envi-
ronmental, energy, and transportation indi cators, the EO com-
bines into one strategy the core elements of sustainability .

The purpose of this report is to describe the initial implementa-
tion of Executive Order 13514 . The report aims to: 

•	 Examine the EO as a strategy for promoting sustainability in 
federal agencies 

•	 Assess its early implementation—its strengths, weaknesses, 
and areas for improvement 

•	 Offer recommendations for the next phases of implementing 
the EO 

The report is prepared in the second year of Executive Order 
13514’s implementation . Given the 10-year timeframe of tar-
gets and goals, this is an early assessment of the EO and its 
implementation strategy . The first year (2010) was one of plan-
ning, collecting data, and creat ing the organizational and infor-
mation infrastructure needed for implementation . The primary 
planning tool required by the EO, the Strategic Sustainability 
Performance Plan, was submitted by agencies to the Office of 
Management and Budget (OMB) and Council on Environmental 
Quality (CEQ) in June 2010 . 
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During the second year of the EO (2011), agen cies have shifted 
from planning to implementation . The final year for implementa-
tion of the EO, based on the target dates for all the goals, is 
2020 . Agencies are thus just at the start of the entire process . 

We offer this report as an implementation analysis, not a program 
evalua tion . It is far too early for an evaluation of EO 13514; 
there are few outcomes to assess . An implementation analysis, 
on the other hand, may be helpful at this point in time . Our 
goal is that this report will provide the groundwork for subse-
quent evaluations to be conducted later in the EO’s implementa-
tion process . The concept of sustainability is a unifying principle 
of Executive Order 13514 and it represents a significant effort 
to articulate the concept of sustainability and incorporate it into 
national policy . 

This report by Dan Fiorino complements two recent IBM 
reports, A Guide for Local Government Executives on Energy 
Efficiency and Sustainability, by Nathan Francis and Richard 
Feiock; and Breaking New Ground: Promoting Environmental 
and Energy Programs in Local Government, by James Svara, 
Anna Read, and Evelina Moulder, which focus on local govern-
ment efforts in pursuing sustainability programs . Taken together, 
these three reports provide insights into how governments at the 
federal, state, and local levels are taking action today in the 
hopes of securing a better, more sustainable future . 

We trust that this report will add to this timely and continually 
evolving pursuit .  

Jonathan D . Breul  
Executive Director 
IBM Center for The Business of Government 
jonathan .d .breul @ us .ibm .com

Timothy Fain 
Associate Partner for Business Strategy 
Public Sector Strategy and Innovation 
tfain @ us .ibm .com
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Sustainability is the integration of economic, environmental, and social systems in modern 
governance and the preservation of a balance among them . The concept suggests a search for 
positive relationships among the three systems, so that economic security and prosperity, envi-
ronmental quality, and social well-being proceed hand-in-hand rather than as a series of zero-
sum trade-offs .1

Central to the concept of sustainability is the idea of thinking about and preparing for the 
future . Choices made now for the benefit of the current generation should not foreclose the 
options available to future ones .2 The issue of climate change illustrates this long-term impera-
tive clearly: By not reducing greenhouse gas emissions and promoting a transition to clean 
energy sources, the current generation transfers the costs of climate change to future genera-
tions and forecloses options available for meeting their economic, environmental, and social 
goals . The same may be said of the other issues that make up environmental sustainability, 
such as water quantity and quality, use and disposal of chemicals, patterns of land use and 
development, and the efficient use of resources, among others . Choices made now in consum-
ing resources, managing development, protecting ecosystems, and sustaining air and water 
quality will constrain or foreclose the options available to future generations .

The concept of sustainability is a unifying principle for President Barack Obama’s Executive 
Order 13514 on “Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance,” 
issued on October 5, 2009 (the EO) .3 The sustainability concept, especially the notion of inte-
grating environmental and energy issues and linking them with opportunities for economic 
efficiency and social well-being, is expressed throughout the EO . The idea of not foreclosing 
options for the future is implied in the scope, targets, and activities in the EO . It is implied 
that actions taken now will deliver benefits in the future, by increasing near-term costs that 
will be offset by longer-term gains in environmental, economic, and social well-being . Executive 
Order 13514 represents a significant effort to articulate the concept of sustainability and 
incorporate it into national policy .

Two aspects of the sustainability concept as used in this report should be noted . First, the EO 
is concerned primarily with environmental sustainability and secondarily with the economic 
and social dimensions of the concept . Environmental sustainability may be described as having 
three elements: 

1. The approach taken here draws upon John Robinson and Jon Tinker, “Reconciling Ecological, Economic, and Social Imperatives: A 
New Conceptual Framework,” in Ted Schrecker, ed., Surviving Globalism: The Social and Economic Challenges (New York: St. Martin’s 
Press, 1997), pp. 71–94. For other discussions of sustainability, see Robert C. Paehlke, “Sustainability,” in Robert F. Durant, Daniel J. 
Fiorino, and Rosemary O’Leary, eds. Environmental Governance Reconsidered: Challenges, Choices, and Opportunities (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2004), pp. 35 –67, and Daniel J. Fiorino, “Sustainability as a Conceptual Focus for Public Administration,” Public 
Administration Review, 70 (December 2010), pp. S78–S88.
2. This commonly used definition is from the report of the World Commission on Environment and Development, Our Common Future, 
(Oxford: UK: Oxford University Press, 1987).
3. Executive Order 13514 and documents associated with it are available at www.whitehouse.gov.

Introduction

http://www.whitehouse.gov
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•	 Human health and well-being, including amenities such as clean air and water or protection 
from toxic chemicals

•	 Ecosystem vitality, including activities such as protecting habitat, preserving bio-diversity, 
and managing stresses on water resources

•	 Resource use and efficiency, which describes how energy, water, and materials are used 
and with what effects4 

Although the EO covers all three to a degree, it highlights resource efficiency given the focus 
on energy, greenhouse gases, and economic efficiency .

Second, the term “sustainability transition” is used in this report . This term is based on the 
notion that environmental sustainability is less a well-defined outcome than a process of tran-
sition from one set of conditions to another . The characteristics of this transition include, for 
example, moving from:

•	 Inefficient to more efficient energy use 

•	 Pollutant-intensive to renewable energy sources

•	 Energy-consuming, unhealthy buildings to green design and construction 

•	 High environmental impact to low-impact development 

•	 High-risk to safer chemicals 

The term “sustainability transition” as used in this report refers to the process of moving in these 
and similar directions . The EO is aimed at promoting such a transition in federal agencies .

The purpose of this report is to describe the initial process for implementing Executive Order 
13514 . This report aims to achieve three objectives:

•	 Examine the EO as a strategy for promoting sustainability in federal agencies

•	 Assess its early implementation—its strengths, weaknesses, and areas for improvement 

•	 Offer recommendations for the next phases of implementing the EO

This report is prepared in the second year of Executive Order 13514’s implementation . Given 
the 10-year timeframe of targets and goals, this is an early assessment of the order and its 
implementation strategy . The first year (2010) was one of planning, collecting data, and creat-
ing the organizational and information infrastructure needed for implementation . The primary 
planning tool required by the EO, the Strategic Sustainability Performance Plan, was due from 
agencies to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) and Council on Environmental Quality 
(CEQ) in June 2010 . During the following months, OMB and CEQ assessed the documents 
and provided feedback and guidance . During the second year of the EO (2011), agencies 
have shifted from planning to implementation . The final year for implementation of the EO, 
based on the target dates for all the goals, is 2020 . Agencies are thus just at the start of the 
entire process . 

This report should be seen as an implementation or process analysis, not a program evaluation . 
The former “concerns the way in which a particular policy or program is implemented .”5 An 
evaluation, in contrast, is concerned with the effects of a program or policy given the outcomes 

4. Based on the definitions in Robert C. Paehlke, “Sustainability,” in Robert F. Durant, Daniel J. Fiorino, and Rosemary O’Leary, eds., 
Environmental Governance Reconsidered: Challenges, Choices, and Opportunities (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), pp. 42–47. 
5. David H. Rosenbloom, Robert S. Kravchuk, Richard M. Clerkin, Public Administration: Understanding Management, Politics, and 
Law in the Public Sector, 7th ed. (Boston, MA: McGraw-Hill, 2009), p. 352.
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it is intended to achieve . It is far too early for an evaluation of EO 13514; there are few out-
comes to assess . An implementation analysis, on the other hand, may be helpful at this point 
in time . The goal is that this report will provide the groundwork for more comprehensive eval-
uations later in the EO’s implementation process .

The report begins with a brief history of federal greening as it has occurred under a series of 
executive orders, supplemented by statutes . Following the history is an analysis of the strategy 
for change as embodied in the EO, focusing on six topics: 

•	 The centrality of the sustainability concept

•	 Goals and targets 

•	 Strategic sustainability performance plans 

•	 The management structure for implementation 

•	 The OMB scorecard 

•	 Criteria for setting priorities and allocating investments

The third section of the report compares five agency strategic sustainability performance plans 
and the approaches taken in each . The next part considers challenges in implementing the EO . 
The following section offers an examination of siting provisions as an example of how agencies 
may affect local and regional planning and extend the reach of federal agencies in promoting 
sustainability .

The final section of the report presents findings, recommendations, and an overall assessment 
of the EO . 
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Executive Order 13514 is the latest in a series of presidential orders and statutes aimed at 
improving environmental and energy performance in the federal government . It can be seen 
as part of a long-term, incremental process of environmental improvement . However, this most 
recent order constitutes a departure from its many predecessors . EO 13514 illustrates both a 
process of incremental change in pursuit of long-term objectives and change that expands upon 
earlier efforts within the federal government . A look at the actions leading up to the current 
EO helps place it and the underlying strategy in historical context .

The federal government was a latecomer to the move toward stronger environmental protec-
tion in the 1970s and 1980s . Many of the laws and standards that applied to private-sector 
firms in such industries as steel, chemicals, autos, pulp and paper, and utilities did not apply 
to federal agencies and facilities . This changed through the 1980s and was codified in the 
Federal Facilities Act of 1992 and other policies . From a legal perspective, the standards of 
the Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, and other laws are binding for federal agencies .6 Although 
federal agencies were exempted from some obligations, especially on matters of national secu-
rity and defense, the federal government was placed on an equal footing with private firms in 
the last two decades .

Differences between the Bush Administration and Obama 
Administration Executive Orders
Executive Order 13423 (2007) was issued by President George W . Bush and is important in 
several respects . First, it was designed to consolidate requirements from previous orders . It 
was the most comprehensive set of directives on federal agency greening that had been issued 
to that point . Second, it reinforced existing orders and expanded slightly upon them . It repre-
sented a high degree of continuity . EO 13423 set a baseline from which emerged the more 
expansive goals of the Obama EO . The Bush EO set quantitative targets for energy efficiency, 
water consumption, fleet fuel use, building energy intensity, electronic products, and paper . It 
called for improving but did not set quantitative targets for the acquisition of goods and ser-
vices; hazardous materials; waste recycling, prevention, and diversion; and renewable energy 
projects . This order did not set targets for GHGs, reflecting the overall position of the Bush 
administration on climate change . Provisions on energy efficiency, vehicles, and renewable 
energy, however, moved agencies in the direction of GHG reductions . By consolidating and 
reinforcing the provisions of previous orders on greening, the 2007 order set the stage for the 
more ambitious goals that were set out in 13514 .

6. For a statement on the compliance status of federal facilities, see Administrator Christine Todd Whitman Letter to the Honorable 
James M. Jeffords, available at www.epa.gov/oecaerth/federalfacilities/index.html. On the Defense Department, see Robert F. Durant, The 
Greening of the U.S. Military: Environmental Policy, National Security, and Organizational Change (Washington, D.C.: Georgetown 
University Press, 2007).

Greening the Federal Government: 
The Path to Executive Order 13514
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Several contrasts in the concept and implementation of the Bush and Obama EOs are worth 
noting . The former states that federal agencies should carry out environmental, transportation, 
and energy-related functions “in an environmentally, economically, and fiscally sound, inte-
grated, continuously improving, efficient, and sustainable manner .” (Section 1) . Although “sus-
tainable” is mentioned, the EO focuses more on continuous improvement, sound management, 
and eco-efficiency than on the broader concept of environmental, energy, social, and economic 
sustainability . The interagency coordinating body is the “Steering Committee on Strengthening 
Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management .” Contrast this with the 
“Steering Committee on Federal Sustainability” created in Obama’s EO 13514 . The Bush 
order may be likened to the efforts of many firms in the 1980s and 1990s to improve envi-
ronmental management, adopt pollution prevention, and track performance, while not explic-
itly embracing sustainability . The Obama order is consistent with more recent trends among 
leading private-sector firms with its emphasis on sustainability .

A second difference between the Bush and Obama EOs is that the process for implementing 
the former is far less prescriptive than it is for the latter . In contrast to the plethora of dates set 
out in the Obama EO, the Bush EO prescribed only two specific deadlines requiring that agency 
heads name someone to oversee implementation (Section 3[d]) and that the federal environ-
mental executive report on agency activities no less often than every other year (Section 6[b]) . 
Another difference between the two is that the Obama EO defines several oversight mecha-
nisms and roles, while the Bush order contains few . In sum, EO 13514 relies far more on 
action-forcing prescription, agency accountability, and deadlines than its predecessor did .

Key Executive Orders in the Clinton Administration

The series of executive orders issued by President Bill Clinton preceded the sustainability orders 
issued by Presidents George Bush and Barack Obama. 

•	 Executive Order 13101 (1998) addressed waste reduction, pollution prevention, recycling, 
and acquisition of “environmentally preferable” goods and services . It created the Office of 
the Federal Environmental Executive (OFEE), which plays a central role in implementing the 
current EO . 

•	 Executive Order 13123 (1999) covered energy use and conservation and greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions . It set a goal of a 30-percent reduction of GHG emissions by 2010, using 
1990 as a baseline . This order also pressed agencies to strive for renewable energy and water 
efficiency, defined a major role in federal energy management for the Department of Energy 
(DOE), and directed GSA to develop sustainable design principles for buildings . These prin-
ciples now play a central role in EO 13514 .

•	 Executive Order 13148 (2000), titled “Greening the Government through Leadership in 
Environmental Management,” directed agencies to adopt environmental management systems 
(EMS) and incorporate them into day-to-day operations and long-term planning . It directed that 
an EMS be implemented at all “appropriate” federal facilities by the end of 2005 and created 
the Interagency Environmental Leadership Workgroup to promote their use within agencies . 
This order also included provisions on compliance auditing, reductions in chemical releases and 
use, and landscaping . 

•	 Executive Order 13149 (2000) called for better federal fleet and transportation efficiency . 
It aimed to cut petroleum consumption through the use of alternative vehicles and fuels and 
improved fuel efficiency .

Other executive orders leading up to and setting the stage for the Obama executive order are pre-
sented in Appendix I.
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Relevant Laws Setting the Stage for EO 13514
Many laws also set the stage for EO 13514 . The Energy Policy Act of 2005 (EPAct) and 
Energy Independence and Security Act of 2007 (EISA) deserve special attention . The 2005 
law included several provisions aimed specifically at federal energy use and efficiency, including 
requirements for buildings, product procurement based on energy efficiency, use of energy sav-
ings performance contracts, and renewable energy targets . Among these was that the federal 
government meet or exceed a target of 7 .5 percent renewable energy consumption in 2013 
and later years . The EISA set new ethanol rules, increased corporate average fuel economy 
standards (CAFÉ), set efficiency standards for appliances and lighting, enacted smart grid 
provisions, and authorized more research on renewable energy and carbon capture and storage . 
It created an Office of Climate Change and Environment at the Department of Transportation 
(DOT) and Office of High Performance Green Buildings (OHPGB) at GSA to ensure compliance 
with the green building provisions in the law, among them sustainable design criteria for new 
and renovated buildings, conservation and renewable energy, and greenhouse gases . The law 
called for, by 2010, a 30-percent cut in energy use in federal buildings (from a 2005 baseline) 
and 55-percent cut in fossil fuels (from 2003) . EISA codified many of the provisions of EO 
13423 and defined much of the content of 13514 .

In sum, when it set out to make its own mark on the federal sustainability agenda, the Obama 
administration started from an established legal and administrative foundation . Many elements 
for the next push to federal sustainability were in place .
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The Obama administration moved quickly to implement its own interpretation of sustainability . 
The President had stressed the themes of clean energy, climate action, air and water quality, 
and other environmental issues throughout his presidential campaign . He also had articulated 
the sustainability concept by emphasizing that environmental and economic progress could 
not only be reconcilable but also synergistic . It was expected that CEQ and OMB staff would 
be tasked to draft an executive order as soon as the administration took office . The executive 
order issued in October 2009 explicitly linked the environment, energy, economics, and even 
some of the basic elements of social equity .

Executive orders offer presidents a means of influencing policy without having to contend with 
the numerous veto points in the American system . As the story of cap-and-trade legislation in 
the Senate in 2009–2010 reveals, the transition to a more sustainable and energy-friendly 
economy is beset with political and institutional challenges . As head of the executive branch, 
on the other hand, a president has leeway to direct operations of agencies in ways that improve 
government efficiency and effectiveness . The Obama EO aims at providing more than just a 
change in federal policy and behavior . Indeed, the notion that the EO is more than an internal 
agency strategy comes through in the emphasis it places on leadership and serving as an 
example for others . That emphasis is one of several aspects of the EO examined in this part of 
the report . The others are the goals and targets; sustainability plans; the management structure 
for implementation; the OMB scorecard; and criteria for determining investment priorities .

The Centrality of the Sustainability Concept
This executive order is best understood by focusing on the centrality of the sustainability con-
cept . It is clear that the EO’s overarching purpose is to promote environmental sustainability .7 
The words sustainability and sustainable appear repeatedly . In the preamble, the stated pur-
pose is “to establish an integrated strategy for sustainability in the Federal Government … ” 
The implementing mechanism is termed the Strategic Sustainability Performance Plan, and 
lead officials within agencies are Senior Sustainability Officers who make up the Steering 
Committee on Federal Sustainability . The role of the Federal Environmental Executive is to 
develop and promote the sharing of strategies, tools, and best practices from “successful 
Federal sustainability efforts .” The conceptual focus and scope of the EO clearly reflect an 
intent to embrace and promote the concept of sustainability .

The term sustainability has been defined in many ways . It is defined in the EO 13514 (Section 
19) as follows: “to create and maintain conditions, under which humans and nature can exist 
in productive harmony, that permit fulfilling the social, economic, and other requirements of 

7. The term “environmental sustainability” is used throughout this report to refer to the three elements of human health and well-being, 
ecosystem vitality, and resource use/efficiency. When used on its own, the term “sustainability” refers to the relationships among environ-
mental, economic, and social issues.

The Obama Administration Actions 
on Federal Sustainability
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present and future generations .” This is identical to the definition in the Bush EO and nearly 
identical to the statement of Congressional policy set out in Title I of the National Environmental 
Policy Act of 1969 (NEPA) . The only substantive difference between the Obama and Bush 
EOs and NEPA is that the former uses the term to “permit fulfilling” future requirements while 
NEPA refers to the need to “fulfill” requirements of present and future generations . The actual 
meaning comes out in the goals and targets in the EO . They provide an operational definition 
of the environmental dimension of sustainability (although without a specific emphasis on air 
and water quality, habitat, and biodiversity) and make the link with economic efficiency and 
progress and, to a more limited extent, with the concept of social equity .

This explicit reliance on sustainability reflects not only an evolution in thinking similar to what 
many private firms have undergone; it expresses several core policy differences between the 
Obama administration and its predecessor . The Bush executive order did not directly focus on 
sustainability . It focused on the themes of stronger management and economic efficiency . The 
Obama EO embraces sustainability . More important, the leadership within the administration, 
especially from such key agencies as GSA and DOE, has articulated a vision and commitment 
that have been absent in recent years . 

Goals and Targets 
The goals of the EO provide an operational definition of the concept of environmental sustain-
ability . The EO directs federal agencies to:

•	 Improve energy efficiency

•	 Measure and reduce greenhouse gases (GHGs) 

•	 Conserve and protect water resources (including stormwater)

•	 Recycle and eliminate waste

•	 Prevent pollution 

•	 Purchase green products

•	 “Leverage agency acquisitions to foster markets for sustainable technologies” and “environ-
mentally preferable products, materials, and services”

•	 Incorporate green, high-performance principles and strive for zero-net-energy facilities in 
designing, constructing, renovating, operating, and siting buildings 

•	 Adopt practices and make decisions that strengthen the “vitality and livability” of the 
communities in which they are located

In doing all of the above, agencies are to inform and involve federal employees and continue 
to implement environmental management systems (EMS) as directed in previous orders . 
Agencies are to accomplish these goals while setting priorities “based on full accounting of 
both economic and social benefits and costs … ”

These goals are translated into specific performance targets and related policy, practice, and 
behavioral changes . The EO sets several specific, quantitative targets . Most are defined as per-
centage reductions to be achieved annually and with respect to a longer-term target date (either 
2015 or 2020) . Despite the emphasis on reducing GHGs, the EO itself does not set a quantita-
tive target . Instead, it directs each agency to adopt targets for Scope 1 and 2 GHG emissions 
by January 4, 2010 (90 days after signing of the EO) and for Scope 3 emissions by June 2, 
2010 (240 days after signing) as part of its sustainability plan . In January 2010, President 
Obama set the GHG parameters for agency reductions when he announced 28-percent (Scope 
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1 and 2) and 13-percent (Scope 3) goals for 2020 for the federal government as a whole . 
Agencies took this as a point of departure .

The distinctions among Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions are critical to understanding the EO and 
its reach:

•	 Scope 1 includes direct emissions from facilities that are “owned or controlled” by a federal 
agency .

•	 Scope 2 covers emissions from power generation that is purchased . 

•	 Scope 3 covers emissions not “owned or directly controlled” by the agency but “related” to 
its activities, including employee commuting and business travel, vendor supply chains, 
contractors, and delivery services . 

Previous orders did not cover these Scope 3 emissions, nor had most agencies developed tools 
for measuring them . One of the implementation challenges has been defining a baseline and 
developing measurement tools for employee business travel, commuting, and vendor supply 
chains . At the same time, the Scope 3 provisions have greatly expanded the reach of federal 
agencies beyond their physical and conceptual fence lines . This is especially the case in pro-
moting the goals of neighborhood livability and sustainable siting of federal facilities, as dis-
cussed in the final section of this report . 

The EO specifies various management strategies and practices that reinforce and expand 
upon the targets and goals . Among these, agencies are to continue implementing the environ-
mental management systems required under previous orders . Most agencies use these systems 
to organize and improve their environmental performance . The Department of Energy relies 
heavily on an EMS, as do the Department of Defense and the National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration, among others . Evidence of this reliance is these agencies’ participation 
in EPA’s former National Environmental Performance Track, for which the EMS was a condi-
tion of membership .

Strategic Sustainability Performance Plans
An important innovation is the agency strategic sustainability performance plans . Starting in 
2010, each agency “shall develop, implement, and annually update an integrated Strategic 
Sustainability Performance Plan that will prioritize agency actions based on life cycle return  
on investment (section 8) .” This is designed to serve as a comprehensive planning document 
incorporating key aspects of the EO . The plan includes a general statement of policy, a 
description of actions for implementing the EO, ways of measuring progress, and a list of  
policy changes to be made . Plans are to be updated annually and include, among other ele-
ments, an analysis of projects that will be extended or expanded, as well as those that will be 
discontinued .

Agencies are directed to integrate the EO into planning and budgeting processes . This integra-
tion extends to strategic plans prepared under the Government and Performance Results Act 
(GPRA) of 1993 and the GPRA Modernization Act of 2010 .8 Just how this integration will 
occur is unclear at this point, given the timing of the order . EPA, for example, does not men-
tion EO 13514 in its most recent performance plan, which is designed to link activities in the 
annual budget with the strategic plan and goals . DOT, however, explicitly incorporates EO 

8. The GPRA Modernization Act revises the original 1993 act in several ways, including changes in agency planning and performance 
reporting, provisions on designating cross-cutting federal priority goals and agency-based priority goals, and codification of the existing 
governance framework.
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13514 implementation into its draft Strategic Plan for FY2010–FY2025, under the 
Environmental Sustainability Strategic Goal .9 The DOT plan lists four specific targets from the 
EO as proposed performance measures, among them a 20-percent reduction in GHG emis-
sions and 30-percent reduction in fleet petroleum use by 2020 . It also lists several commit-
ments it will undertake as required by the EO . The DOT plan offers an example of how 
agencies could link sustainability plans with GPRA activities .

In the initial round (June 2010), 56 agencies submitted plans to OMB and CEQ for approval . 
The plans follow a standard format as prescribed by OMB and CEQ . 

The Management Structure for Implementation

Roles of OMB and CEQ
The EO creates an elaborate management structure for coordination, oversight, and account-
ability . Key responsibilities for implementing the EO were given to OMB and CEQ . 

•	 The Office of Management and Budget was tasked to:

•	 Review and approve the annual sustainability plans and annual updates (concurrently 
with annual budget reviews, “where feasible”) and

•	 Prepare scorecards evaluating each agency’s performance and publish the results on a 
publicly accessible website 

OMB’s role is to hold agencies accountable, specifically in making links to the annual 
budget process and producing the OMB scorecards, both of which are powerful oversight 
mechanisms .

•	 The Council on Environmental Quality (CEQ) was tasked to:

•	 Issue GHG accounting and reporting instructions and general implementing guidance 

•	 Review and approve targets for GHG reduction 

•	 Provide government-wide GHG targets to the president

•	 Review and evaluate the multi-year sustainability plans 

•	 Establish interagency work groups 

•	 Administer a presidential leadership and awards program

A central operating role was given to the Office of the Federal Environmental Executive 
(OFEE), housed within CEQ . Its functions are to identify strategies and tools that support 
implementation, monitor agency progress, and advise the CEQ Chair and OMB Director on 
implementation and performance .

Role of the Senior Sustainability Officers
Lead responsibility within agencies is assigned to senior sustainability officers (SSOs) “who 
shall be accountable for agency conformance with the requirements of this order” (Section 7) . 
They oversee implementation within the agency and are the primary point of accountability 
with OMB and CEQ . The CEQ website lists 62 SSOs; most are top political or career execu-
tives responsible for administrative or management functions . The SSOs make up the Steering 
Committee for Federal Sustainability, which is the primary interagency coordinating body . 

9. USDOT Draft Strategic Plan: 2010–2015 (public comment draft). Available at www.dot.gov/stratplan/dot_strategic_plan_10–15.pdf.
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Beyond the designation of the SSO, the EO does not specify how agencies are to manage their 
internal plan development and implementation . As the upcoming discussion of five sustain-
ability plans will describe, agencies formed internal task forces or work groups to focus on 
various aspects of the EO .

Role of the Department of Energy and General Services Administration
As part of its management structure, the EO designates roles for DOE and GSA based on their 
subject matter expertise or functional responsibilities within the government . 

•	 DOE is designated based on the centrality of energy use and greenhouse gas reductions in 
sustainability . The Federal Energy Management Program at DOE serves as a resource on 
greenhouse gas reporting and accounting procedures, fleet management and economy, and 
options for improving energy efficiency .

•	 GSA is designated due to the emphasis on building construction, renovation, and mainte-
nance and the acquisition of goods and services . As the federal property manager, GSA 
plays a central role in vendor and contractor performance as well as in building design, 
construction, maintenance, and demolition .

Role of Interagency Groups
Given the range and complexity of the demands placed on agencies, well-defined and man-
aged networks for communicating expectations, sharing information and best practices, and 
coordinating actions are critical . Agencies are collecting and organizing a great deal of data, 
supporting change in a variety of organizations, and working through a number of challenges . 
The EO itself creates one interagency body—the Sustainability Steering Committee, comprised 
of senior sustainability officers and led by OMB and CEQ . Other interagency groups are cre-
ated directly in the EO .

Several coordinating groups had been established to promote the goals of previous orders and 
statutes, including the following:

•	 The Interagency Energy Management Task Force, led by DOE’s Federal Energy Management 
Program (FEMP), was created to promote the goals of the Federal Energy Management 
Improvement Act of 1988 . 

•	 The INTERFUEL Working Group (the Interagency Committee on Alternative Fuels and 
Low Emission Vehicles) dates back to 1991, but is still active .

•	 The Federal Water Working Group was created to implement the water reduction targets 
of Executive Order 13423 in 2007 . 

•	 The Telework Issues Working Group, formed by GSA and the Office of Personnel Manage-
ment in 2000, is working on Scope 3 emission targets .

•	 The Interagency Sustainability Working Group (led by FEMP and GSA), started in 2001, 
remains active for issues related to the built environment .

•	 The Federal Electronics Stewardship Working Group, created to implement the Federal 
Electronics Challenge program, has more recently turned its efforts to end-of-life disposal 
of electronic waste . 

•	 The Sustainable Acquisition Management group coordinates purchasing policy and 
practices .

•	 The Federal Working Group on GHG Accounting and Reporting is an active coordinating 
body . Because previous orders had not set targets for GHG reductions, accounting and 
reporting protocols were a new challenge . 
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•	 The Climate Change Adaptation Task Force, with representation from over 20 agencies, is 
responsible for recommending steps toward an integrated federal strategy within a year . 

The OMB Scorecard
The principal tool for measuring agency performance and informing the public is the OMB 
management scorecard . Compiled semi-annually, it presents an OMB/CEQ assessment of sta-
tus and progress in energy, transportation, and environment performance for 24 agencies . 
The scorecard serves a dual purpose: 

•	 Internal management assessment

•	 Public reporting on individual agency performance

The idea of agency scorecards for rating environmental performance dates to the Clinton 
administration . Beginning as a quarterly assessment of energy performance, the scorecard 
later was expanded to cover transportation and environmental stewardship . The color coding 
(red, yellow, and green) was added in 2006, after which the scorecard was issued on a six-
month schedule . The color-coding scheme is based on the scoring system adopted for the 
President’s Management Agenda by the Bush administration . The old format was replaced by 
a new “sustainability and energy scorecard” format in 2011 .

These scorecards are similar in concept and purpose to the environmental and sustainability 
“balanced” scorecards many private firms use . They are designed to provide an accessible, 
visual representation of performance . Until 2011, the scorecards evaluated agency performance 
in three categories: energy, environmental stewardship, and transportation (each technically 
was a separate scorecard) . Each category included five or six metrics . As of April 2011, agen-
cies now release the results of their OMB/CEQ assessment with the new sustainability and 
energy scorecards .10 This is a more streamlined and accessible format in which agencies are 
evaluated in seven categories: 

•	 Scope 1 and 2 GHG targets

•	 Scope 3 targets; energy intensity 

•	 Use of renewable energy

•	 Reduction in potable water intensity

•	 Reduction in fleet petroleum use

•	 Green buildings

There is some loss of detail with this format; many of the EO’s goals are not tracked in the 
new version . But the format is more accessible and allows for more direct comparisons of the 
OMB/CEQ assessments in the seven categories presented . The new format retains the three-
color coding system:

•	 Green (“success”) indicates the agency has met all the standards . 

•	 Yellow means “mixed” performance .

•	 Red (“unsuccessful”) describes serious problems in meeting the standard .

The new format provides the specific criteria used to determine the ratings for each category .

10. Available at http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ceq/sustainability/omb-scorecards. This site links with the individual 
reports that are posted on each agency’s website. 

http://www.whitehouse.gov/administration/eop/ceq/sustainability/omb-scorecards
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Interviews with several executive order coordinators in federal agencies confirm that the score-
cards carry weight . A red score is cause for concern and a signal from OMB that an issue 
requires attention . The upside is that it may spur additional resources or action by manage-
ment . Green scores are taken as a sign of strong performance or recognition of improvement 
and yellow ones as a neutral or wait-and-see situation . The ratings are based on evaluations 
by CEQ and OMB staff and managers . Agency coordinators point out that the ratings are used 
not only to evaluate agency performance but also to highlight areas for which OMB sees a 
need for progress generally . An example is the OMB’s feedback on green purchasing in the 
summer of 2010; critical evaluations of many agencies were taken as a sign that performance 
should improve across government . The scorecards appear to have value as an internal man-
agement tool, yet given their limitations, they are less useful as a public reporting tool . 

Criteria for Setting Priorities and Allocating Investments
A major challenge in implementing this EO is applying a sound analytical standard for making 
investment decisions . Agencies must select from a range of investment opportunities as they 
attempt to become more sustainable . Whether the goal is energy or water efficiency, pollution 
prevention, building design and renovation, or facility siting, agencies must decide whether to 
make investments, set priorities among them, and be able to justify why one option is prefera-
ble financially to competing ones .

In one respect, the challenges for agencies are nearly identical to those for private firms . From a 
financial perspective, an organization must define and apply criteria for making rational choices 
among competing investment alternatives . These typically are captured in criteria for determining 
a desired return on investment or payback period . Federal agencies, however, may not be 
expected to act in the same ways that private, profit-seeking firms do . Although they are expected 
to operate efficiently, they also exist for the purpose of promoting broader social goals . This is 
apparent in their missions (e .g ., public health, environmental protection, income security) and 
how they operate (with a high regard for process, fairness, diversity, and so on) . It is strongly 
implied and sometimes explicit in the EO that agencies should look beyond measures of operating 
efficiency as measured by return on investment and payback periods toward broader social goals .

The general analytical standard is introduced in the policy section (Section 1) of the EO . It 
directs that agencies “shall prioritize actions based on a full accounting of both economic and 
social benefits and costs and shall drive continuous improvement by annually evaluating per-
formance, extending or expanding projects that have net benefits, and reassessing or discon-
tinuing under-performing projects .” This standard is applied specifically to sustainability plans 
in Section 8; it provides that agencies “shall develop, implement, and annually update an 
integrated Strategic Sustainability Performance Plan that will prioritize agency actions based 
on life cycle returns on investment .” Section 8(f) directs that the plans shall “take into consid-
eration environmental measures as well as economic and social benefits and costs in evaluat-
ing projects and activities based on life cycle return on investment .” Section 8(j) further 
provides that agencies identify, in annual updates, “opportunities for improvement and evalua-
tion of past performance in order to extend or expand projects that have net life cycle benefits, 
and reassess or discontinue under-performing projects .” The EO specifies a recurring, incre-
mental, benefit-cost analysis based on life cycle returns . This applies not only for selecting 
and setting projects, but reevaluating them annually and deciding whether to continue, 
expand, or discontinue them . As noted above, Section 8c directs that plans “shall be inte-
grated into the agency’s strategic planning and budget processes, including strategic plans 
under section 3 of the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 …”11

11. Section 3 of the Government Performance and Results Act requires comprehensive, five-year strategic plans from federal agencies 
that define goals and objectives and a plan for achieving them.
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This is an ambitious set of analytical standards . They appear to be designed more to establish 
the rationality and efficiency-mindedness of the EO’s sponsors than to meet the needs of the 
organizations making the decisions . There are three sets of instructions in these analytical 
standards:

•	 Evaluate all projects and investment options over their full life cycle . 

•	 Incorporate the social costs and benefits of investment options as well as their effects on 
internal agency efficiency .

•	 Conduct a recurring, incremental analysis of life cycle costs and benefits that includes not 
only economic but environmental and social criteria as well . 

These instructions establish high standards of comprehensive rationality; at the same time, 
they allow each agency wide discretion . As the analysis of plans below suggests, agencies 
have developed their own investment criteria, based on their capacities and needs, which 
may fall short of these analytical goals .
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One of the more significant innovations in Executive Order 13514 compared with its prede-
cessors is in its strategic sustainability performance plans . The first round of plans was due 
June 2, 2010, just nine months after the EO was issued . Updates are due annually . The sus-
tainability plans should be seen as planning documents, although agencies often do report on 
their progress to date .12 The purpose of the plans is to put agencies on a trajectory to meet 
the EO’s ultimate goals by 2020 . A secondary purpose is to provide annual updates on prog-
ress toward meeting the goals .

Fifty-six agencies submitted plans in the summer of 2010 . They include an array of organiza-
tions, many of which are small agencies with modest environmental footprints . Yet even the 
universe of agencies tracked in the OMB scorecard displays a great deal of variety . Some, like 
the Department of Education (ED), are relatively small in budget and personnel and consist of 
office facilities; all of the department’s buildings are managed by GSA, which is accountable 
for the buildings’ energy use and emissions . At the other end of the spectrum is the 
Department of Defense (DOD), with an extremely large and diverse range of organizations, 
installations, and operations with a major environmental, energy, and transportation footprint . 
DOD alone accounts for 56 percent of federal government energy use .13 In the middle are such 
agencies as DOE, DOT, and EPA . In a class of its own is the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) . 

The agency sustainability plans reveal a great deal about strategy, management, priorities, and 
investment criteria, and offer hints on the likelihood of achieving the 10-year targets . They are 
especially revealing in listing the range of practices and tools agencies are using to improve their 
own operations and extend their influence out to vendors, employees, communities, clients, and 
others . This section provides highlights on the sustainability plans of five agencies: DOE, EPA, 
DOT, ED, and TVA . They present a mix of missions, size, organizations, and implementation 
challenges . The present discussion analyzes and compares the plans in four categories: 

•	 Policy and management issues

•	 Investment criteria

•	 Performance targets, especially the GHG emissions targets, which were set by each agency

•	 Consistency and accessibility of the information presented

Policy and management issues. The plans give slightly different levels of attention to policy 
and management issues . EPA focuses more, for example, on the process of developing the 
plan than on implementation from this point on . DOE adopts a corporate perspective, given its 
diverse operations . It is the only agency to commit to creating a department-wide sustainability 

12. Plans submitted to OMB and CEQ may include budget numbers but these are not published.
13. Next in energy use are the Postal Service (8% of the total); Energy (8%); Veterans Affairs (7%); GSA (5%); and DOJ (4%). All the 
remaining federal agencies account for only 12%. (From the Federal Energy Management Program website, August 2010.)

Comparing Agency 
Sustainability Plans
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performance office to implement its plan . Of the five, DOT presents the most information on 
managing and budgeting, and it incorporates the core sustainability goals into its most recent 
update of its strategic plan . TVA’s plan is similar in style and presentation to sustainability 
plans prepared by a private firm; this reflects its status as a major energy service provider 
dependent on customer revenue . It gives a fair amount of attention to its plans for integrating 
the EO’s requirements and targets with its overall business planning, strategy, and metrics . 
The Department of Education provides less information on strategy and management than do 
the other four agencies .

Investment criteria. As for investment criteria, all five agencies are early in the process of sort-
ing out their approach . As noted above, the EO calls for a high degree of comprehensive ratio-
nality in setting priorities and justifying investments in sustainability projects and initiatives . 
Practically, it is difficult to meet those high expectations . All of the plans give recognition to 
the need for a life cycle, cost-benefit analysis for setting priorities . What is apparent in the 
plans, however, is that the agencies are not yet sure how to do this . They appreciate the need 
to calculate and justify decisions on the basis of internal rates of return, although (except for 
TVA) they are not always explicit on what this should be . A larger issue, however, is how 
broader social benefits (e .g ., benefits from reducing GHG emissions, generating less stormwa-
ter run-off, or buying greener products) should be measured and incorporated into the invest-
ment analysis . Of the five, for example, DOE is the only one to adopt a social cost of carbon 
to value social benefits . This issue is discussed later as an implementing challenge and is cov-
ered in the recommendations .

Performance targets. The many performance targets, variations in presentation, and early 
phase of implementation make it difficult to predict the likely performance that will be 
achieved . Most targets are fixed in the EO and are identical for each agency . In their plans, all 
agencies commit to meeting or making a good-faith effort to meet the targets . With GHGs, 
however, agencies are given discretion . The President’s 28-percent and 13-percent targets by 
2020 for the federal government as a whole set the parameters for agency targets on Scope 
1–2 and Scope 3 emissions . DOE aimed for the largest reduction in Scope 1 and 2, of 28 
percent . The other Scope 1–2 targets were 25 percent for EPA; 17 percent for TVA; 12 .3 per-
cent for DOT; and none for ED (given that GSA is responsible for its emissions) . TVA was the 
most ambitious on Scope 3, with a 17-percent target, followed by DOE at 13 percent; DOT at 
11 percent; EPA at 8 percent; and ED at 3 percent .

Consistency and accessibility of information. Another way to analyze and compare the plans 
is on the consistency and accessibility of the information presented . Here the plans vary, espe-
cially on management, budgeting, and other implementation issues . The plans present a great 
deal of information on performance and targets, but it is difficult to compare them . Although 
agencies follow the same format, some degree of repetition in that format and the different 
levels of detail in the agency presentations pose a challenge . These limitations are not surpris-
ing in what is essentially a rough-draft planning document . The opportunity now is to use 
these rough drafts to produce better plans in the future, by separating planning from reporting 
and creating a system of agency-specific and government-wide reports, as is proposed in the 
recommendations . The idea of the sustainability plans, despite these limitations, is a major 
innovation and what one agency sustainability coordinator described as a “brilliant” addition 
to federal greening .
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Sustainability transitions rarely are easy . Whether at the level of a nation, city, firm, or the fed-
eral government, they involve changes in policy, behavior, incentives, accountability, measure-
ment, and culture . This applies to the strategy in EO 13514 . Agencies are created for missions 
other than sustainable energy and resource use . They undergo regular changes in political lead-
ership, both in the executive branch and Congress, during which goals and priorities change .14 
They must obtain critical, expert staffing when competition for resources is intense and funds 
are declining . In many cases, agencies must integrate their sustainability strategies among 
diverse and geographically far-flung organizations for which security and secrecy concerns are 
paramount . Further, to be effective in making a transition to sustainability, agencies must be 
able to leverage resources and share lessons across government, which is always a challenge . 
Important institutional and management challenges facing agencies include: 

•	 Financing capital investments with long-term payoffs

•	 Obtaining critical, expert staffing in an era of declining resources

•	 Providing objective, accessible information on performance

•	 Sustaining momentum in the face of leadership changes

•	 Integrating sustainability with agency missions and strategies

•	 Providing incentives within the constraints of the annual budgeting process

•	 Applying workable and defensible criteria for investment priorities

•	 Diffusing information, expectations, and practices within and among organizations

•	 Leveraging resources and sharing lessons, including across agencies

•	 Managing diverse and far-flung operations

The next two sections of the report will focus on two of these challenges . Financing sustain-
ability initiatives is a major challenge, as these initiatives often require up-front capital 
investments that yield returns over time . The second is reporting and public transparency, 
both of which are recurring themes in the EO . Initial mechanisms are in place for both, but 
there is room to improve . In addition, in meeting both of these challenges, there are lessons 
to be gained from private firms that have been grappling with similar issues for many years . 
This section defines the issues, assesses what is in place, and sets the stage for the report’s 
recommendations . 

14. A comment from several agency sustainability staff was a perceived need to move quickly in implementing EO 13514 and achieve 
the early goals should administrations change in 2012 or 2016.

Challenges to Environmental 
and Energy Sustainability
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The Challenge of Financing Sustainability 
The time lag between investing in sustainability initiatives and realizing financial returns is a 
constraint on a sustainability transition . Sustainability investments typically compete against a 
variety of other options in gaining financing . These constraints are similar conceptually in pub-
lic and private organizations . Concerns over the rate of return and payback periods for invest-
ments in energy and water efficiency, waste and pollution prevention, sustainable buildings, 
and other initiatives exist in all settings . Government agencies, however, face particular chal-
lenges due to the annual cycles of government budgeting and the difficulty of accounting for 
up-front investments that may generate returns over a period of years . The normal, annual 
budget cycles are not well designed to support long-term investments .

Since the mid-1990s, federal agencies have addressed this issue as it applies to energy 
investments through:

•	 DOE: Energy Savings Performance Contracts (ESPCs) 

•	 DOE: Utility Savings Performance Contracts (USPCs)

•	 DOD: Energy Conservation Investment Program (ECIP)

These three types of contracts are “budget neutral contracts paid over time from future energy 
savings, to fund energy efficiency projects .”15 The non-defense ESPCs, the focus of the discussion 
here, are administered by DOE’s Federal Energy Management Program (FEMP); these are indef-
inite delivery, indefinite quantity contracts that may be used by any federal facility nationwide .16 

With an ESPC, the agency contracts with an energy services company (ESCO) to obtain the 
up-front capital needed to finance a project . The ESCO conducts a facility audit, recommends 
improvements, arranges financing, and guarantees a minimum level of cost savings . The 
agency pays back the ESCO with these savings; any additional returns become available to 
finance other projects or are returned to the agency’s budget . The contract may run for a 
maximum of 25 years, after which point any further savings accrue to the government . A 
USPC is similar in concept, except that a utility arranges the financing for the agency .

DOE has found these energy performance investments to be cost-effective, with payback 
periods that average just over six years . Most cost-effective are such measures as advanced 
metering and adjustable rate schedules, which typically pay for themselves in less than a year . 
Renewable energy technologies have the longest payback, of about 18 years . As of March 
2010, DOE calculated that $3 .6 billion had been invested in 550 energy contracts and gener-
ated $11 billion in savings . Managed by DOD for its own investments, the ECIP has yielded 
savings of about $1 .5 billion on investments of over half a billion dollars . Both the DOE and 
DOD programs yielded savings at a ratio of about 3 to 1 .17

The roots of ESPCs date back to the 1985 amendments to the National Energy Conservation 
Policy Act . Authority was extended in the Energy Policy Act of 1992 and the 2007 EISA, 
which directed agencies to reduce energy use in federal buildings by 30 percent . EISA allows 
more flexible financing options; it restricts agencies from limiting the term of contracts to less 
than 25 years or limiting total obligations; and it directs the Defense Department to study 
potential uses of these contracts to non-building applications, such as vehicles and use of 
federally owned equipment to generate electricity or transport water .

15. Testimony of Richard Kidd, Program Manager, Federal Energy Management Program. Before the Subcommittee on Federal Financial 
Management, Government Information, Federal Services and International Security, U.S. Senate Committee on Homeland Security and 
Government Affairs, January 27, 2010, p. 6. 
16. An excellent resource on ESPCs is the FEMP webpage at http://www1.eere.energy.giv/femp/financing.
17. Testimony of Richard Kidd, p. 7.
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The ESPC model appears to have been an effective mechanism for financing long-term 
improvements in energy and water efficiency at federal facilities . The gradual expansion and 
refinement of ESPCs over nearly two decades has provided a way to finance long-term invest-
ments within the constraints of the federal budgeting process . The issues are whether they are 
sufficient for achieving the goals set out for federal agencies and, more important, what mecha-
nisms may be used for other sustainability goals . Are they adequate, usable, and cost-effective 
for achieving the changes envisioned in the EO?

A study by the Government Accountability Office (GAO) in 2005 found that there are several 
benefits to using ESPCs for meeting energy and other goals . They allow access to up-front 
financing as well as private-sector expertise, enable agencies to adopt a more integrated 
approach, and shift some of the risk of new technologies and equipment to the energy service 
contractors .18 The GAO also found that ESPCs cost more than internally financed projects, 
because the federal government would pay lower financing rates than do private firms . For 
implementing ESPCs, the GAO saw a need for improvements, such as finding better ways of 
measuring energy savings, introducing more competition into the contracting process, and 
reducing transaction costs . With these caveats, GAO concluded that ESPCs “provide a valu-
able and practical tool that federal agencies use to meet energy reduction, environmental, 
infrastructure, and other goals .”19 In response to similar recommendations from its Office of 
Internal Review, DOE announced several administrative reforms in its ESPC program in 2009, 
including fast-track procedures for some projects, more direct price competition among con-
tractors, full life cycle audits of projects, steps to reduce borrowing expenses, and a greater 
focus on carbon emissions .20

ESPCs are a creative response to the difficulties of obtaining up-front financing . The GAO 
noted that the largest user of the ESPC model, the Department of Defense, relies on it “in 
part because of difficulties they encountered in obtaining adequate up-front funding for energy 
projects that were not categorized as mission-critical .” Similarly, the GSA and the Veterans 
Administration (the next largest users) used ESPCs because “adequate funding for their energy 
projects has been difficult to obtain in recent years .”21 

If the federal government is serious about promoting investments in energy and water effi-
ciency and other goals, it could establish a central fund to finance projects . Private firms have 
used this approach to support investments . Johnson & Johnson, for example, has created a 
“capital relief fund” for CO2 reduction projects .22 As the federal government has now done, the 
company had committed to absolute reductions in emissions . It found, however, that energy 
and CO2 reduction projects were competing with investments in such areas as marketing and 
product innovation, which often had higher expected return rates . The solution was to create a 
fund that would allow business units to spend up to a total of $40 million annually on emis-
sion reduction projects . To qualify, projects had to be financially viable and provide a mini-
mum 15-percent internal rate of return, although lower rates could be justified when “clear 
and definable other benefits” could be documented .23 In its first few years, the fund provided 
$86 million of capital for 49 projects and an average return of 16 .3 percent, leading to 
88,500 tons of CO2 reductions .24

18. United States Government Accountability Office (GAO), Energy Savings: Performance Contracts Offer Benefits, but Vigilance Is 
Needed to Protect Government Interests (Washington, DC: GAO-05-340, 2005).
19. Ibid, p. 47.
20. Memorandum from Cathy Zoi, Assistant Secretary for Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy, “Implementing Reforms for 
Department of Energy’s Use of Energy Savings Performance Contracts,” July 17, 2009 (http://www1.eere.energy.gov/femp/financing/
espcmodification.html; accessed November 22, 2010).
21. GAO, p. 16.
22. See http://investor.jnj.com/sustainabilityreport/pdf/2009-sustainability-report.pdf., p. 22.
23. World Wildlife Fund and International Institute for Management, Climate Innovation Case Study (Climate Savers, 2009), p. 3. 
24. Ibid, p. 4.

http://investor.jnj.com/sustainabilityreport/pdf/2009-sustainability-report.pdf
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Within the federal government, a central fund would allow agencies to compete for investment 
capital for projects with high rates of return, as defined under the EO’s criteria . Although 
money is scarce in federal budgets, the likely returns on investment would pay off in a rela-
tively short time . This is especially the case for the domestic (i .e ., non-defense) agencies, for 
which ESPCs are less accessible and more difficult to use .

One possible model is the Clean Water State Revolving Fund (SRF) that the federal government 
uses to finance water projects . Established under the 1987 Clean Water Act, the SRF provides 
some $5 billion annually to fund water quality protection through wastewater treatment, non-
point sources, watershed, and estuary programs .25 It offers low-interest, flexible loans (about 
2 .3 percent in recent years) for municipalities, communities, farmers, small businesses, and 
others . The fund has been compared to an infrastructure bank; loan repayment and interest 
payments are recycled back into the fund and become available for new projects . The SRF 
includes provisions for public-private partnerships, which enable agencies to contract with pri-
vate entities, as is the case with an ESPC . The low rates, flexible financing, and partnerships 
with private financers and expertise make the SRF useful for expanding on the ESPC concept .

The Challenge of Reporting and Public Transparency
Executive Order 13514 appropriately gives considerable attention to the need for transparency 
in goal-setting, implementation, and performance . The opening statement of policy (Section 1) 
directs that “agencies’ efforts in implementing this order shall be transparent and that agen-
cies shall therefore disclose results associated with the actions taken pursuant to this order .” 
It is a required topic in the agencies’ sustainability plans .

This is an area in which the private sector has had a great deal of experience . Public reporting 
and transparency have been mainstays of corporate environmental sustainability . In the last 
two decades, the amount and quality of corporate reporting increased markedly . Stimulated by 
demands from investors, shareholders, customers, and environmental activists, as well as by 
such information disclosure programs as the Toxics Release Inventory, most large and many 
small firms publish environmental and sustainability reports . Many firms publicly set quantita-
tive goals, assess progress toward meeting them, and commission independent audits of the 
validity of their reports . Many organizations evaluate and rate corporate reports as a means of 
improving their quality and comprehensiveness . Further, several voluntary reporting formats 
and protocols, such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), exist for standardizing company 
reporting .

Anyone familiar with the leading private reports will notice a clear difference between them 
and the current state of federal agency reporting . Such firms as Baxter, Bristol Myers Squibb, 
3M, Xerox, and Intel are operating at a far higher level of public transparency than is the fed-
eral government in its sustainability reporting . An analysis of the two current mechanisms for 
agency reporting—the OMB scorecard and the agency sustainability plans—illustrates the 
room for improvement in federal agency reporting .

The scorecards may provide a useful mechanism for comparing agencies and holding them 
accountable, at least from an internal management perspective . Whatever their internal value, 
however, they are less useful for informing the public and other external audiences . They are 
more valid as a qualitative assessment of agency progress than as a source of information 
about agency environmental and energy performance .

25. Clean Water State Revolving Fund, at http://water.epa.grant; accessed November 21, 2010).
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One could argue that the agency sustainability plans provide annual reporting on performance . 
However, analysis of several plans suggests they will need to be modified if they are to serve 
as a mechanism for public transparency . The initial plans were almost entirely prospective, so 
it is reasonable that OMB and CEQ would give little attention to the reporting relative to the 
planning aspects of the plans . As agencies shift more to implementation, however, it will be 
increasingly important for them and the government as a whole to provide consistent, objec-
tive, and comparable information on performance . 

Some limitations in the current reporting are readily apparent . One is simply the accessibility 
of performance data given the formatting of the current plans . It takes some digging to deter-
mine how agencies are doing on such basic indicators as energy efficiency, GHG emissions, 
fleet energy performance, water efficiency, and sustainable procurement . Agencies report their 
sustainable building data in many ways . Accessible formatting and clearer organization of data 
would help in tracking agency progress over time . Moreover, agencies report on different 
aspects of their management strategies, budget planning, use of environmental management 
systems, and public engagement .

Another area for improvement is in using the plans to evaluate performance . The EO relies 
almost entirely on percentage reductions to set targets . One consequence of this approach is 
that strong past performers are disadvantaged relative to weak ones . An agency that did well 
before 2007 and 2008 (baseline years for many targets) would have a more difficult time 
achieving the targets than one that had accomplished less and was starting from a higher 
baseline . In explaining its “red” rating for water intensity, for example, the Social Security 
Administration notes that “we are the lowest water user per gross square feet of all federal 
agencies … so it is difficult to improve water use .”26 A solution is to use normalizing factors 
for as many targets as possible . The EO defines such a factor for only two targets—potable 
and non-potable water—in its current form (although the new scorecard format does include 
energy intensity) . The format could allow agencies to use normalizing factors for other indica-
tors and allow a fairer comparison of agency performance relative to peers .27 This will be diffi-
cult, to be sure, given the limits in data and range and diversity of agency operations . Other 
kinds of organizations face similar challenges, however . Working to achieve a more systematic 
approach to performance reporting should lead to better and more accurate data over time .

The goal for the federal government over the next several years should be to develop a system 
of annual, agency-specific and government-wide sustainability reporting . The private sector 
offers several useful models . One is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) . Developed in the last 
15 years by a coalition of socially responsible investors, NGOs, private firms, and accounting 
organizations, it reflects a great deal of experience with comprehensive environmental, energy, 
social, and economic reporting . Although focused largely on the private sector, the GRI issued 
a sector pilot for public agencies in 2005 . Use of the GRI guidelines by agencies lags behind 
the private sector; only 1 .7 percent of the reports issued in 2009 were from public agencies .28 
As the GRI notes, “sustainability reporting in the public sector is still emerging when compared 
to the private sector .”29 The GRI offers agencies an opportunity to build upon an established 
foundation in moving toward more comprehensive sustainability reporting . 

26. This was a comment on a narrative accompanying the Social Security Administration’s scorecard, available at  
http://www.socialsecurity.gov/facilities.
27. This normalized, comparative information is available from the Federal Energy Management website. 
28. Global Reporting Initiative, GRI Reporting in Public Agencies (GRI, 2010), p. 7. Available at www.globalreportinginitiative.org 
(accessed November 17, 2010). The GRI is based on eleven reporting principles: transparency, inclusiveness, auditability, completeness, 
relevance, sustainability context, accuracy, neutrality, comparability, clarity, and timeliness. 
29. Ibid.

http://www.socialsecurity.gov/facilities
http://www.globalreportinginitiative.org
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The Executive Order provisions on smart growth and sustainable communities illustrate a 
departure in strategy from the rest of the EO, which stresses numerical targets and near-term 
accountability .30 These provisions go beyond the conceptual boundaries of federal facilities and 
extend into the community . Provisions include:

•	 Defining a strong role for local/regional planning organizations 

•	 Aiming to align federal with local actions 

•	 Integrating other goals (such as energy efficiency, GHG reduction, environmentally friendly 
development, and green buildings) within a longer-term strategy

Combined with the Scope 3 emissions provisions, the section on sustainable siting is a depar-
ture . The EO extends agency influence into the communities in which they operate . Smart 
Growth goals (in Section 2f) direct agencies to:

•	 Participate in local and regional transportation planning

•	 Align federal with local energy planning to, for example, support renewable energy 
generation

•	 Consider pedestrian-friendly sites that are accessible to public transit

•	 Emphasize existing city and town centers

•	 Assess energy issues and alternative sources in their NEPA assessments

•	 Coordinate federal with regional ecosystem and watershed management

Instead of setting measurable targets, the EO calls for activities (using terms like participating, 
analyzing, and coordinating) .

The more substantial smart growth goals of the EO come through in Section 10 on “sustain-
able locations for federal facilities .” It directs DOT, “in accordance with its Sustainable 
Partnership Agreement” with the Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and 
EPA, and “in coordination with” GSA, the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), and 
DOD, to recommend sustainable location strategies for use in sustainability plans . It directs 
that the recommendations “shall be consistent with principles of sustainable development” 
such as not developing sensitive land resources, giving priority to central business and rural 
town centers, and considering access to public transit and affordable housing, among others . 
The effect is to link the EO, sustainable development, and smart growth principles together in 
one set of interagency policies and actions . Given the historically limited role federal agencies 

30. On the general topic of smart growth, see Kent E. Portney, “Sustainability in American Cities: A Comprehensive Look at What 
Cities Are Doing and Why,” in Daniel A. Mazmanian and Michael E. Kraft, eds., Toward Sustainable Communities: Transition and 
Transformations in Environmental Policy, 2nd ed (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009), pp. 227–254.

Expanding the Boundaries: The 
Executive Order and Smart Growth
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have played in local land use and development policy, this aspect of the EO is especially 
innovative and noteworthy .

At a policy level, there was an early consensus within the administration that smart growth 
and sustainable community goals should be addressed . Most proponents of sustainability rec-
ognize that land use and development issues are crucial . DOT, EPA, and HUD already were 
promoting actions under a livability initiative . This “Interagency Partnership for Sustainable 
Communities” was released by the heads of these agencies in July 2009, three months before 
13514 was issued .31 The goal was “to help improve access to affordable housing, more trans-
portation options, and lower transportation costs while protecting the environment in commu-
nities nationwide .” HUD Secretary Shaun Donovan asserted at the time that “[f]or the first 
time, the Federal government will speak with one voice on housing, environmental, and trans-
portation policy .” The partnership asserts the social and integrating aspects of sustainability 
better than any statement associated with the EO . Section 10 built on this agreement as well 
as on EPA’s Smart Growth and GSA’s Good Neighbor programs . Executive orders from the 
Carter and Clinton years on town centers and historic buildings, as well as the 2005 Energy 
Policy Act and 2007 EISA, also provided a foundation for this initiative .

Given the tight schedule, Section 10 does not specify a plan . It directs DOT, EPA, and HUD 
(in accordance with GSA, DOD, and DHS) to recommend actions for use in sustainability 
plans . As it turned out, DOT, EPA, and GSA took the lead in developing criteria for Section 10 . 
Working with other agencies, a three-agency work group proposed its “Recommendations on 
Sustainable Siting for Federal Facilities” on April 5, 2010, just within the 180-day deadline 
after the signing of the EO . They include many elements of smart growth:

•	 Integrated planning and development

•	 Adaptive reuse of buildings; transit access

•	 Options for walkers and bikers; infill development

•	 GHG reduction

•	 Ecosystem and natural resource protection 

The social aspect of sustainability is reflected in the second criterion—it calls for siting deci-
sions that ensure proximity to “a sufficient amount of housing affordable to employees of the 
proposed facility” and/or proximity to transit that is accessible to affordable housing .

Also important is the priority given to coordination with local planning groups . The final crite-
rion addresses the need to discuss “location alternatives with local and regional planning 
officials and consider their recommendations .” In making siting or redevelopment decisions, 
federal agency officials should consult with local officials early and “regularly reevaluate” the 
consultation process as the planning process proceeds .

Two implementation issues associated with the siting criteria and objectives deserve attention . 
One is the sensitivity to agency missions, especially national defense and security . The siting 
criteria are aimed at complementing and not displacing agency missions . This implies a care-
ful balancing process as siting and renovation decisions are made in coming years . The sec-
ond implementation issue is the instruction to integrate sustainability location into federal 
agency business planning processes . Siting decisions should be subjected to the same forms 
of life-cycle, cost-benefit analysis applied to other provisions . The sustainable location criteria 

31. “HUD, DOT, and EPA Partnership: Sustainable Communities,” announced June 16, 2009. Available at http://www.dot.gov/
affairs/2009/dot8009.htm. The quotes are from the accompanying press release.

http://www.dot.gov/affairs/2009/dot8009.htm
http://www.dot.gov/affairs/2009/dot8009.htm
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should be integrated into sustainability plans, which in turn are to be integrated into the 
GPRA process . Once again, the EO calls for a high degree of rational-comprehensive decision 
making . This is challenging, given the practical administrative realities under which federal 
agencies must operate .

Section 10 is a major innovation . Along with the provisions on Scope 3 emissions, links to 
vendor/contractor behavior, and sustainable acquisition of goods and services, it extends the 
reach of federal agencies well beyond the proverbial fence line of their own operations . 
Politically, it is also the part of the EO that could be vulnerable in a change in administration . 

This expansion of federal involvement in local growth decisions may be politically controversial 
and contentious . If one accepts, however, that federal agencies should use the resources that 
are available to promote local sustainability, the provisions on siting and local-regional collabo-
ration, along with those on sustainable buildings and Scope 3 GHG emissions, offer an effec-
tive tool for moving in that direction .
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Executive Order 13514 builds upon previous orders and statutes while also expanding signifi-
cantly on them . The drafters of EO 13514 drew on existing policies and tools, among them 
the Guiding Principles for Sustainable Buildings, LEED, the Electronic Product Environmental 
Assessment Tool (EPEAT), and directives on EMS . Most of the agency performance goals, if 
not the numerical targets, had already been established . However, the Obama EO differs sig-
nificantly from its predecessors in:

•	 Embracing the sustainability concept—this difference places federal greening on a more 
substantial conceptual foundation

•	 Adopting a more prescriptive strategy, with detailed planning and accountability—this 
difference applies a more direct and action-forcing implementation strategy

•	 Expanding the reach of federal agencies well beyond their own conceptual borders—this 
difference employs federal resources to leverage societal change, in particular through the 
provisions on Scope 3 emissions, vendor/contractor behavior, and sustainable locations 

In these three respects, 13514 is a major departure .

Findings 

Finding One: There is a mismatch between the expectations in the EO and agency 
capacities for making the necessary investments in sustainability. 
Adequate funding is always an issue when organizations undertake a transition of this kind . 
Asked about the major implementation challenges, agency staff often cite the need for more 
dedicated staffing and financial resources . More specifically, however, meeting the goals of the 
EO over time will require a systematic and flexible investment strategy, one that allows agen-
cies to make investments that will pay returns over time, either in terms of internal operating 
efficiency or benefits to society . Although the energy services model discussed above facilitates 
many such investments, especially in energy efficiency, it is worth evaluating and considering 
ways of improving on it . One option is to create a revolving loan fund from which projects 
compete for financing based on their expected operating and social benefits and their value as 
showcase technologies or best practices .

Finding Two: The system for interagency coordination has an ad-hoc quality and 
should be strengthened. 
The coordinating and information-sharing groups described on page 16–17 play a vital role . 
They are viewed by agency sustainability coordinators as a valuable resource . With more 
than a year spent on implementation, however, it is appropriate to assess the network of inter-
agency bodies that is underway and determine if it is meeting the needs of agencies . There is 
an ad-hoc quality to the structure and activities of the different groups . It also would be helpful 
to clarify the purpose and roles of the various work groups . Greater clarity on roles and more 

Findings, Recommendations, 
and Assessment
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consistent management could increase the value to agency coordinators, for whom the work 
groups are useful but time-intensive activities .

Aside from the senior sustainability coordinators from agencies and specific guidance (such 
as EPA’s Stormwater Guidance), the EO allows for flexibility, which is a positive . As agencies 
move into the second and third years of carrying out the EO, however, the timing is right for 
understanding gaps in guidance and coordination and setting out a more formal implementa-
tion infrastructure across government . The process for interagency coordination has at times 
been haphazard and could improve .

Finding Three: The transparency goals of the EO will not be realized with the cur-
rent mechanisms for public reporting. 
Whatever value the OMB scorecard may have as an internal management tool, it is not effec-
tive for informing the public . The sustainability plans as currently configured do not meet this 
need either . CEQ and OMB should adopt government-wide and agency-specific sustainability 
reporting for use by employees, oversight bodies in Congress and elsewhere, and the public . 
As suggested above, the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), especially its public agency format, 
is a starting point . A federal sustainability reporting system could begin with a limited set of 
indicators and be pilot-tested at agencies, then expanded . Several private-sector reports also 
offer useful models for federal sustainability reporting .

Finding Four: Federal agencies are missing opportunities to draw upon the experi-
ences of private firms and other levels of government. 
Many private firms began a transition to more sustainable operations and products well before 
the federal government did . Such firms as Johnson & Johnson, Intel, 3M, Hewlett Packard, 
IBM, and Xerox, to name a few, have moved much further toward environmental sustainability 
and offer lessons for agencies . Local governments offer tools and strategies for other agencies . 
The federal government should look for opportunities to learn from these experiences through 
benchmarking, sharing of best practices, and collaborative workshops and conferences .32 Two 
examples of private-sector practices offering lessons are the development of a system for inter-
agency emissions trading and the creation of a central investment fund . An interagency GHG 
trading program, for example, could allow for greater reductions at less cost to the government 
by shifting more cuts to organizations and operations with lower marginal control costs .

Finding Five: As a strategy, the EO overall is highly centralized and incremental.
Except for greenhouse gases, the EO calls for identical, across-the-board percentage reduction 
targets for all agencies . There is no accounting for progress made to date; variations in mar-
ginal costs; or changes in agency budgets, staffing, and missions . There are no provisions, for 
example, that would encourage or allow emission reduction trading among agencies to reduce 
costs and achieve larger cuts with available resources . The targets also may be described as 
incremental rather than transformational . The EO calls for step-wise gains of 2–3 percent 
annually . This does not mean that incremental gains are not worthwhile; progress in the range 
of 20–30 percent by 2020 is by any measure a step forward . There is little attention, how-
ever, to deciding how to promote radical changes in technology or to rethinking how agencies 
perform their missions; this would enable leaps in federal sustainability while the incremental 
steps are being taken .

32. The author attempted one small step in the direction of private-public lesson-sharing by organizing a panel on “Learning from 
Corporate Leaders” at the November 2010 GreenGov conference sponsored by the Center for Environmental Innovation and Leadership 
in Washington, DC (November 7–9, 2010). It included presentations on the sustainability strategies and methods of 3M and Baxter 
Healthcare.
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Finding Six: The social costs and benefits and their role in federal sustainability are 
opaque, at best.
In the five plans considered here, it is apparent that the agencies are not sure what to do with 
the instruction to analyze and measure the benefits their actions have for society, in addition to 
the gains in agency efficiency . A full life cycle analysis of social costs and benefits, as called for, 
is beyond the scope of what most agencies could realistically undertake at this point . Even 
conceptually, however, the weight to be given to and method for analyzing social benefits is 
unclear . Of the five agency plans, only DOE adopts a cost-of-carbon number to use in its analy-
ses . It is clear from the EO, however, and from interviews with agency staff, that a core purpose 
of the actions called for in the EO is to deliver benefits to society, and to use those benefits as 
a way of justifying sustainability investments among federal agencies .33 If so, that purpose 
should be reflected more explicitly in the agency sustainability plans and decision criteria .

Recommendations
The six recommendations below include those on financing sustainability investments; inter-
agency coordination and lesson-sharing; reporting and transparency; partnerships with outside 
organizations; institutionalizing planning and implementation within the agencies; and clarify-
ing the role of social benefits and costs .

Recommendation One: Develop improved financing mechanisms for investing in 
sustainability. 
A challenge for any organization undertaking a sustainability transition is making investments 
that may not pay off for years . This is especially true of federal agencies, where the annual 
planning and budgeting process inhibits flexibility . Some agencies, notably the Departments 
of Defense and Energy, have drawn extensively on the model of energy savings performance 
contracts (ESPCs) to make long-term investments in energy efficiency and renewables . As the 
Obama EO moves into its third year, it is time to assess the existing financing mechanisms 
and consider creating a central revolving fund or other mechanism . 

Lead agencies in implementing recommendation: OMB and CEQ would take the lead in 
achieving this change by requesting legislative authority for new financial mechanisms . 

Recommendation Two: Strengthen the infrastructure for interagency coordination 
and information-sharing on best practices, measurement, and reporting. 
A difference between the Obama EO and its predecessors is the elaborate procedural, account-
ability, and planning mechanisms it has created . The provisions on agency strategic sustainabil-
ity performance plans create a complex planning process . The primary interagency coordinating 
body is the Steering Committee on Federal Sustainability, led by OMB and CEQ and composed 
of the senior sustainability officers from the agencies . Below that are staff coordinating groups 
that already existed or were formed to meet the needs of the EO, often on an ad-hoc basis . 

Lead agency in implementing recommendation: CEQ should work with agencies to sur-
vey agency staff on gaps in guidance, establish a more formal system of working groups, 
and determine the need for guidance and tools for the next phases of implementation .

33. An approach to more systematically analyzing and accounting for social benefits was presented at an Interagency Sustainability 
Workgroup Meeting (ISWG) on December 10, 2009, in Washington DC. See Christopher Behr, “Shades of Green: Sustainable Return on 
Investment: Process and Metrics.” Available at http://www1.eere.energy.gov/femp/pdfs/behr_pres1208.pdf.

http://www1.eere.energy.gov/femp/pdfs/behr_pres1208.pdf
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Recommendation Three: Establish government-wide and agency-specific systems for 
sustainability reporting. 
The two vehicles for tracking and reporting on performance are the OMB Management Scorecard 
(OMB Scorecard) and agency sustainability plans . Although both may be useful for internal 
management, they are less effective in providing usable performance and progress information 
across government and over time . Agencies should develop reporting mechanisms based on 
benchmarking of private-sector systems and on such formats as the Global Reporting 
Initiative . This could begin as agency pilots for a limited set of indicators and later expand to 
other agencies and government as a whole . 

Lead agencies in implementing recommendation: Because they are involved in nearly all 
of the EO and the data associated with it, CEQ, OMB, the Department of Energy (DOE) 
and the General Services Administration (GSA) should take the lead with support from all 
agencies .

Recommendation Four: Create mechanisms for sharing best practices with other 
levels of government and private firms. 
Federal agencies are not the only organizations attempting a long-term transition to sustain-
ability . For the last two decades, many leading private firms have been moving from a strategy 
of environmental management to a more comprehensive one of sustainability . Similarly, local 
governments like Seattle, Portland, Denver, and Austin, among others, have adopted sustain-
ability plans, indicators, and tools . Agencies should develop partnerships with private firms 
and local governments and explore opportunities, such as conferences and workshops, for 
sharing strategies and tools . To the extent that these efforts can be managed centrally, they 
may help to augment limited agency resources . 

Lead agency in implementing recommendation: CEQ should take the lead across govern-
ment . Agency senior sustainability officers should organize efforts to create collaborative 
mechanisms on an agency-specific basis .

Recommendation Five: Strengthen the implementation of sustainability programs in 
agencies. 
Even a brief review of selected agency plans suggests a variety of internal arrangements . 
Several aspects of agency structure and process—the designation of senior sustainability offi-
cers, the relationship between implementation staff and senior management, the intentions for 
incorporating sustainability into strategic planning and budgeting, the relationships among 
agency components, and the status of staff for planning and implementation—vary greatly 
among agencies . This allows agencies to implement sustainability according to their own 
structures, cultures, and mission . It would make sense, however, for agencies to institutional-
ize staffing, budgeting, and implementation .

Lead agencies in implementing recommendation: Working with other agencies, CEQ 
should develop options for a model staffing and planning structure that agencies could 
adapt . Agencies should continue to integrate the EO into their strategic and performance 
plans . Senior sustainability officers in each agency should institutionalize sustainability in 
agencies and establish permanent offices, leadership positions, planning mechanisms, 
and staffing to promote long-term implementation .

Recommendation Six: Clarify the definition and application of the social benefit and 
cost criteria. 
Although the EO stresses the importance of accounting for social benefits and costs in setting 
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priorities and making investments, nearly all the attention in agency plans is on reducing costs 
through operating efficiency or demonstrating qualitative improvements in environmental per-
formance . Yet in the EO itself, and in the views of agency staff, the social benefits (e .g ., the 
value to society of using fewer toxic chemicals or reducing greenhouse gas emissions) are cen-
tral to justifying the EO and its goals . OMB and CEQ should clarify the role of social benefit 
and cost criteria and create analytical tools for incorporating them more systematically into 
agency planning and priority setting . 

Lead agencies in implementing recommendation: This effort should be led by OMB and 
CEQ, with support from DOE, GSA, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and a 
cross-section of other agencies with expertise on these kinds of issues .

Assessment of the Executive Order

Overall Assessment
Executive Order 13514 constitutes one of the most ambitious efforts to date to apply the 
concept of sustainability in U .S . national policy . This EO should be seen, in broad perspective, 
as an attempt to make operational the concept of sustainability . By pushing the integration of 
environmental, energy, and transportation indicators, the EO combines into one strategy the 
core elements of sustainability . By stressing economic efficiency and social costs and benefits 
in policy and investment decisions, it incorporates the economic aspects of sustainability . At 
the same time, key aspects of environmental sustainability are missing . There is little or no 
attention, for example, to habitat, biodiversity, or air and water quality . The EO treads softly on 
the social aspects of sustainability . The issue of environmental justice, which overall has been 
a major administration and EPA theme, is not mentioned .34 The only explicit references to the 
social aspect come in the livability provisions of Sections 1 and 10 . Still, the EO as a whole is 
a compelling application of the sustainability concept .

For this EO, as for sustainability transitions of any kind, a central issue is funding . The magni-
tude of the federal budget deficit has become a significant and difficult issue . Cuts in discre-
tionary federal spending, budget and staffing freezes, and continued financial uncertainty 
present major challenges for agencies that want to invest in environmental sustainability . That 
resources will be tight for agency sustainability efforts is obvious . In this respect, however, 
federal agencies are not fundamentally different from most organizations and levels of govern-
ment that have committed to a transition to environmental sustainability . The premise of the 
sustainability concept, as seen throughout Executive Order 13514, is that investments in 
environmental sustainability will pay economic returns that more than justify them, either in 
direct savings to agencies or in longer term benefits to society . If the federal government can-
not make a sustainability transition economically possible, then the feasibility of the concept 
of sustainability itself comes into question . In this sense, the experience with federal sustain-
ability becomes a test for society at large .

Strengths
Taking the EO and the resources supporting it on their own terms, there are many positives . 
Nearly all of the deadlines have been met . Agencies prepared and submitted comprehensive 
and detailed sustainability plans in June 2010, as called for in the EO . A second-year imple-
mentation process is underway . Many elements are in place for a transition to a sustainable 
federal government . In some organizational settings, an action-forcing strategy may be the 
only way to kick-start a process of change .

34. Juliet Eilperin, “Environmental Justice Issues Take Center Stage,” Washington Post, November 21, 2010. 
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There is no doubt that Executive Order 13514 is stimulating activity in the form of data  
collection, planning, reporting, and coordination within and among agencies . All of these  
measures are essential to making incremental progress . In this sense, the EO constitutes an 
advance over its predecessors . The larger question is whether it can stimulate a durable, long-
term sustainability transition in agencies and across the federal government . If this EO is to 
serve as a model for a long-term sustainability transition in society, it should be implemented 
with a greater commitment to access to investment capital, flexible and workable financing 
mechanisms, performance transparency, clarity about investment criteria, effective interagency 
coordination, and agency resources and capacities . If these issues are not addressed, the EO 
may succeed partially and in the short term, but its larger vision of transforming agencies and 
providing a model for American society are not likely to be fulfilled .

Weaknesses
There were several weaknesses in the design and implementation of the EO . The initial dead-
lines come rapidly, and the reporting cycles are demanding . The schedule allows little time for 
creating an organizational infrastructure in the form of staffing, access to expertise, employee 
education and training, guidance, and analytical tools . Although some useful tools are being 
used or assessed, the federal budget and planning process is not well-suited to the need for 
making near-term investments that yield long-term efficiencies and social benefits . The work-
ing groups for interagency coordination do not reflect a well-thought-out strategy for imple-
mentation . Guidance on many issues has not always been timely . In sum, the EO exhibits 
many weaknesses associated with an action-forcing strategy of organizational change . The 
emphasis is more on planning and action and less on having the resources and institutional 
capacity for achieving goals . Between now and 2020, this deficiency will be increasingly 
apparent .
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Greening the Government Through Waste Prevention, Recycling, and Federal 
Acquisition (Executive Order 13101; September 14, 1998).
Addresses waste reduction, pollution prevention, recycling, and the acquisition of “environ-
mentally preferable products and services .” Encourages agencies to increase and expand  
markets for recovered materials . Creates the Federal Environmental Executive and Agency 
Environmental Executive positions . Requires a “Waste Recycling Strategic Plan .”

Greening the Government Through Efficient Energy Management (EO 13123; 
June 3, 1999)
Covers energy use and conservation and greenhouse gas emissions . Sets a GHG reduction goal 
of 30 percent of 1990 levels by 2010 . Encourages agencies to strive for water efficiency and 
renewable energy . Directs use of and defines “life cycle cost analysis .” Defines a major role for 
DOE and directs GSA to develop sustainable design principles . Introduces the OMB “score-
card” assessments of agency performance under the EO .

Developing and Promoting Biobased Products and Bioenergy (EO 13134; 
August 12, 1999)
Focuses specifically and narrowly on energy performance through biobased strategies .

Greening the Government Through Leadership in Environmental Management 
(EO 13148; April 21, 2000)
Focuses on the development and adoption of environmental management systems (EMS) and 
their integration into day-to-day operations and long-term planning . Includes provisions on 
compliance audit, EPCRA reporting, reducing TRI releases, chemical use reduction, and land-
scaping . Requires agency self-assessments of compliance and management and implementa-
tion of EMS at all “appropriate” federal facilities by the end of CY 2005 . Creates the 
Interagency Environmental Leadership Workgroup . Directs EPA to assist in life cycle analysis .

Greening the Government Through Federal Fleet and Transportation Efficiency 
(EO 13149; April 21, 2000)
Directs reductions in petroleum consumption with fleet fuel efficiency, use of alternative fuel 
vehicles, and alternative fuels . Establishes roles for OMB, GSA, DOE, and EPA .

Strengthening Federal Environmental, Energy, and Transportation Management 
(EO 13423; January 24, 2007)
Most comprehensive provisions on agency environmental and energy performance . Sets quan-
titative targets for several energy, water, and waste indicators . Requires that new agency 
construction and renovation comply with GSA’s Guiding Principles . Provisions on sustainable 
acquisition and electronic products . Reaffirms provision for use of EMS .

Appendix I: Executive Orders on 
Environmental Management and 
Performance
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Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance  
(EO 13514; October 5, 2009)
Expands upon the previous order with emphasis on sustainability . Adds quantitative and other 
goals (e .g ., water use, waste diversion), with a particular focus on greenhouse gases . Expands 
on the previous order by adding provisions on sustainable communities and livability and more 
specific requirements on sustainable buildings and acquisition and electronics stewardship .
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