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The Sustainable Sites Initiative™ (SITES™) is an interdisciplinary effort that was 
founded in 2005 by the American Society of Landscape Architects (ASLA), the Lady 
Bird Johnson Wildflower Center at the University of Texas at Austin, and the United y ,
States Botanic Garden, to create voluntary national guidelines and performance 
benchmarks for sustainable land design, construction and maintenance practices.  
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Green building standards developed by the U.S. Green Building Council (USGBC) and 
other organizations are a growing success story, providing guidance and motivation to 
reduce the environmental impact of buildings. As these statistics indicate, the practice p g , p
of green building is becoming increasingly more mainstream. 

Additional statistics:

-By 2015, an estimated 40-48% of new nonresidential construction by value will be 
green, equating to a $120-145 billion opportunity  (Source: McGraw Hill Construction 
(2010) Green Outlook 2011: Green Trends Driving Growth(2010). Green Outlook 2011: Green Trends Driving Growth.

-Over 160,000 professionals hold LEED credentials. (Source: GBCI, 2011)

Despite the clear success of green building, there have been no national standards, 
until now, to guide those who want to create sustainable landscapes. The goal of 
SITES is to fill this gap.
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In the course of identifying specific and measurable criteria for site sustainability, 
committee members developed a series of principles to guide the development of the 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks. These principles remain central to the core p p
values of SITESTM today. 
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SITES also embraced the Brundtland Report’s forward-looking definition of sustainable 
development. 

In the Initiative’s words, “sustainability is defined as design, construction, operations, 
and maintenance practices that meet the needs of the present without compromising 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”

A site can be sustainable over the long term only if it addresses competing demands 
on three fronts: 
1) Economically this includes having profitable competitive and enduring places to1) Economically, this includes having profitable, competitive and enduring places to 
live, work and visit.  
2) Socially, this means shaping a community that allows us to live healthy, productive 
lives.  
3) Environmentally, this ensures that the global ecosystem can continue to provide the 
basic ecosystem services that all life relies on.  
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The concept of “ecosystem services” will be covered further on the next slide.



SITES is based on the concept of ecosystem services, the idea that healthy 
ecosystems provide goods and services of benefit to humans and other organisms. 
These include services of clean air and water, temperature regulation, and improved 

lit f lifquality of life. 

Like buildings, landscapes can conserve resources or degrade and waste them. 
However, landscapes are unique in that they also have the additional capacity to 
enhance and regenerate natural resources – as shown here.  Because a 
sustainable site can provide these ecosystem services, it can actually improve
environmental quality rather than simply minimizing the damage to natural systems. q y p y g g y

In 1997, the economic value of these services was estimated to be $33 trillion 
annually, or roughly equivalent to the entire Global GNP (Costanza et al. 1997). 

The Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks developed by the Sustainable Sites 
InitiativeTM are based on the best available science and research, a thorough
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Initiative are based on the best available science and research, a thorough 
understanding of healthy systems, and the best practices that permit built landscapes 
to support natural ecological functions. 



The opportunity to quantify human benefits from ecosystem services represents a 
paradigm shift in the way society relates to the environment. It is based on the premise 
that human beings are a part of (rather than apart from) the rest of nature.g p ( p )

Humans are fully dependent on the services that natural systems provide and have a 
role in participating in and protecting the ecological systems which provide those 
services. 

SITES suggests that change moves from a conservation principle to ultimately a gg g p p y
production and regenerative outcome, through High Performance Landscapes. 
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The Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks are intended to apply sustainability 
principles to any site, with or without buildings, including landscapes of all sizes 
such as parks, recreational facilities, enhanced streetscapes, military bases, and more. p , , p , y ,
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Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks 2009 (published November 5, 2009) 
A compilation of current research, technology, and practices to provide technical 
guidance and performance benchmarks for sustainable land development and g p p
management practices. This report include a 250 point rating system with weighted 
credits and a recognition system. These ratings will recognize performance in 
achieving a sustainable site, much as LEED standards recognize sustainable 
buildings. This is a pilot rating system.

Pilot Phase
SITES is currently working with over 150 projects diverse projects across the country 
to examine how well the rating system applies to design, construction and 
maintenance practices. Using data from the projects, SITES will refine the rating 
system. 

Sustainable Sites Initiative Reference Guide/Revised Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks (target publication date late 2012/early 2013)
A user guide containing information from pilot projects that will explain credit 
requirements and provide resources to aid in creative problem solving Updated
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requirements and provide resources to aid in creative problem solving. Updated 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks based on the findings of the Pilot Phase.

Open Enrollment:

Operate SITES on an on-going basis, openly accepting projects for review and 
certification.



The rating system works on a 250-point scale, with levels of achievement for obtaining 
40, 50, 60 or 80 percent of available points, recognized with one through four stars, 
respectively. p y

If prerequisites are met, points are awarded for the 51 credits covering areas such as 
the use of brownfields or greyfields; materials; soils and vegetation; and sustainable 
construction and maintenance practices. 
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As mentioned in the previous slide, the Sustainable Sites Initiative released the 
Guidelines and Performance Guidelines 2009 in November 2009.  Building on the 
2008 Draft, this report contains 15 prerequisites and 51 credits ranging from site , p p q g g
selection to sustainable maintenance and monitoring practices.  The guidelines 
measure the sustainability of a site within the context of ecosystem services. 
Categories are organized to follow the site design and development process.
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The Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks 2009 provides users with a ready-to-use 
sustainability tool.  Each prerequisite and credit is organized into the following sections:  

Credit Intent: the desired outcome, or benchmark of the guideline.

Requirements: The performance measures that must be met in order to achieve the guideline

Submittal Documentation: This includes calculations, cost estimates and worksheets, some 
of which are provided within each credit

Potential Technologies and Strategies: While SITES is not meant to be used as a 
prescriptive tool, the guidelines contain suggestions for strategies to consider in attaining 
certain benchmarks, which may facilitate the submittal process

Links to Other Credits: This section identifies connections with other benchmarks, providingLinks to Other Credits: This section identifies connections with other benchmarks, providing 
users with additional opportunities for recognizing and achieving sustainable outcomes, 
potentially increasing the number of credits that a project may achieve. 

Resources: Each guideline contains additional links to additional reference materials, 
definitions and other resources.

Economic and Social Benefits:  In addition, each guideline contains a boxed section that 
highlights the economic and social benefits of the specific credit, such as reducing 
maintenance costs, improving water quality or creating opportunities for community 
recreational resources etc.
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The following slides take a closer look at a few of the prerequisites and credits in the 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks 2009. 

This slide is an index of Site Selection credits from the Guidelines and Performance 
Benchmarks 2009. Note that the Prerequisites are shown in bold. An example of a 
Site Selection credit follows on the next slide.
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Credit 1.5 Intent: is to encourage development on urban areas or areas that have 
been previously-developed, to reduce resource consumption and restore ecosystem 
services on damaged sites.g
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The following is an index of Pre-Design Assessment prerequisites and credits from the 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks 2009. Note that the Prerequisites are shown 
in bold. An examples of a Pre-Design Assessment prerequisite follows on the next p g p q
slide.
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The fundamental philosophy of SITES is based on a collaborative design approach. 
This is demonstrated early on by bringing the team together to look at the site before 
design beginsdesign begins.

Prerequisite 2.1 Intent: The intent of this credit requires users to conduct a detailed 
assessment of site conditions and explore options prior to design to inform decisions 
about site design, construction, operation, and maintenance.  This includes using an 
integrated design team to conduct pre-design assessments about the site, consider 
how SITES credits are related to the design and to complete initial calculations tohow SITES credits are related to the design, and to complete initial calculations to 
ensure site suitability.
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The following is an index of Water prerequisites and credits from the Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks 2009.  An examplesof a Water credit follows on the next 
slide.
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Credit 3.7 Intent: The intent of this credit is to integrate visually and physically 
accessible rainwater/stormwater freatures into the site in an aesthetically-pleasing way.
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Index of prerequisites and credits on Soils and Vegetation from the Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks 2009. An example follows.
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Prerequisite 4.3 Intent: The intent of this prerequisite is to develop and communicate 
to construction contractors a soil management plan (SMP) prior to construction to limit 
disturbance, assist soil restoration efforts, and define the location and boundaries of all , ,
vegetation and soil protection zones.
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Index of prerequisites and credits on Materials Selection from the 2009 Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks. 
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Credit 5.9 Intent:  The intent of this credit is to purchase plants from providers who 
reduce resource consumption and waste. An example of a Materials Selection credit 
follows in the next slide.
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Index of prerequisites and credits on Human Health & Well-Being from the 2009 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks. An example follows.
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Credit 6.3 Intent:  The intent of this credit is to interpret on-site features and 
processes to promote understanding of sustainability in ways that positively influence 
user behavior on site and beyond. y
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Index of prerequisites and credits on Construction from the 2009 Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks. An example follows.
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Credit 7.5 Intent:  The intent of this credit is to divert from disposal vegetation, soils, 
and mineral/rock waste generated during construction to achieve a net zero-waste site.
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Index of prerequisites and credits on Operations and Maintenance from the 2009 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks. An example follows.
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Prerequisite 8.1 Intent:  The intent of this prerequisite is to develop a site 
maintenance plan that outlines the long-term strategies and identifies short-term 
actions to achieve sustainable maintenance goals.g
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Pilot Project Update: In conjunction with the release of the Guidelines and 
Performance Benchmarks in late 2009, SITES issued a call for pilot projects to test the 
rating system. SITES received 345 applications to the Pilot Program, and over 150 g y pp g ,
projects have registered to be a SITES pilot project, from 34 U.S. States and abroad. 

Pilot  Projects are of all types and sizes, geographic diversity and in all phases of 
construction.  Eligible projects with or without buildings will receive Pilot Certification 
upon successful completion of the program (meeting all 15 prerequisites and at least 
100 credit points). Pilot Projects will serve as a critical resource in informing the p ) j g
development of the revised rating system and SITES user guide, slated for release in 
late 2012/early 2013.
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The intent of the pilot program was to assemble representative projects from diverse 
biogeographic regions, typologies, sizes, and existing land uses and test the 
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks.  The following slides illustrate the range of g g
diversity of the pilot projects.
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Schedule Recap:
Guidelines and Performance Benchmarks 2009 released November 5, 2009
Pilot Program started June 2010 (2 year phase) Staff reviewing project documentation g ( y p ) g p j
and refining the rating system based on pilot feedback.
Reference Guide: Target release date: 2012-2013
Open enrollment:  Target date: 2013
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