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Chicago Sustainability Leaders Network (CSLN) 
Suggestions for Citywide Sustainability Programs, Partnerships, and Policies for the City of Chicago  
 

 

The Chicago Sustainability Leaders Network (CSLN) connects grassroots leaders from communities across 

Chicago to share resources, support each other’s work, collaborate, build a stronger collective voice, and 

nurture equitable and impactful relationships with policy makers. CSLN envisions inclusive and just 

communities of civically engaged residents working together to address social disparities and promote 

environmental health, human well-being, and community vitality for present and future generations. The 

network is part of the accelerate77 program, facilitated by The Institute of Cultural Affairs.  

 

In Fall 2015, after a series of policy roundtable discussion with Chicago’s Chief Sustainability Officer Karen 

Weigert, members of the CSLN gathered to discuss the network’s perspective on the next City of Chicago 

Sustainability Plan. Network members had many practical and implementable ideas on how the city can play a 

larger role in promoting sustainability at the community level throughout Chicago. CSLN determined that the 

following set of principles, if applied to city sustainability programs, partnerships, and policies, would result in 

successful and catalytic change with buy-in and support from local community organizations and residents.  

 
PRIORITIZE EQUITY AND INCLUSIVITY 

Communities that have the highest needs should be prioritized for resources and services. 

 

ENSURE MEANINGFUL COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

Participation of diverse stakeholders in all aspects of planning and development allows for the most relevant, 

accountable and comprehensive long-term impact. 

 

CONSERVE COMMUNITY HISTORY & CULTURE 

Sustainability initiatives should be respectful of the history, culture, and current reality of communities. 

 

ADVOCATE FOR PUBLIC SPACE 

Services and property that are available for the public should have priority over those that are private in order to 

strengthen the “commons.” 

 

CREATIVE COLLABORATION AND CITYWIDE CONNECTION 

Partnerships across communities promote mutual learning and resource sharing and spark innovation. 

 

 

http://www.accelerate77.net/csln
http://www.accelerate77.net/
http://www.ica-usa.org/
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In addition, members offered practical ideas for the next city plan by answering the following question: 

 
“What are practical and tangible ways the city can incorporate our values [above] and promote 

sustainability across these seven arenas?” [Below, from Sustainable Chicago 2015] 

 

Economic Development and Job Creation -- Energy Efficiency and Clean Energy -- Transportation Options -- 
 Water and Wastewater -- Parks, Open Space and Healthy Food -- Waste and Recycling -- Climate Change 

 
Please note: categories below are not numbered in order of importance, but simply for readability. 

 
COLLABORATING WITH COMMUNITIES TO ENGAGE WITH RESIDENTS ON 

SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES 

A city government that considers community members and organizations as partners is able to create meaningful and 
impactful programs that engage residents and create buy-in. Due to their size and scope, large-scale programs (if 
implemented without local partnerships), have the ability to undermine community-led work.  If community 
organizations are considered partners in project implementation, city sustainability programming will become more 
impactful.  Community organizations offer a nuanced understanding of the needs and assets of their specific community 
while the city has the ability to leverage resources, expertise, and capital. Working symbiotically, the two can accomplish 
more than either in isolation.    

 

Examples of collaborative partnerships to leverage trusted community-based organizations in educating local residents about 
sustainability include: 

 

● Create eco-experiment zones  with interested community-based organizations/leadership 
● Engage residents through “calls to action” on environmental issues 
● Use multi-lingual communication in sustainability education efforts 
● Educating residents about proper use of blue carts 
● Provide tools and resources to make buy-in to environmental programs equitable for tenants and property owners 
● Support and/or incentivize neighborhood-based small businesses in going green 
● Develop green certification process for communities 
● Support low-income residential weatherization 
● Launch community-based pilot composting programs 
● Create city electricity cooperative (energy patriots) 
● Create a forum for consistent communication with community leaders 

 
PRIORITIZING SUSTAINABILITY IN ALL CITY PLANNING 
There are many different arms of the city, delegate agencies, and other government entities that work on community 
planning and development in Chicago. It is challenging to navigate all of the different systems through which 
neighborhood planning occurs, making it difficult to advocate for sustainability in the planning process. A point person for 
both planners and local organizations to work with to advocate for sustainability could be a mechanism to help mitigate 
this concern. Coordination and prioritization of sustainability across city departments must come from city leadership and 
would help local organizations leverage city resources towards sustainable planning.  
 

Examples include: 
 

● Composting centers program in park gardens 
● City Treasurer add sustainability as investment screen & divest from fossil fuels 
● City Council Climate Caucus 
● Mayor’s prize for community citizen-based sustainability efforts 
● Marketing campaign to educate all backgrounds & neighborhoods on 20XX plan 
● Support neighborhood-level sustainability planning 
● Mandatory cross-departmental planning and vetting of sustainability plans 
● Designated lead point person(s) for each sustainability plan 
● Sustainability training for alderman 
● Water bottle ban! 
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INTEGRATING SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES & EDUCATION IN SCHOOLS 
Building upon the idea of Prioritizing Sustainability in City Planning, Chicago Public Schools are a key site to prioritize 
sustainability programming. Considering CPS staff, students, and brick and mortar buildings, there is great opportunity for 
continuous sustainability education and demonstration across CPS. Youth have a very special role to play in creating a 
more sustainable city; engaging students at a young age creates adults who are more aware and betters behavior 
towards the environment. 
 

Examples include: 
 

● Build-a-bike program in public schools 
● Prioritizing sustainability education and programming in CPS schools 
● Formal CPS sustainability curriculum & coordinator 
● Eco-ambassadors in high schools connect local to city-level incentives 
● Increase support for sustainable campus improvement efforts like Space to Grow 
● Support safe passages to school 

 

 
FOSTERING COMMONS-BASED ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 
Nationally, there has been a movement towards financially incentivizing sustainability, through rebates, tax credits, and 
other creative programs. These types of incentives are powerful motivators and create opportunities to engage business 
owners and residents who otherwise are not involved in the sustainability movement.  Several cities in the US and around 
the world have also begun divestment from fossil fuels, and the CSLN encourages the City of Chicago to consider 
divestment as a strategy. 
 

Examples include: 
 

● Streamlining city-owned property re-allocation process 
● Incentives for green business in economically depressed areas 
● Tax incentives to small businesses implementing energy efficiency upgrades 
● Partner with companies to creatively capture C02 
● Incentivize living where you work & working where you live 
● Commons-based economic development 
● Energy efficiency test equipment able to be checked out from library 
● Regional Sustainability Hubs include R&D facilities for innovative entrepreneurs  
● Divesting the City’s operating budget, stocks & bonds, and pensions from fossil fuel 

 
 
EXPANDING EQUITABLE, SUSTAINABLE TRANSPORTATION 
The city can create community/cross-community infrastructure that allows Chicago to be a more pedestrian, bike, and 
public transit friendly city. The key value in this section is equity, creating equal access to diverse transportation options. 
The Divvy for Everyone (D4E) program is an excellent example of the city working with local organizations to create 
greater opportunity and access for low- to moderate- income communities.   
 

Examples include: 
 

● Closed streets (for cars) around schools 
● Improve transit access citywide 
● Demonstration site for electrified bike options downtown 
● Access to 100% renewable diesel –start with city fleet 
● Eliminate parking requirements for affordable housing near transit 
● Full connection between street bike lanes and Lake Shore Drive, especially downtown 
● Point person to green freight transportation 
● Creating incentives for renewable fueling options 
● Increased bicycle infrastructure on the south and west sides, with community input 
● Provide funding for bicycle encouragement programs in LMI communities of color 
● Continue Divvy for Everyone! 
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CROSS-DEVELOPING & PROMOTING SUSTAINABILITY TRAINING PROGRAMS 
In order for the sustainability movement in Chicago to continue growing, residents and business owners must have a 
better understanding of the current reality of climate change and ways they can work on mitigating the issue.  Trainings 
will be most useful if made more accessible and better integrated into trainings and resources the city or its delegate 
agencies already offer.   
 

Examples include: 

 
● Prioritize & educate about the importance of and protecting the Great Lakes 
● Chicago Hope Crew like National Trust for Historic Preservation –skills and jobs with good future for young people 
● Empower aldermen to engage communities on Sustainable Chicago by encouraging partnerships with environmentally 

focused networks like the CSLN or C3, or items like the Chicago Community Climate Action Toolkit 
● Workshops that respond to community need (responsive rather than prescriptive programming) 
● Efficiency training for trade workers, such as plumbers and electricians 
● Use modules to engage communities in expanding knowledge & action 

 
 

RE-INVESTING IN AN ACCOUNTABLE & ACCESSIBLE BODY TO IMPLEMENT 

SUSTAINABILITY INITIATIVES 
Historically the City of Chicago offered valuable sustainability programs that are sorely missed by community members 
and residents. This section was nearly named ‘Bring it Back’ in acknowledgment of some of the previous initiatives that 
worked and in which reinvestment would offer significant return. 
 

Examples include: 

 
● Re-incentivizing the rain barrel program 
● Re-open or reincarnate Chicago Center for Green Technology (CCGT) 
● Chicago Climate Action Plan (CCAP) update and Green House Gas (GHG) tracking 
● Work with CSLN to identify and promote regional sustainability hubs in different regions of the city 
● GreenCorps! 
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