
AFFILIATE FELLOWS RESEARCH IDEAS 
*Ideas submitted by our Affiliate Fellows Team 

 
DISTRICT ENERGY 
Content  
I've been hearing a lot about the potential for district energy systems as a multifaceted solution that can not 
only provide centralized and potentially sustainable thermal energy for a group of buildings, but also 
facilitate preservation and reuse of existing buildings by providing a more cost-effective strategy for 
bringing these buildings, which are costly and challenging to retrofit individually, up to a higher level of 
energy efficiency (The National Trust for Historic Preservation's Green Lab here in Seattle is working on this 
analysis). I know Seattle Steam is enthusiastic about partnerships and that there's a downtown eco-district 
plan developing around this issue. Seattle Steam's service network extends toward some big redevelopment 
areas, including the Broadway light rail station area and Yesler Terrace. Since the streets in these areas will 
be torn up anyway, there might be a great opportunity to extend the pipelines to these projects (I'm 
assuming this about Yesler, but I'm fairly sure there will be street work on Broadway because of the coming 
streetcar). I also learned yesterday from a landscape architecture student that Seattle Steam has the ability to 
use captured stormwater for steam generation, which might be an interesting thing to think about in terms 
of stormwater capture in new public space and development downtown near the steam plants in particular.   
 
Output 
In terms of output, I liked some of the ideas that were brought up at the last meeting as alternatives to a 
conventional white paper. I'd suggest also looking into an existing media outlet with a major audience 
(NYTimes online's Green Business blog, etc., or even Grist) to see if we could produce an ongoing blog or 
some other public discussion of our work. I would love to see this turn into a presentation or even a potential 
topic for a book down the road. 
 
 
 

GREEN ALLEYWAYS 
Content  
This is a smaller project that might be better as a piece of a larger trend study or analysis. There has been a 
lot of work and collaboration lately involving building owners in Pioneer Square, AIA, the City and others to 
bring pedestrian activity into the Pioneer Square alleys. I recently spoke with Todd Vogel at the International 
Sustainability Institute, who told me that he plans to apply for grant funding to improve an entire network 
of existing alleyways as viable pedestrian and business corridors, and mentioned that there will need to be a 
study done on the viability of different types tenants in these spaces, since it's a challenging space for 
obvious reasons. I think this is an interesting project because it ties to preservation and reuse of existing 
buildings, economic revitalization of character neighborhoods, creative retail strategies, public space and 
stormwater treatment (the last because of other ongoing studies/plans for permeable green alleys in 
Chicago, etc). I also really love the proposition of transforming a neglected space into an asset for the local 
community. 
 
Output 
In terms of output, I liked some of the ideas that were brought up at the last meeting as alternatives to a 
conventional white paper. I'd suggest also looking into an existing media outlet with a major audience 
(NYTimes online's Green Business blog, etc., or even Grist) to see if we could produce an ongoing blog or 
some other public discussion of our work. I would love to see this turn into a presentation or even a potential 
topic for a book down the road. 
 
 



PUBLIC SPACES, ART AND CULTURAL SPACES AND OTHER COMPONENTS OF 
COMPLETE NEIGHBORHOODS 
Content 
There's no question that arts and culture and great public spaces contribute value to surrounding for-profit 
development, but few workable incentives exist that allow private developers to build these without 
financial loss. I've spoken with some of the founders of the Cultural Overlay District Advisory Committee 
project, and they indicated that there is a lot of work to be done to bring Seattle up to the level of other US 
cities in this area, including researching the actual value proposition of cultural "anchors" in communities by 
analyzing how property has traded around these institutions before and after they've been built, and also 
analyzing existing and potential incentives and how they might be structured to make production of this 
space a financial win instead of a loss or break-even; how they could be most effectively combined, and how 
their benefits could be split among all of the public goods that need them (open space, art space, affordable 
housing, education, energy efficiency, green building, urban agriculture, TOD, local business, etc etc). This 
also raises the question of what really makes a "complete neighborhood" or "eco district," etc. – what mix of 
uses, public and private, and how can value be better understood and distributed at the district level versus 
the individual site level. 
 
Output 
In terms of output, I liked some of the ideas that were brought up at the last meeting as alternatives to a 
conventional white paper. I'd suggest also looking into an existing media outlet with a major audience 
(NYTimes online's Green Business blog, etc., or even Grist) to see if we could produce an ongoing blog or 
some other public discussion of our work. I would love to see this turn into a presentation or even a potential 
topic for a book down the road. 
 
 
 

INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY 
Content  
From my perspective and taking in my technical background I'm interested in continuing to dive further into 
how information and communication technology play into the overall long-term sustainability of a 
metropolitan area such as Seattle.  When I had a chance to talk with Wolfgang Wagener and he pointed me 
to the website www.connectedurbandevelopment.org, it gave me a sense that there would be a way for me 
to marriage my technical experience with helping provide sustainable solutions in the future.  As our cities 
gain more and more technological advances, there is an underlying issue with increases in energy 
consumption.  However, in conjunction with that, is the ability to utilize this technology to help increase 
energy efficiency (gas/electricity/water), transportation routing and management, and overall cultural 
changes in how we interact and work in a truly connected urban landscape.  
 
 
 

PROJECT ECONOMICS OF SUSTAINABILITY 
Content 
I’m interested in getting a better understanding of the factors that are important to 
Owners/Developers/Agencies when evaluating sustainable design features/products/strategies on their 
projects.  This stems from the fact that while we push to incorporate these ideas in our projects, and they are 
increasingly being accepted on a conceptual basis early in the project, we are finding that all too frequently 
specific strategies are abandoned during a VE process at various stages of a project (green roofs are a great 
example).  My thesis is that these decisions are often made with an initial cost only lens and if a broader lens 
could be used (that looked at the total cost of ownership and factored in some of the intangibles and/or 
externalities that are currently unaccounted for), the benefits of these strategies can be pretty apparent.  I’ll 
bring a diagram that I’ve been developing to tomorrow’s meeting that tries to illustrate the economic 
benefits of thinking about any initial cost premiums for these strategies as an investment rather than a cost, 
and showing the resulting savings over the life of the ownership brought back to NPV. 
 



 
 

WATER 
Content 
I’m also really interested in water issues and would be open to any project that focuses on water in whatever 
form…….project use, policy strategies, costs & subsidies, global crisis, etc…. 
 
I also agree with Scott on the water issues idea.  The technology side could also be a sub-category if it plays 
into the overall theme we are looking to work towards.  
  
 
 

SUSTAINABILITY EXPERIENTIAL RESEARCH 
Content 
A couple of thoughts-- I think there would be more value to this exercise if we found a way to learn from 
each other and do something somewhat experiential. It strikes me as an unoriginal use of the platform we 
have been given if we go off and do traditional "book research". In keeping with this-- some thoughts: 
  
We could do a project that had an experiment at its core, and then we compare notes on our perspectives on 
how the experiment went. For instance: what if for one week, we all committed to walk everywhere and 
spend half an hour taking notes 2-3 times a day on our observations about the city. I don't think that's the 
ideal experiment, but it gives a feel for what I have in mind. We might then replicate some aspects of that 
experiment in the city we travelled to and compare notes.  
 
Output 
Might be interesting opportunities to blog, take photos, talk about it afterward.... 
 
 
 

TRANSIT AND LAND USE 
Content: 
A more traditional topic-- that I haven't figured out how to turn into an experiment-- is the problem of the 
first hill streetcar that just got approved by Sound Transit. $132M! What a waste of money when we can't 
even keep our busses running on 10 minute (or even 15 minute) headways. I get that Sound Transit and 
Metro are different, but for crying out loud! We don't even know if we can complete the light rail project. We 
are so far from optimizing our regional transportation network, it is just sickening. Two thoughts about this 
one: 

• We could try to do a study of what factors in geography and regional dispersion of residences, 
workplaces, amenities (and ultimately trips), would drive the optimal mix of different modes of 
HOV travel.  

• We could do a study of state and local budgets around transit and roads for the puget sound area 
and optimize across all pools to optimize human mobility (a lot of work, but could be interesting) 

• We could try to figure out how to merge the transit agencies across the region (also hard, but more 
practical. Ballot measure, anyone?) 

  
 
 

CREDIT ENHANCEMENT / SMALL BUSINESS  
Content: 
Another thing I'd be interested in is a credit enhancement mechanism to make it possible for new mixed use 
projects to lease to small or mid-sized local businesses. Maybe something similar to what the SBA does 
g'teeing loans of small and medium sized businesses to buy real estate. The advantage of this is that it would 
make ground floor retail in walk-able neighborhoods more viable. Developers and owners could more 
securely pursue leases with these tenants, rather than always trying for the big chains. 
 



 
 

OPERATIONAL FRAMEWORK FOR INTERDISCIPLINARY DECISION-MAKING 
AND COMMUNICATION IN THE DESIGN OF COMPLEX SYSTEMS 
Content: 
As complex technology becomes increasingly adopted into fixed-investments of real estate and 
infrastructure, project leaders and sponsors are often unable to analyze all implications of system design 
decisions. The design of a well-functioning, integrated systems requires an operational framework to allow 
all team decision-makers to be on the same page with project goals.  In addition, this framework needs to 
provide for a communication methodology between all team members that allows for serial design activities 
to stay in alignment with broader project goals.   Project goals may be defined to include a set of 
sustainability metrics, financial and risk management metrics and/or system performance metrics. 
Applications in infrastructure investment, transportation, land-use codes, building codes 
Topic Goal:  Influence owner-driven decision making to reduce investment risk and improve system design 
outcomes for complex systems in the built environment such as buildings, neighborhoods and regional 
infrastructure 
Methodology:  Survey existing built environment interdisciplinarians at UW to develop a best-in-class 
framework for team design and communications. 
Leverage Points: Collaborate with ULI/NAIOP/MSC on $30,000 grant from Bullitt Foundation for regional 
Integrative Design workshops in 2011 
 
Output 
Open source publication of framework ideas as an academic contribution.  Generation of professional 
education workshop content. 
 
 
 

IMPLICATIONS TO THE NATIONAL ECONOMY FROM ALTERING THE COURSE 
OF RESOURCE FLOWS INTO REAL ASSET CLASSES  
Content 
At the national economic level, the policy bias towards short term cost mitigation strategies as opposed to 
long-term sustainable investments is rooted in the way that economic output is measured globally.  The key 
indicators of national economic health are the annual change in GDP and the unemployment rate, which are 
both instantaneous measures rather than cumulative measures of national economic performance.  The 
global implications of this measurement strategy are systemic over-leverage and unsustainable resource 
consumption compared to the underlying asset-base of the economy when the total stores of natural, human, 
and economic resources are taken into account.  One solution to this liquidation trap is to create for the 
national economy an annual Income Statement that would subtract from GDP all non-renewable resources 
that were liquidated from the economic base and a Balance Sheet that would take into account the economic 
value of all natural, human, intellectual, fixed and financial assets in the economy less all of the future 
liabilities (financial, social and environmental).  
 
In 2009 the value of all U.S. construction activity was $800 Billion, or 5.6% of GDP (down 32% from two years 
prior from a cyclical peak of 8% of GDP).  Additionally, the consumption of energy in all U.S. buildings and 
transportation systems in 2009 was 4.7% of GDP.  Nearly all of this productive economic activity is currently 
extractive in nature, meaning that the natural resource stores of the U.S. are permanently diminished by 
some % of this economic output annually.  Additionally, the demolition and disposal of buildings results in 
the permanent loss of their embodied energy and productivity in the economy. There is currently no 
accounting for these negative factors in our national economic model even though the industry accounts for 
over 10% of annual GDP. 
 
An alternative economic model for tracking resource flows and stores in the real asset classes in the U.S. 
economy could provide an better assessment of the systemic risks inherent with liquidation of non-
renewable resources.  Development of a national balance sheet for total economic value could provide 



visibility to the long-term financial tradeoffs between the liquidation of finite resources stores as opposed to 
investment in resource-producing assets and technologies. 
 
Applications in real estate, construction and public infrastructure investment 
Topic Goal:  Influence job creation, resource depletion trends and sustainable infrastructure investment 
policies in the public and private sectors 
Methodology: Research existing body of research for national economy generally and real estate industry 
specifically.  Define impacts of continued resource degradation on the volatility of the next real estate cycles 
and long-term negative impacts on GDP growth. 
Leverage Points: TBD 
 
Output  
Open source publication of implications in international online media, local panel discussions, and an 
academic paper. 
 
 
 

SUSTAINABLE URBAN DEVELOPMENT ON THE WEST COAST 
Content 
We begin by defining multidimensional sustainability criteria (economic, environmental, social, etc.) with 
which to evaluate sustainable development projects.  We identify and research candidate projects and select 
the most promising to visit, then formulate research questions.  We travel to the sites (perhaps Amtrak south 
to SoCal), and talk with project participants to identify strategies, successes, failures, obstacles etc.  Each of 
us can focus on those aspects that we are most intrigued by.  We also observe the projects and talk with end 
users (residents, tenants, etc.) to see whether sustainability on paper equates to sustainability in practice.  For 
example, are they really consuming fewer resources, driving less, are they satisfied with their space, etc..   
 
At home we collect our thoughts, data, and observations – and let these drive the content and direction of 
the final work product.  Perhaps we write a white paper (or make a youtube video) discussing the projects, 
lessons learned, best practices, applicability to Seattle, or maybe one specific aspect in particular will capture 
our attention.  Everyone will have chance to learn more about the particular sustainability aspects they are 
interested in – but also engage in a larger dialogue with the group about how they all fit together. 
 
Output 
Write white paper detailing findings.  Publish as Runstad Center white paper and in other venues with 
broader reach.  Arrange public presentation of results. 
 
 
 

SUSTAINABILITY TIED TO LAND USE 
Content 
At the core of sustainability issues is land use.  Land use effects travel, transit, carbon emissions, community 
engagement, etc etc.  The most “green” building really isn’t “green” if it is in a poorly connected location.  
Study different land use patterns and why they are or are not successful from an environmental, economic, 
cultural, and social perspective. 
 
Output 
A form of multimedia output would be interesting, have the opportunity to go viral, and perhaps attract 
more attention from a wider audience than an academic white paper.  Video or audio travel diaries that 
would eventually be compressed into a short video would be a good way to visually show the impacts of 
different land use patterns.  Also, we could interview people and have more qualitative research, especially 
on the cultural and social impacts of land use. 
 
 
 



SUSTAINABLE INFRASTRUCTURE IN RAPIDLY DEVELOPING CITIES 
Content 
Many countries in India and Africa are have seen rapid growth, and are expected to house a large majority 
of the world’s populations in years to come.  However, this accelerated progression has caused deficiencies 
in infrastructure development to hold these growing populations.  How does this lack of infrastructure and 
rapid growth affect the sustainability of cities?  What infrastructure investment (or other investment) could 
have the greatest sustainable impact on these rapidly growing cities? 
 
Output 
A form of multimedia output would be interesting, have the opportunity to go viral, and perhaps attract 
more attention from a wider audience than an academic white paper.  Video or audio travel diaries that 
would eventually be compressed into a short video would be a good way to convey information and offer 
more qualitative observations. 
 
 
 

CITIES IN CRISIS 
Content 
This idea is based on a theory that cities in crisis -- whether as the result of economic collapse (Detroit) or 
natural disaster (Greensburg, Kansas) – provide a unique laboratory in which to study policymaking and 
other strategies for building more resilient cities in the future. Using the case of Detroit specifically, the 
mayor's proposal to demolish 10,000 abandoned homes, cut public services to the least populated areas and 
provide incentives for people in those areas to relocate to denser neighborhoods are fairly radical, as are 
ideas being carried out at the individual level including repurposing abandoned lots for urban agriculture, 
and creating artist eco-homes in cheap housing (though to be fair, the execution of the City plan is still in 
question 
http://www.mlive.com/news/detroit/index.ssf/2010/11/dave_bings_2010_demolition_pla.html). The 
City of Greensburg moved forward with a plan to rebuild and reinvent itself as "America's greenest city" 
following devastation by a tornado in 2007. Big ideas for transforming traditionally slow-to-change patterns 
like land use and utilities gain traction in part because the political and social climate is so uniquely altered 
by the desperate state of the community.  
Approach 1: Examine and discuss policies created for rebuilding/restructuring the urban form, energy and 
public services in the wake of crisis and identify successes and failures.  
Approach 2: Examine the factors that set a city up for crisis in the first place. Drawing on the history of these 
cities as well as leading literature on strategies for resilient land use planning, economic diversification, 
energy independence, social equity, etc.  What do cities need today to be resilient against climate change?  
 
Output 
Approach 1: One ultimate output could be a manual or set of best practices/ideas for creating more resilient 
cities in advance of crises (economic, social, physical) tied to climate change. 
Approach 2: Create an output that identifies strategies for correcting or avoiding these weaknesses before 
they lead to crisis.  Identify at risk cities (or aspects of cities), and brainstorm realistic solutions to enhance 
resiliency.   
 


