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SANTA CRUZ, CALIFORNIA 

Pop. 54,593 (2000) 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The city of Santa Cruz adopted an ordinance revising its zoning code to create green building re-
quirements and incentives for residential and commercial new construction, additions and certain re-
models.  Covered projects must achieve a minimum number of points from the commercial or resi-
dential green building checklists developed by the city. The commercial checklist is similar to the 
LEED checklist, however the total points required by the city is well below the minimum point totals 
required for LEED certification. The minimum point total required for residential projects increases 
as the size of the building increases. 

 
The city created a low minimum green building threshold in part to make it easier for projects to 
comply and for the municipality to ensure compliance and enforcement.  However, the ordinance es-
tablishes two types of incentives for projects to exceed the minimum required point levels – expedited 
review (see Policy Summary in Appendix B) and a city-issued Green Building Award.  The ordinance 
was based on a proposal developed over a three-year period by a citizen’s Green Building Working 
Group, which had been initiated through the City Council. 

 
CITATION 
Santa Cruz Ordinance 2005-29; Santa Cruz Municipal 
Code, Chapter 24.15 
 
DATE 
January 2006 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Department of Planning and Community Devel-
opment 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial  
Residential  
 
SIZE OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial: 1,000 square feet or more 
Residential: 350 square feet or more 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  Santa Cruz developed two separate 
checklists that use a flexible, point-based system 
for selecting green building features.  The com-
mercial checklist is based on the LEED-NC ver-
sion 2.1 checklist including the LEED indoor 
environmental criteria. The Santa Cruz commer-
cial checklist, however, does not establish any 
prerequisites and offers points for most of the 
LEED prerequisite items. The city requires that  

projects earn only seven points from the check-
list (compared to 26 points required by the 
USGBC for the minimum level of LEED certifi-
cation.) See Santa Cruz Green Points Checklist 
for Non-residential Buildings, at http://www.ci. 
santa-cruz.ca.us/pl/gbwg/AppendixC-Non- 
ResidentialChecklist.pdf. 

 
Santa Cruz’ residential checklist is consists of a 
variety of optional green building measures di-
vided into several categories, totaling 460 points. 
Projects can select measures from any category.  
The number of points required increases with 
every 100 square foot increase in house size. A 
2,500 square foot house would require 43 points, 
while a 3,500 square foot house would have to 
achieve 58 points.  See Santa Cruz Green Points 
Checklist for Residential Buildings, at 
www.ci.santa-cruz.ca.us/pl/gbwg/AppendixB-
NewHomeGreenPointsChecklist.pdf. 
 
The checklist includes a variety of indoor air 
quality measures relating to:  combustion safety 
(venting range hoods, garage exhaust fans, elimi-
nating wood-burning fireplaces, use of sealed 
combustion appliances); ventilation (ductwork 
installation, whole-house fans, HEPA filters, attic 
ventilation); low-emitting materials and flooring; 
and formaldehyde-free engineered wood. 

Santa Cruz, CA                                                                                                                    
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ANAHEIM, CALIFORNIA 

Pop. 344,141 
 
 

 
 
CITATION 
Anaheim City Council Resolution 2006-187; Anaheim 
Public Utilities Green Connection Program 
  
DATE 
August 2006 
  
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Anaheim Public Utilities 
City of Anaheim Planning Department 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS  
Commercial, Residential 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  Anaheim’s incentive program re-
quires participants to commit to green building 
certification by a third-party entity, however the 
program does not establish a particular set of 
green building criteria or a rating system that 
must be used by participants.  Nevertheless, to 
date all participants have used either the LEED 
rating system or the residential rating system of 
Build It Green, a California-based non-profit 
organization.  See http://www.builditgreen.org/. 
(That program is described in more detail in the 
Policy Summary for Marin County.) 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  To quality for priority processing and 
other incentives, projects must commit to achiev-
ing green building certification from any third-
party rating system approved by the utility. Ac-
cording to officials, the city will accept most es-
tablished green building rating systems that pro-
vide for third-party verification. To date, partici-
pants in the program have used either the   

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
In 2006, the Anaheim City Council passed a Resolution proposed by the city-owned Anaheim Public 
Utilities, addressing a variety of energy and environmental goals.  Among other things, the Resolution 
requires most city building projects to achieve LEED certification and also states that: “Developers 
and builders in Anaheim shall be encouraged to receive LEED™ registration and certification.”  Ana-
heim Public Utilities, which has had water and energy efficiency programs for many years, developed a 
new green building incentive program following enactment of the Resolution.  The program estab-
lishes expedited plan check and other incentives for building projects that commit to third-party green 
building certification.  

 
LEED system or the California-based Build It 
Green residential rating system. 

 
Expedited Review Incentive. Under the program, 
projects receive expedited plan check, with the 
city putting green building projects to the front 
of the line and providing a turn-around time of 
10 working days for the initial plan check.  Ac-
cording to officials, this compares to about 20 
working days for other projects. (The city also 
provides expedited permitting for any project 
that is willing to pay extra for it.) 

 
Other Incentives. Along with expedited review, 
green building projects receive a plan check fee re-
duction up to $50,000.  
 
Another significant financial incentive for green 
buildings is a monetary reimbursement for costs asso-
ciated with certification or third-party raters.  If a 
project achieves LEED certification, the city will 
reimburse: $15,000 (certified level), $20,000 (sil-
ver); $25,000 (gold), and $30,000 (platinum). For 
projects that pursue a different third-party certi-
fication, the program will reimburse up to $1,000 
per home, up to a maximum of $6,000 per resi-
dential development project. 
 
In addition, the utility offers projects free green 
building technical assistance through a third-party 
consultant with whom the utility contracts. De-
velopers working to incorporate green building 
features into their projects may submit their 
plans to a green building professional and receive 
up to 10 hours of free consultation on how to 
incorporate green strategies, with the city paying 
for the service. 

   Anaheim, CA

http://www.builditgreen.org/
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DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Pre-Permit Application. According to officials, most 
participants in the incentive program begin work-
ing with the utility’s Green Building Program 
prior to plan check. During the pre-file stage, the 
Planning Department generally provides infor-
mation about the incentive program to project 
teams and also provides project information to 
the Green Building Program. Some projects ap-
proach the utility on their own after having heard 
about the program independently.  

 
Building Permit. When applying for a building 
permit, projects that wish to participate in the 
incentive program submit a green building check-
list for the third-party rating system they are us-
ing, along with a Green Building Plan Check Fee 
Waiver Incentive Agreement.  This form includes 
information about the third-party rater or organi-
zation that will be certifying the project.  It also 
contains an agreement clause through which the 
builder commits to achieving green building cer-
tification. The Green Building Program managers 
review the form and approve projects for expe-
dited review and fee waiver. 
 
ENFORCEMENT  
The Plan Check Fee Waiver Agreement com-
pleted by the applicant stats that: ”If green build-
ing certification or rating is not met for the facil-
ity under this application, reimbursement for all 
fees waived as an incentive is due and payable to 
Anaheim Public Utilities.” 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Inter-agency Coordination. The incentive program 
has been developed, managed and funded by the 
Anaheim Public Utilities. The utility’s Green 
Building program works closely with the city’s

 
Planning Department, which is responsible for 
carrying out the expedited review for qualifying 
projects. Other city agencies, including the eco-
nomic and community development program, 
help provide outreach and assistance to projects 
to support the green building program. 

 
Resources.  Anaheim Public Utilities provides 
funding for the incentive program’s fee reduc-
tion, LEED grants, and technical consulting.  In 
the case of fee reductions/waivers, the utility in 
effect transfers to the Planning Department the 
amount of funding necessary to offset the De-
partment’s lost fees. 
 
EVALUATION 
Through 2007, ten private-sector green building 
projects had been approved and had gone 
through the expedited plan check process, 
though none had been completed.  Two of the 
projects were commercial developments. Several 
other projects are in preliminary stages and in-
tend to participate in the program. 

 
According to officials, expedited plan review has 
been an important incentive for encouraging 
green building, but the success of the program 
also reflects the comprehensive package of incen-
tives that is offered – including technical assis-
tance, fee reductions, and the other direct finan-
cial incentives that are available.  In addition, 
over the short time the program has been in ef-
fect, the green building field has developed con-
siderably, and building professionals have come 
to acknowledge that green building will be re-
quired or expected in the future. 

Anaheim, CA 
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ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA  

Pop. 199,776 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
Arlington County’s Green Home Choice Program is a voluntary program open to residential builders 
who agree to comply with the program’s Green Home Choice building criteria. Participating builders 
receive incentives including expedited plan review and assistance, in addition to green building certifi-
cation and promotional materials. 

 
CITATION 
Arlington County Green Home Choice Program  
 
DATE 
May 2003  
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Arlington County Department of Environmental 
Services 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS  
Residential (single-family) 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
At the time the county’s incentive policy was 
established, there were fewer residential green 
building guidelines available. The county is cur-
rently reviewing its program and is considering 
whether to incorporate alternative systems, or 
whether to establish different levels of incentives 
for projects that pursue higher levels of green 
building. 

 
Framework.  Arlington County’s Green Home 
Choice Scoring Worksheet and Guidelines are 
based on the Earth Craft House program, a 
green home rating system deigned by the South-
face Institute.  Builders earn points for using 
green building measures that are included in the 
worksheet under six different categories: site use, 
energy, indoor air quality, building materials, sol-
id waste, and water.  A project must earn 175 
points to be certified under the program.  All of 
the individual green building measures listed in 
the worksheet are optional, though projects must 
meet certain energy conservation prerequisites 
and must also prepare a homeowner’s manual 
outlining the homes green features. 

 

 
The program includes a significant emphasis on 
EPA’s Energy Star program, and projects can 
obtain a large number of points for complying 
with Energy Star requirements. 

 
Indoor Air Quality.  The IAQ section of the crite-
ria includes a total of 80 optional points, and is 
divided into four parts -- combustion safety, 
moisture control, ventilation, and materials – 
each of which includes several individual de-
sign/construction strategies. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Although the program is not formalized through 
ordinance or regulation, the county has devel-
oped formal green building criteria for the pro-
gram and has provided a written summary of the 
program.  See http://www.arlingtonva.us (search 
“Green Home Choice”). 
 
Criteria.  To quality for priority processing, pro-
jects must be residential and must comply with 
the Green Home Choice building criteria devel-
oped by the county.  

 
Expedited Review Incentive.  According to officials, 
expedited permitting projects move to the head 
of the line for plan review.  The difference in 
plan review time is about 1-2 weeks for fast-track 
projects, compared to 4-5 weeks for regular pro-
jects. 
 
Other Incentives.  In addition to providing expe-
dited review, the program certifies homes as 
meeting the Green Home Choice standards, lists 
projects on the program website, provides pro-
motional materials including job site signs, and 
offers educational resources to participating pro-
jects. 
 
 
 

 Arlington County, VA
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DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Initial Application. Builders who wish to partici-
pate in the program are asked first to speak with 
the program manager and to sign an intent form.  
At this stage, the Environmental Planning Office 
works closely with the applicant to ensure that 
the project as planned will meet the Green Home 
Choice criteria. The project is then designated as 
a “green home” project and is assigned a plans 
examiner and a building inspector who both 
track the progress of the project.  

 
Building Permit. When applying for a building 
permit, participants submit a Green Home 
Choice scoring worksheet, which indicates the 
green building measures that will be incorporated 
in the home.  The worksheet also includes a 
statement affirming that the builder intends to 
construct the home to the standards of the pro-
gram. See 
http://www.arlingtonva.us/Departments/Environ
mentalServices/epo/pdffiles/gh_worksheet.pdf. 

 
Inspections. The Green Home Choice program 
includes two county field inspections to ensure 
compliance.  One is a pre-drywall inspection, and 
the other is carried out near project completion.  
According to officials, the county tries to inte-
grate these with the other inspections required 
for a project. 

 
In order to obtain green building certification 
once a home is completed, participants must 
submit a final Green Home Choice worksheet 
and appropriate supporting documentation, 
along with a final inspection report conducted by 
the program inspector. 

 
ENFORCEMENT 
The county’s program does not establish penal-
ties in the event a project receives the incentive 
and then fails to meet the green building re-
quirements.  According to officials, the county 
has not had a problem with projects that do not 
meet the Green Home Choice criteria upon 
completion. 
 

 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Advisory Committee. The county initially established 
a Green Home Choice Committee, an advisory 
group to help develop the program.  The com-
mittee no longer exists, but could be reconsti-
tuted if the county decides to change the pro-
gram. 

 
Staffing.  The county did not do a formal fiscal 
analysis or provide additional staff resources for 
the program.  According to officials, however, an 
important part of the incentive program has been 
the availability of existing staff to oversee its im-
plementation. There is a project coordinator 
within the Environmental Planning Office who 
consults with the applicant on the project’s green 
building measures. There is also one plan re-
viewer and one building inspector who have re-
ceived green building training and have principal 
responsibility for the program.  

 
Education and Outreach.  The county hosts green 
home events (seminars, speakers, workshops, 
open houses) on various topics throughout the 
year.  Participants in the program are encouraged 
to attend a county-sponsored green building edu-
cational event. 
 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, 17 homes have partici-
pated in the expedited permitting program.  Be-
cause there are no subdivision developers in Ar-
lington, green building is still a niche market in 
the single-family home context.  In addition, in 
contrast to the review process for large buildings, 
the county doesn’t have extensive contact with 
single-family residential builders during the per-
mitting process. Thus, more extensive outreach is 
important in order to bring about greater partici-
pation in the program. 

Arlington County, VA 

http://www.arlingtonva.us/Departments/EnvironmentalServices/epo/pdffiles/gh_worksheet.pdf
http://www.arlingtonva.us/Departments/EnvironmentalServices/epo/pdffiles/gh_worksheet.pdf
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CHICAGO, ILLINOIS 

Pop. 2,749,283 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The city of Chicago has a number of different green building policies and programs.  For private de-
velopment, the city has created an expedited permitting program for any project that obtains certifica-
tion under either the LEED rating system or the city’s own residential green building program. The 
city also provides a monetary incentive that is integrated with the expedited review program: Building 
projects that incorporate higher levels of green building may be eligible for a waiver of certain fees.  In 
addition to expedited processing and fee reductions, Chicago’s program is notable for dedicating green 
building staff to work closely with applicants and to help guide green building projects through the 
permitting process.  

 
CITATION 
Chicago Green Permit Program 
 
DATE 
April 2005 
   
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Chicago Department of Buildings 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  Chicago uses the LEED rating sys-
tem for commercial projects. For residential pro-
jects, the program uses Chicago Green Homes, a 
city-developed, checklist-based system for single-
family and multi-family residential construction 
and renovation projects. The checklist, which 
includes certain mandatory elements, is organized 
by categories: sustainable sites; energy efficiency, 
materials; health and safety; resources conserva-
tion; homeowner education; and innovation. The 
Chicago Department of Environment, which 
runs the program, certifies homes as achieving 1-
3 stars within the program, depending on the 
number of green building measures and points 
achieved. The agency contracts with outside re-
viewers to review projects for compliance. The 
Green Permit program requires projects to 
achieve at least a 2-star rating.  The city will also 
accept projects pursuing LEED-Homes certifica-
tion. 

 
To supplement these rating systems, the city has 
developed a list of green building measures to 
form a “menu.”  Applicants must incorporate 
one, two or three of these items, depending on 

the level of financial incentives sought.  The 
menu includes: exceptional energy performance, 
green roofs; renewable energy; transit-oriented 
development; water management; exceptional 
bike parking; and natural ventilation. 

 
Indoor Air Quality.  The Chicago Green Homes 
checklist includes a section on Health and Safety, 
which incorporates several IAQ-related meas-
ures. There are two mandatory elements, a pro-
hibition on unvented fireplaces and a require-
ment for a full exterior drainage plane. Other 
optional IAQ items are included in the areas of: 
radon resistant new construction; formaldehyde-
free materials; mechanical ventilation & filtration; 
low-emitting finishes; combustion safety; and 
moisture management. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Chicago’s expedited permitting program, an ini-
tiative of the Mayor, is not formalized through 
ordinance or regulation. The Department of 
Buildings has developed formal, detailed guide-
lines for the program.  See  
http://egov.cityofchicago.org/DCAP (“green 
permit”). The department also has prepared writ-
ten descriptions of the submittal requirements 
for participating projects. 
 
According to city officials, the success of Chi-
cago’s program is due largely to the provision of 
comprehensive permit coordination services to 
participating projects.  Program participants are 
particularly drawn to the availability of a Green 
Permit program staff member who is knowledge-
able about the city’s permitting system and re-
quirements (in addition to understanding green 
building) and who is available to help navigate

 Chicago, IL
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this system. This is an important benefit in addi-
tion to the reduced permitting time and potential 
fee reduction.   

 
Criteria.  To qualify for the expedited permitting 
program, commercial and large residential pro-
jects must achieve LEED certification.  Small 
residential projects must comply with the Chi-
cago Green Homes standard, a rating system 
developed by the city. According to city officials, 
the program will also accept residential projects 
that are seeking certification through the LEED-
Homes rating system.  In addition to achieving 
certification through one of these systems, the 
city has created a menu of green building items 
that most projects must select from in order to 
participate. 

 
Expedited Review Incentive. The program provides a 
building permit turn-around time of 30 business 
days, which corresponds to the time between 
submission of the building permit application 
with complete drawings, and the time a building 
permit is issued.  Program officials note that for 
large commercial projects, this turnaround time 
compares to an average of about 90 days for 
permitting non-expedited projects.  On the other 
hand, the incentive is not particularly valuable to 
very small residential projects whose builders are 
familiar with the permitting systems, as those 
projects can often be permitted within a week. 

 
The turnaround time of 30 working days is bro-
ken down as: 2 weeks for agency review, 2 weeks 
for the applicant to respond to the review, and 2 
weeks to address other issues that arise.  Officials 
note that many participating projects do not 
achieve the 30-day goal, mainly because they do 
not respond in a timely manner once the agency 
has completed its review.  

 
Other Incentives. In conjunction with expedited 
review, the city offers fee waivers for applicants 
that are subject to the Developer Services pro-
gram, which requires outside consultants to con-
duct plan reviews for large, complicated projects.  
Normally such projects are required to pay the 
consultant’s fee, which ranges from about $5,000 
- $50,000.  The Green Permit Program offers a 
waiver or a reduction of this consultant review 
fee, based on the extent to which green measures  
are incorporated.  Small residential development 
would not be eligible for this incentive, as they  

 
are not subject to the Developer Services re-
quirement.  

 
According to officials, in 2008 the city will be 
eliminating the separate Developer Services con-
sultant review fee and increasing the building 
permit fees accordingly.  As a result, the Green 
Permit program will change its financial incentive 
to a building permit fee reduction.  This will have 
the effect of allowing small residential projects to 
obtain a financial incentive. 

 
There are three levels, or tiers, of incentives that 
are available to applicants, combining the expe-
dited permitting and fee waiver elements: (1) 30-
day permitting with no fee waiver; (2) 30-day 
permitting plus up to $25,000 of consultant re-
view fees waived; and (3) 30-day permitting plus 
100% of consultant review fees waived.  The 
program guidelines include a chart showing the 
requirements for each incentive level for 12 dif-
ferent types/sizes of building projects. These 
requirements were revised, effective January 1, 
2008.  According to officials, more stringent eli-
gibility criteria were established to reflect the 
growth of the program and the increase in in-
crease in participation. 
 
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Applicants for expedited permitting must dem-
onstrate compliance with the green building re-
quirements prior to submitting their building 
permit application. The city provides extensive 
assistance to participants in the pre-building 
permit phase, in order to help ensure that the 
project is processed as efficiently as possible.  
 
Pre-permitting Coordination and Documentation.  Ac-
cording to program officials, a key feature of the 
program is early consultation with applicants. 
Typically, larger projects contact the Green Per-
mit program 3-4 months prior to submitting a 
building permit application, and program staff 
work with the project over the course of those 
few months (usually meeting more than once) to 
discuss how the project will achieve certification 
and to help coordinate the requirements of other 
city agencies (e.g., planning, zoning, transporta-
tion).  The Green Permit program staff work 
with applicants to help explain those require-
ments and resolve potential conflicts.

Chicago, IL 
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Approximately 4-6 weeks prior to permit sub-
mission, LEED projects submit 50% construc-
tion documents and their green building docu-
mentation for the Green Permit program’s Pre-
liminary Review Meeting.  This documentation 
includes: (1) a LEED registration number, (2) a 
LEED scorecard, (3) a green permit narrative, (4) 
identification of Menu Item(s) selected, and (5) in 
some cases, specifications demonstrating how 
green building measures will be achieved.   
 
According to officials, the green permit narrative 
is the key component of the documentation, as it 
describes how the applicant intends to achieve 
each green building credit.  Though the city pro-
vides an example of a model narrative, the quality 
of the narrative typically corresponds to the ap-
plicant’s green building experience. 

 
The Green Permit program hires consultants to 
review the green building documentation for 
LEED projects to ensure that the project will 
comply with the LEED criteria. According to 
officials, this typically requires 3-4 hours of con-
sultant time, and the program aims to complete 
the review within one week.  The applicant then 
must respond to any comments and obtain final 
approval of the narrative.  

  
Once a LEED project is approved for expedited 
permitting, the applicant signs a contract indicat-
ing that the project will comply with the green 
building measures included in the green building 
narrative, which is attached to the contract.  
These contracts are modified versions of the 
contracts that all Developer Services projects 
must sign.  

 
Chicago Green Home projects must submit a 
CGH checklist, which also indicates the page 
number in the drawings on which the design 
element is specified.  For items not included in 
drawings, additional documentation is required. 
This information is generally submitted to the 
Green Permit program 2-3 weeks before the 
permit submission, and it is then forwarded to 
the CGH program for review. Once approved 
for participation in the expedited permitting pro-
gram, larger CGH projects sign contracts that 
incorporate the approved CGH checklists, while  
smaller projects incorporate the checklist in the 
final permit plans. 

 

 
Building Permit. According to officials, projects 
may be double checked during the building per-
mit phase if any green building features remained 
in question after the preliminary review. 

 
Post-construction.  Projects are required to submit 
proof of LEED certification or Chicago Green 
Home certification within 180 days of project 
completion. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
If the project fails to obtain LEED certification, 
the owner is barred from future participation in 
the Green Permit program.  If the project is still 
under construction, the city might also seek a 
refund of any waived fees. Chicago Green 
Homes projects that fail to comply are subject to 
refund of any waived fees and possible building 
permit revocation. 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Staffing.   When the Green Permit program was 
created, a manager was hired to oversee the pro-
gram.  Two years later, a second staff person was 
added to the program.  These staff provide the 
close coordination and review of projects de-
scribed above. 

 
Resources.  The city has also budgeted money from 
the city’s general fund each year to cover the 
consultant fee waivers. 
 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, 19 permits were processed 
through the Green Permit program in 2005.  In 
2006, there were 71 permits, and this number 
jumped to 144 in 2007.  This includes a consider-
able number of large residential projects (afford-
able housing projects, condominiums, apartment 
buildings), as well as commercial projects. 
 
The Chicago Green Home program maintains a 
database with information about each project’s 
green building features (from the checklist).  The 
Green Permit program is beginning to maintain 
this information for LEED projects and is con-
sidering requiring projects to provide informa-
tion on a building’s water and energy use in the 
future. 

  Chicago, IL 
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KING COUNTY, WASHINGTON  

Pop. 364,498 (unincorporated) 
 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
King County has established a broad program of incentives to encourage green building.  In addition 
to financial incentives, the county offers priority processing for residential projects that meet the green 
building criteria developed by Built Green, a private, non-profit residential green building program.  
Along with priority processing, the county provides free project management services for participating 
projects.  In 2008, the county updated the incentive program to establish tiered incentives for different 
levels of green building. 

 
CITATION 
King County DDES Green Building Program Incen-
tives 
 
DATE  
2006; revised 2008 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
King County Department of Development and 
Environmental Services (DDES) 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Residential  
 
GEOGRAPHIC SCOPE 
Unincorporated King County  
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  The King County incentive program 
uses the residential building rating program de-
veloped and operated by Built Green, a residen-
tial building program of the Master Builders 
Association of King and Snohomish Counties, 
developed in partnership with King County, 
Snohomish County, and other agencies in 
Washington State.  The system has flexible, 
point-based checklists for single-family homes, 
multi-family homes, additions/renovations, and 
communities. 

 
The Built Green checklist for single-family 
homes includes green building measures in the 
areas of Site and Water, Energy Efficiency, 
Health and Indoor Air Quality, and Materials 
Efficiency.  Participating homes may achieve 
between one and five stars, depending on the 
number of green building measures incorpo-
rated. While the checklist is structured as a set of 
optional measures, projects at the four and five-

star levels must include specified required ele-
ments in each category. Projects seeking recog-
nition at the 4-star and 5-star levels must also 
hire third-party verifiers who have been ap-
proved by Built Green and who follow program 
verification guidelines to ensure that projects 
have met the standard.  The multi-family check-
list and rating system is similar in structure. 

 
Indoor Air Quality.  Both the single-family and 
multi-family checklists include numerous IAQ 
optional measures, as well as certain required 
measures for 4-star and 5-star projects. Indoor 
air quality considerations make up a possible 
247 possible points on the single-family check-
list, and include measures in the following areas: 
jobsite operations, layout and material selection, 
moisture control, air distribution and filtration, 
and HVAC equipment.  Five-star projects must: 
use low toxic/low-VOC paints; ventilate during 
drywall sanding and wet finish applications; use 
composite wood of exterior grade or with no 
added urea formaldehyde; and eliminate at-
tached garages unless they are air sealed from 
the house with an automatic exhaust fan. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
There is no formal written ordinance or 
resolution establishing the county’s green 
building incentives.  The original program was 
presented in an informational bulletin issued by 
the Department of Development and 
Environmental Services.  See DDES Customer 
Information Bulletin 55, at 
http://www.metrokc.gov/ddes/acrobat/cib/55
.pdf.  The bulletin is being updated to reflect 
revisions to the program. 
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Criteria.  To quality for priority processing, sin-
gle-family homes must achieve a 4-star or 5-star 
rating under the Built Green rating system, while 
multi-family projects must achieve a 5-star rat-
ing. King County supported development of the 
Built Green program, and officials note that 
county agencies and area builders have had ex-
tensive experience with this system. 

 
Expedited Review Incentive.  King County provides 
expedited plan review for qualifying projects. 
According to officials, the program does not 
provide specific turn-around times, and the re-
view time will vary depending on the complexity 
of the project and the manner in which the pro-
ject team provides the necessary paperwork.  
The program has not yet had sufficient partici-
pation to provide to provide a general compari-
son of review times for expedited projects and 
non-expedited projects. 
 
DDES accomplishes expedited review by plac-
ing projects at the front of the line at permit 
intake. The project is assigned to a senior pro-
ject manager who is the single point of contact 
and coordinator throughout the permitting 
process. 

 
Other Incentives.  In conjunction with expedited 
review, the county provides free project management 
services.  As a fee-based agency, the DDES 
charges projects an hourly rate for staff time 
during the building permit process.  Green 
building projects may receive a certain number 
of free hours of project management.  Five-star, 
single-family homes that are under 1,500 square 
feet receive 8 free hours, while those under 
5,000 square feet receive 5 free hours. Four-star 
homes are eligible for 3 free hours. Multi-family 
buildings and town homes may receive 15 free 
hours if they achieve a 5-star rating. 

 
The DDES also offers free green building technical 
assistance to all building permit applicants, 
through its green building program Coordinator.  
Although DDES is a fee-based agency and 
charges an hourly rate for staff time involved in 
permitting, it does not charge for this green 
building assistance, which is funded through the 
county’s solid waste program.  This assistance is 
aimed at helping projects incorporate green 

 
building measures before they apply for a build-
ing permit. 

 
The county also provides green building grants for 
residential and commercial projects that achieve 
green building certification.  King County De-
partment of Natural Resources and Parks 
(DNRP - Solid Waste Division) provides grant 
funding on a competitive basis to projects that 
achieve LEED silver, gold or platinum certifica-
tion, with grants ranging from $15,000 - 
$25,000, depending on the level of certification. 
The county has developed a written Application 
form and Guidelines that are published for each 
grant cycle.  See 2007 LEED™ Grant Applica-
tion, and Guidelines, at  
www.metrokc.gov/dnrp/swd/greenbuilding/do
cuments/LEEDGrantApplication_2007.doc  
 
In addition, the DNRP and Seattle Public Utili-
ties have developed a grant program for single-
family homes and single-family home develop-
ment projects that receive a 4-star or 5-star Built 
Green rating.  The grants range from $2,500 - 
$15,000 depending on the size of the project 
and the rating achieved. Written guidelines for 
the incentive program are available through the 
Built Green web site. See 
http://www.builtgreen.net/incentive.html. 
 
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
According to officials, participating projects 
must submit a draft Built Green checklist along 
with their building permit application. They 
must also an agreement form, affirming their 
intent to achieve a 4-star or 5-star rating. 

 
The checklist is reviewed and approved by a 
third-party verifier through the Built Green pro-
gram.  It is then taken into the system to be 
processed by DDES.  Ultimately, projects must 
submit proof of Built Green Certification and 
the final checklist becomes part of the project’s 
completed file. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
If a participating project fails to meet the green 
building requirements, the county may recoup 
any waived project management fees. 
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OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Training and Education.  According to officials, 
DDES staff are quite familiar with the Built 
Green system, given its wide use in the region. 
DDES annually conducts a series of green 
building workshops for its staff.  In addition, the 
Solid Waste Division of the Department of 
Natural Resources and Parks supports a variety 
of educational programs for suburban cities 
located within King County, to encourage them 
to adopt green building programs. 
 

 
 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, only a few projects have 
participated in the expedited permitting incen-
tive thus far. Officials expect the numbers to 
increase due to marketing of the incentives and 
growing interest in green building in the county. 

King County, WA 
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SAN FRANCISCO, CALIFORNIA 

Pop. 744,041 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The San Francisco Municipal Code requires the city to process building permit applications in the or-
der received, unless the city makes a written finding of a public policy basis for not doing so.  In 2006, 
two city agencies – the Department of Planning and the Department of Building Inspection -- estab-
lished policy guidelines for priority processing of permits for new construction projects that meet 
green building criteria. Under the two policies, the city provides expedited review for buildings that 
achieve a LEED gold-level certification or the equivalent.  [This summary does not cover the expe-
dited review policy of a third municipal agency, the Department of Public Works, which applies to 
review of applications for permits to use the public right of way.] 

 
In 2008, the City’s Board of Supervisors is considering legislation that would establish green building 
requirements for most residential and commercial buildings, using the LEED and GreenPoint Rated 
systems.  See http://www.ci.sf.ca.us/site/bdsupvrs_page.asp?id=73398. 

 
CITATION 
San Francisco Planning Department, Director’s  
Bulletin No. 2006-02 
San Francisco Department of Building Inspection  
Admin. Bulletin AB 004 
 
DATE 
September/October 2006 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
San Francisco Planning Dept. 
San Francisco Dept. of Building Inspection 
San Francisco Dept. of the Environment 

 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA  
Framework.  The San Francisco policies incorpo-
rate LEED as the green building criteria, without 
modification, including the LEED indoor envi-
ronmental criteria.  
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
The policies issued by the Departments of Plan-
ning and  
Building Inspections include similar requirements 
and provide for expedited review for projects 
that will be certified by the USGBC at the LEED 
gold level or higher. See 
http://www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/planni
ng/projects_reports/db2006_02priorityprocessin
g(1).pdf (Planning).  See also 
  

 
http://www.sfgov.org/site/uploadedfiles/dbi/d
ownloads/AB-004.pdf (DBI).   
 
Criteria.  Any building project that obtains LEED 
gold-level certification or higher is eligible for 
expedited permit processing. Projects may also 
use a different green building rating system to 
achieve a comparable result, if approved by the 
city.   
 
Expedited Process: Department of Planning.  Accord-
ing to planning officials, the environmental re-
view process is the major factor affecting the 
timing of any major project.  Officials note that it 
takes an average of 6-9 months for an environ-
mental planner to be assigned to a project after 
an application is received by the Planning De-
partment. The Department’s expedited review 
policy establishes a target timeline of two weeks 
between submission of an application and its 
assignment to and receipt by a Planner. Dir. Bull. 
2006-02 at p. 4.  The policy also sets a target of 
two weeks for initial review -- the elapsed time 
between assignment and the planner’s’ first re-
view of the application for project scope and 
application completeness. 
 
According to the policy, applications for expe-
dited processing will be processed in the order 
they are received, as quickly as possible, based on 
staff availability. The policy states:   
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“if the volume of qualified applications 
approved for priority processing and the 
level of the Department’s staffing pre-
clude meeting the required time limits for 
assignment and/or review, then the Ap-
plicant will be informed that the expedited 
review program has reached its capacity, 
and will have the option to apply for re-
view under normal timelines or to have 
the application placed on a priority review 
waiting list, until staff becomes available 
for assignment to a priority application.”  
Dir. Bull. 2006-02 at p. 4.   

 
According to officials, the agency accomplishes 
priority processing by moving qualified projects 
to the front of the line for assignment to a plan-
ner. Each of the agency’s environmental planners 
(24 positions when fully staffed) would have no 
more than one priority processing project at a 
time. Thus, the number of priority review pro-
jects that can be accepted at any given time is 
limited by the availability of planners. If the 
agency is at capacity, then approved priority pro-
jects would be in a queue waiting for staff to be-
come available. 
 
Because the expedited processing is a benefit to 
projects that require extensive environmental 
review, the Planning Department has received 
applications for priority processing mainly from 
medium to large projects, such as multi-family 
buildings and office buildings.  Thus far the 
agency has accepted eight projects for priority 
processing, and another four are in the queue 
awaiting availability of an environmental planner. 
 
Expedited Process: Department of Building Inspection. 
Any project that has been approved for expe-
dited review at the Planning Department is also 
eligible for expedited plan review at DBI.  The 
building department expedites plan review by 
putting eligible projects at the top of the waiting 
list for assignment to a plan reviewer.  According 
to officials, overall assignment and review time is 
reduced somewhat for priority projects.  Once 
assigned, the length of time for review depends 
largely on how efficiently the project proponent 
provides DBI with the necessary information.  
 
Projects may also be eligible for DBI priority 
processing even if they have not gone through 
priority review at the Planning Department.  For  

 
example, less complex projects that do not re-
quire extensive planning review might be ac-
cepted for expedited review when they apply to 
DBI for a building permit. Agency officials note, 
however, that plan review for most projects of 
this type is carried out fairly quickly by DBI. 
Thus the incentive (time saved) is not significant, 
especially in light of the added time required of 
the applicant to develop and fulfill the require-
ments of the priority review agreement entered 
into with the agency (see below).  According to 
officials, DBI has had only one or two projects 
expedited review projects that had not also gone 
through expedited review at the Planning De-
partment. 

  
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Documentation.  According to both policies, appli-
cants for expedited processing must submit a 
one-page form to the respective agencies, titled 
Documentation of Findings for Priority Permit 
Processing, which includes brief information 
about the project.  The application must also be 
accompanied by an agreement, in a form pre-
pared and executed by the Department of the 
Environment, which outlines the review process 
and the consequences of failure to meet the 
green building criteria. Along with the agreement, 
the applicant must submit a LEED checklist, 
specifying the green building measures that the 
project will include to obtain a gold rating.  Dir. 
Bull. 2006-02 at p. 3; Admin.Bull. AB-004 at p. 4. 
 
Once the application is approved, the obligations 
contained in the agreement are memorialized as 
Conditions of Approval (Planning) and as Condi-
tions of Permit Approval (DBI), and are re-
corded as Notices of Special Restrictions with 
the County Recorder’s Office.  The conditions 
must include the requirement that the project’s 
site permit application or other applications be 
accompanied by a LEED Design Phase Certifica-
tion from the USGBC, and that final LEED cer-
tification be obtained with a gold rating within 
six months of issuance of the first Certificate of 
Occupancy or Certificate of Final Completion 
(or, if such certificates are not issued, the permit 
sign-off signifying completion). Dir. Bull. 2006-
02 at pp. 3-4; Admin. Bull. AB-004 at p.4.  Ac-
cording to officials, the city may extend the time 
for providing proof of LEED certification if the
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project experiences delays in the issuance of its 
LEED certification. 
 
Review.  At the outset of the application process 
for priority processing, the project sponsor is 
required to meet with the San Francisco Green 
Team to determine eligibility.  The Green Team 
includes representatives of the Departments of 
Planning, Building Inspection and Environment. 
Dir. Bull. 2006-02 at pp. 3; Admin. Bull. AB-004 
at p.4.  According to officials, once an applica-
tion is received, a meeting is set up with the pro-
ject sponsor to review the LEED checklist and 
architectural drawings, to make sure that the 
LEED credits claimed on the checklist are re-
flected in the project’s application. If a project is 
approved, it is eligible for priority processing 
through both the Department of Planning and 
DBI.  However the applicant must submit a sep-
arate written application form to DBI once it has 
completed the planning review stage. 
 
Permit applications that are approved for priority 
processing are to be so designated in the permit 
tracking systems of the DBI and the Department 
of Planning.  Dir. Bull. 2006-02 at pp. 3; Admin. 
Bull. AB-004 at p.4.  The DBI policy authorizes 
the agency's director to approve alternate docu-
mentation and compliance programs to confirm 
that all required work is properly completed. 
Admin. Bull. AB-004 at p. 5. 
 
Department of Planning. According to planning of-
ficials, the agency is continuing to develop the 
process for review of green building documenta-
tion as a project proceeds through the approvals 
process.  When the priority processing program 
was initiated, it was expected that the Depart-
ment of the Environment would assist in review-
ing projects following their acceptance into the 
program – for example, by reviewing the re-
quired proof of LEED design phase certification.  
However, staff vacancies in the Department of 
Environment have delayed the agency’s partici-
pation. 
 
Department of Building Inspection. According to offi-
cials, building department plan reviewers stay in 
touch with project consultants regarding the 
green building measures for projects receiving

 
expedited review. DBI inspectors do not address 
green building features apart from the regular 
inspections conducted as part of the project. The  
main method of verification is receipt of proof of 
LEED certification following the issuance of the 
temporary Certificate of Occupancy.  Once this 
verification is made, the final Certificate is issued. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
None of the projects that have participated in the 
priority processing program have completed 
construction.  Planning and Building officials 
indicate that in the event of non-compliance, a 
hearing would be held to determine reasonable 
mitigation alternatives.  For example, if a project 
received priority processing at the planning stage 
but then failed to be certified at the LEED gold 
level, the Planning Department might require the 
project to go back before the Planning 
Commission.  The agency could request that the 
Commission establish migitation measures for 
the project in order to offset the green building 
features that were not included in the proejct.  If 
the project failed to achieve the energy 
conservation measures it had agreed to initially, 
the city might, for example, require the project 
owner to purchase hybrid vehicles for the city’s 
fleet, or undertake a tree planting project. 

 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Staffing.  Although there were no new staff or 
other resources were provided exclusively for 
implementation of the policies at either agency, a 
new position was created in the Department of 
Planning – a Senior Planner in the Director’s 
office.  This position is responsible for improv-
ing the quality of project design generally, includ-
ing addressing green building issues.  The Senior 
Planner provides general oversight and assistance 
in managing the priority permitting program. 

 
As noted above, the city also anticipates that the 
Department of Environment will assist the De-
partment of Planning and the DBI in reviewing 
green building projects. 
 
Training.  According to officials, 50 DBI inspec-
tors have received LEED training. 

  San Francisco, CA 
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SANTA CRUZ, CALIFORNIA 

Pop. 54,593 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY                                                             
The city of Santa Cruz adopted an ordinance revising its zoning code to create green building re-
quirements and incentives for residential and commercial new construction, additions and certain re-
models.  Projects are required to submit a green building checklist developed by the city and to 
achieve a minimum number of points by selecting green building measures from the checklist. (See 
Policy Summary in Appendix A.) The ordinance also establishes priority processing for projects that 
exceed the minimum required point levels.  The ordinance was based on a proposal developed over a 
three-year period by a citizens’ Green Building Working Group. 

 
CITATION 
Santa Cruz Ordinance 2005-29; Santa Cruz Municipal 
Code, Chapter 24.15 
 
DATE 
January 2006 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Department of Planning and Community Devel-
opment 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential  
 
SIZE OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial: 1,000 square feet or more 
Residential: 350 square feet or more 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
The city conducted a fiscal analysis and con-
cluded that the program would require additional 
staff time to handle increased plan check and 
inspection requirements. Because Santa Cruz was 
facing difficult economic circumstances at the 
time the green building program was developed, 
the city rejected the option of hiring new staff 
and sought to minimize the burden on existing 
staff for overseeing compliance with the new 
requirements. See City of Santa Cruz Planning 
Commission Agenda Report (8/18/05) at p. 2.  
The city established a one-year phase-in of its 
green building requirements and created a low 
minimum point threshold, thereby making it eas-
ier for projects to comply and for the city to ver-
ify compliance. 
 

Framework.  Santa Cruz developed two separate 
checklists that use a flexible, point-based system 
for selecting green building features.  The com-
mercial checklist is based on the LEED-NC ver-
sion 2.1 checklist including the LEED indoor 
environmental criteria. The Santa Cruz commer-
cial checklist, however, does not establish any 
prerequisites and offers points for most of the 
LEED prerequisite items. The city requires that 
projects earn only seven points from the check-
list (compared to 26 points required by the 
USGBC for the minimum level of LEED certifi-
cation.) See Santa Cruz Green Points Checklist 
for Non-residential Buildings, at 
www.ci.santa-cruz.ca.us/pl/gbwg/AppendixC-
Non-ResidentialCheckList.pdf.  

 
Santa Cruz’ residential checklist is consists of a 
variety of optional green building measures di-
vided into several categories, totaling 460 points. 
Projects can select measures from any category.  
The number of points required increases with 
every 100 square foot increase in house size. A 
2,500 square foot house would require 43 points, 
while a 3,500 square foot house would have to 
achieve 58 points.  See Santa Cruz Green Points 
Checklist for Residential Buildings, at: 
www.ci.santa-cruz.ca.us/pl/gbwg/AppendixB-
NewHomeGreenPointsChecklist.pdf. 
 
Indoor Air Quality.  The checklist includes a vari-
ety of indoor air quality measures relating to: 
Combustion safety (venting range hoods, garage 
exhaust fans, eliminating wood-burning fire-
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places, use of sealed-combustion appliances); 
ventilation (installing ductwork, whole-house 
fans, HEPA filters, attic ventilation); and low-
emitting paints, finishes and flooring and formal-
dehyde-free engineered wood products. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  To quality for priority processing, pro-
jects must earn a higher number of points from 
the city’s commercial or residential green building 
checklist than is required of other covered pro-
jects.  For example, the minimum threshold for 
all covered commercial project is 7 points from 
the LEED-based checklist; if the project achieves 
33 points, however, it qualifies for priority permit 
processing.  The minimum point threshold for 
residential projects depends on the size of the 
building. For example, a 2,500 square foot house 
would need about 43 points from the city’s resi-
dential checklist; if it achieves 89 points, it would 
qualify for priority processing. 

 
Incentive.  The city places priority projects at the 
front of the line for plan review and also facili-
tates review by other city agencies.  The city does 
not establish a fixed turn-around time for priority 
projects, but officials estimate that the projects 
are processed about 10-25% faster than non-
priority projects. 
 
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Building Permit Application.  Under the ordinance, 
covered projects must submit the appropriate 
green building checklist along with the building 
permit application.  The plan set must show 
clearly the green building measures to be incor-
porated into the project.  §24.15.060.  A separate 
table must be included on either the title sheet or 
the index referencing specific plan pages and 
showing how projects will comply with the green 
building criteria.  At this intake stage, if a project 
demonstrates that it will achieve the number of 
points required to qualify for priority processing, 
it is flagged and placed at the front of the line for 
review. 

 
Green building documentation is routed to the 
deputy building official, who coordinates the 
city’s green building oversight process and re

 
views all new projects to verify that they meet the 
green building thresholds.  If this review con-
firms that the project meets the priority process-
ing criteria, the deputy building officials helps 
facilitate review by other city agencies involved in 
the plan check process.  If the project becomes 
delayed in another office, the inspector will try to 
help resolve the delay.  Priority projects also 
move to the top of the list for the final step of 
coordinating the paperwork needed to finalize 
the permit. 

 
Inspections.  According to officials, if any of the 
green building measures require special verifica-
tion through the building inspection process, the 
plans are stamped as such during the plan review.  
Building inspectors then ensure that stamped 
items are documented during the inspection 
process.  This includes items that might not or-
dinarily be covered in the inspection process.  
For example, inspectors might ask to see paint 
can labels to verify the use of low-VOC paints, 
or they may ask to see load tickets from supply 
yards to verify the use of fly ash in concrete. 
Where such documentation is unavailable, in-
spectors might request an affidavit from the pro-
ject owner, builder or designer. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
For projects that participate in the incentive pro-
gram, the city meets with the project team fol-
lowing the final inspection to do an audit of the 
green building measures included it the projects.  
At that time, if items that were included in the 
plans are not documented, the city may require 
substitution of other green building measures. 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Fees.  The green building ordinance establishes a 
fee for all permits issued by the city in an amount 
“equal to .0025 times the overall valuation of the 
project.” §24.15.080.  Sub-trade permits are ex-
empted, as are permits associated with a master 
permit. Fees are deposited into a newly-created 
revolving Green Building Education Fund, which 
is maintained by the city’s finance department.  
The fund is used for program management, in-
cluding salaries, and public education. 
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Incentives. As noted above, Santa Cruz provides a 
green building award – which includes a plaque 
and certificate that may be displayed in the build-
ing -- to projects that achieve the highest level of 
points under the checklists.  Officials note that 
the green building award and its marketing bene-
fits have helped provide a stronger incentive for 
residential builders than priority processing 
alone, as the award and its related promotional 
benefits are extremely valuable to builders. 
 
Staffing. The city upgraded a senior building in-
spector position to deputy building inspector to 
handle the green building oversight responsibili-
ties. According to officials, it was expected that 
the deputy building officials would devote about 
15% of his time to reviewing green building 
documentation.  Due to the pace of new con-
struction, however, this review has required more 
time.  An intern provided additional staffing, and 
the agency recently hired an assistant to help with 
green building review responsibilities.  
 

 
Education/Training. Outreach to the building 
community has been an emphasis of the Santa 
Cruz program.  According to officials, in 2007, 
the city participated in 28 meetings, trainings or 
presentations about the green building program. 
These events were held for other municipalities, 
building professionals, local groups and the pub-
lic at large.  
 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, of the nearly 200 residen-
tial permit applications that have been processed, 
30 have qualified for expedited plan check, and 
16 of these have also qualified for the city’s green 
building award, though some of these projects 
are still under review.  According to officials, the 
incentive program has not attracted private 
commercial projects, perhaps because the city’s 
new commercial buildings have been fairly small 
in size. 
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SANTA MONICA, CALIFORNIA 
Pop. 88, 244 

 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
Santa Monica has had a green building program for many years.  The city has adopted requirements and 
financial incentives for private commercial and multi-family residential projects in areas such as en-
ergy/resource conservation, urban runoff mitigation, and construction waste diversion.  In 2005, the city 
enacted a green building ordinance that provides expedited processing for projects that register with the 
USGBC for LEED certification.  

 
 
CITATION 
Santa Monica Municipal Code 8.108.050 
 
DATE 
August 2005 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Planning and Community Development Dept. 
(Building and Safety Division) 
Environment and Public Works Management 
Dept. (Environment Program) 

 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential  
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  The city’s incentive program incor-
porates the LEED framework without modifica-
tion, including the LEED indoor environment 
criteria. 

 
In the late 1990s, Santa Monica revised its mu-
nicipal code to incorporate green building guide-
lines. See www.smgreen.org/pdf/greenguidelines.pdf  
The guidelines include both mandatory and rec-
ommended practices for certain residential and 
commercial development.  The mandatory ele-
ments are notable for addressing a variety of en-
vironmental issues, though they do not address 
indoor environmental issues directly and thus are 
not discussed in detail in this report.  See 
http://www.smgreen.org/requirements/projectr
equirements.html.  In 2008, the city is consider-
ing further code revisions, including a require-
ment that projects select from various types of 
environmentally preferable materials, such as 
low-emitting paints or carpets. 
 
 

 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.   New construction and rehabilitation 
projects that register with the USGBC for LEED 
certification receive priority processing by all city 
departments. For existing buildings to qualify, 
the construction must exceed 50% of the build-
ing’s replacement cost.  Projects may register 
with LEED-Homes, LEED-New Construction, 
or LEED-Core and Shell. §8.108.050(a).  City 
officials have estimated that most projects built 
to code in Santa Monica will already have earned 
18 of the 26 points necessary for LEED certifica-
tion. 

  
Incentive. The policy provides for priority plan 
review, but does not set fixed turn-around times. 
Officials note that typical turn-around times for 
non-expedited projects are 6-9 weeks (commer-
cial) and 3-4 weeks (small residential).  Under the 
expedited review program, the city generally pro-
vides a turnaround time of 3-4 weeks, or about 
half the time it takes for a typical commercial 
project.  The expedited time frame would thus 
provide a benefit for commercial projects, but 
not for most residential projects. 

 
The city accomplishes the expedited plan review 
by placing qualified projects at the top of the list 
for review, ahead of non-expedited projects.  The 
incentive is mainly for plan checks, but officials 
note that the program is flexible enough that it 
could expedite review processes in other city 
departments. 

 
Other Incentives.  Santa Monica also has a green 
building grants program, administered by the 
city’s environment program.  New construction 
or major remodeling of commercial, affordable
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housing, mixed-use, and multi-family residential 
properties are eligible for a grant if they obtain 
LEED certification.  The amount of the green 
building grant varies depending on the level of 
LEED certification obtained: $20,000 (certified); 
$25,000 (silver); $30,000 (gold); and $35,000 
(platinum).   
 
When the grants program was established, a 
specific amount of money was set aside to fund 
10 grants.  Only three projects have received 
grants so far, and funding is still available for 
additional projects. Grants must be refunded if 
the building permit expires or if the LEED 
certification is not issued within six months of a 
Certificate of Occupancy.  Partial refunds to the 
city are required if the building is not certified at 
the level specified in the initial application. The 
city has developed written guidelines for the 
grants program.   See www.greenbuildings.santa-
monica.org/mainpages/Details%20-
%20LEED%20Grants.pdf. 

 
DOCUMENTING AND 
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
Documentation.  All applicants for priority plan 
check processing must submit a LEED registra-
tion number and LEED checklist to the City, 
indicating all of the green building credits they 
intend to pursue. Applicants must also clearly 
specify the materials, systems and strategies they 
will use to achieve the credits in the plans sub-
mitted to the City for plan check approval. 
§8.108.050(b) 
 
When the Building Division receives an applica-
tion for expedited review, it forwards the infor-
mation to the Green Building Manager (within 
the city’s Environment Program), who reviews 
the application to determine if it meets the crite-
ria.  Following approval, the application is placed 
in “expedite” status for plan check within the 
Building Division. See 
http://www.smgov.net/planning/buildingsafety
/guides.htm#LEED.  

 
The agencies generally do not conduct further 
review or verification of the project’s green 
building features. The program does not formally 
require projects to submit proof of LEED 

 
certification, but officials note that this could be 
necessary if there is a significant increase in par-
ticipation in the program. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
The ordinance authorizes the City Council to 
establish a fine to be imposed on projects that 
fail to achieve LEED certification for any project 
that received priority plan check processing pur-
suant to the ordinance. §8.108.050(c).  The city 
has not established a fine, and officials note that 
compliance has not been a significant issue thus 
far. 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Inter-agency Coordination. Two city offices, within 
different agencies, work together to administer 
the expedited review program. The Building Di-
vision is responsible for overseeing the priority 
plan check, while the Environment Program de-
termines whether a project is qualified to partici-
pate.  The Environment Program also manages 
the city’s broader policy and programmatic activi-
ties to promote green building.  

 
Staffing. No additional staff resources were pro-
vided to assist in carrying out the expedited re-
view program. Officials note that the program is 
reluctant to create additional work for the build-
ing agency without added staff resources, and 
this limitation on staff resources could be an ob-
stacle to effective implementation if participation 
increases significantly. The city has not had a 
very high level of participation in the program 
thus far, and therefore has not had to turn away 
projects due to staff limitations. 

 
EVALUATION 
Officials note that nine projects have participated 
in the priority processing incentive program, in-
cluding one recent project that is pursuing 
LEED-Homes certification.  
 
The program did not attract high levels of par-
ticipation in the first two years, though this is 
beginning to change.  Officials expect to con-
tinue providing outreach to the building commu-
nity and others to increase understanding of 
green building and of the incentive program.  
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SARASOTA COUNTY, FLORIDA  

Pop. 249,601 (unincorporated) 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
Sarasota County has adopted two Resolutions on green building.  The 2005 ordinance established a 
green building program, including two private-sector incentives -- expedited processing of building 
permits and permit fee reduction.  The Resolution incorporates the LEED criteria as well as criteria 
developed by the Florida Green Building Coalition. In 2006, building on the early success of the expe-
dited permit program, the County Commissioners adopted a second resolution expanding the incen-
tive program to other planning review processes and establishing more detailed guidelines.  

 
CITATION 
Sarasota County Board of Commissioners Resolution No. 
2006-174 
Sarasota County Board of Commissioners Resolution No. 
2005-048 

 
DATE 
March 2005 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Sarasota County Planning and Dev’t Services 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential  
 
GEOGRAPHIC SCOPE 
Unincorporated Sarasota County 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework.  Sarasota County incorporates the 
LEED rating system, without modification, as 
well as the criteria of the Florida Green Building 
Coalition.  

 
The FGBC’s rating systems for homes, large de-
velopments, high-rises and commercial buildings 
are flexible, point-based systems that set forth 
green building measures organized by category. 
For each category, there is a minimum and a 
maximum number of points.  However, projects 
may earn fewer than the minimum number of 
points if they make up the deficiency in another 
category. Project owners contract with third-
party “certifying agents” designated by the 
FGBC, to verify compliance with the criteria.  
See www.floridagreenbuilding.org. 
 
Indoor Air Quality. The FGBC rating systems in-
clude a “Health” category, which contains indoor 
air quality-related measures.  The checklist for 

homes, for example, includes numerous meas-
ures in the areas of combustion safety, moisture 
control, ventilation, source control, cleanability, 
and universal design, requiring a minimum point 
total of 15 and a maximum point total of 35 for 
this section.   
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  To qualify for expedited processing, 
commercial and residential projects must be cer-
tified through either the LEED rating system, or 
through the Florida Green Building Coalition, a 
non-profit organization that provides third-party 
certification of buildings based on its own green 
building rating systems for homes, large devel-
opments, high-rise building and commercial 
buildings.   According to officials, all residential 
projects participating in the incentive program 
thus far have used the FGBC system.  Commer-
cial projects, whose developers are often from 
outside Florida, have used the LEED system. 

 
Incentive.  The 2006 Resolution authorizes expe-
dited processing times not only for building per-
mits, but also for rezones or special exemption 
petitions, as well as for site and development 
plans. The Resolution specifies the processing 
times for each process: (1) rezone or special ex-
ception petitions for a ‘green development” -- 6 
months; (2) site and development plans for a 
proposed “green development” -- 10 working 
days; (3) building permit applications -- 3 work-
ing days (residential) or 5 working days (com-
mercial). 
 
According to officials, the expedited processing 
times are about half as long as the time it takes 
for a non-expedited project.  Projects approved 
for expedited review go to the front of the line 
and are quickly assigned to a reviewer. 
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As part of the expedited review program, the 
county also provides priority inspections for par-
ticipating programs.  This allows projects to have 
highest priority for scheduling inspections and to 
request specific inspections times.  

 
Other Incentives.  The 2005 Resolution provided 
for permit fee reductions for green building pro-
jects, along with the expedite review incentive.  
Projects would receive a reduction in the fee of 
50%, up to $1,000, and no single person or entity 
could receive more than $5,000 in fee reductions.   
The county put aside $50,000 to pay for these fee 
reductions.  Effective December 2007, the 
county discontinued the fee reduction program, 
“in part because of staff layoffs and the eco-
nomic conditions of the building industry.”  See 
https://building.scgov.net/OSG/Sarasota/Gree
n%20Building/GreenBuilding.htm 
 
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
The 2006 Resolution includes certain documen-
tation requirements for expedited processing.  
Residential development petitions for rezoning 
or special exceptions must include the documen-
tation required by the Florida Green Building 
Coalition. Applications for building permits must 
be accompanied by the appropriate checklist 
from the LEED system or the FGBC. §§1-3. 

 
Pre-permitting. According to officials, large residen-
tial and commercial projects that undergo rezone 
or special exception review submit either the 
LEED checklist or the FGBC checklist at that 
time. The checklist is forwarded to the Building 
Official and his staff, who review the checklist to 
ensure that the project will meet the minimum 
green building criteria. Once approved, the case 
is marked as expedited for subsequent reviews. 

 
Building Permit. Once a project applies for a build-
ing permit, whether or not it has undergone re-
zone or special exception review, the project 
must also submit the LEED or FGBC checklist 
with the building permit application.  According 
to officials, plans examiners review the checklists 
and the plans to ensure that projects are still on 
track for meeting the green building require-
ments.  For LEED projects, the documentation 
is reviewed by one of the two plans examiners on 
staff who are LEED Accredited Professionals.  

 

 
Post-occupancy. Projects are required to submit 
proof of FGBC or LEED certification after issu-
ance of a Certificate of Occupancy.  Officials 
note that FGBC certification is usually provided 
within one-two months, while LEED certifica-
tion typically takes longer. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
The 2006 Resolution states that those who fail to 
meet the green building commitments made in 
exchange for expedited processing “may be 
deemed ineligible for any future expedited re-
views” as determined by city officials. §7.  Ac-
cording to officials, this is a significant deterrent 
and the county has not had problems with com-
pliance thus far. 

 
The Resolution also requires that the plat include 
language about recorded deed restrictions for 
green building or green development to help 
ensure that green building measures are not re-
versed after homes are sold. §10. 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Inter-agency Coordination.  Each of the three proc-
esses subject to expediting is located within a 
different office in the county’s Planning and De-
velopment Services agency.  The Inspection Ser-
vices office carries out building permitting and 
inspections, the Land Development Review of-
fice reviews site and development plans, and the 
Planning Services office reviews rezone and spe-
cial exception petitions.  The Inspection Services 
office, which has the lead role in the green build-
ing program, began implementing expedited 
permitting in 2005 for building permits and then 
recommended that the county expand the incen-
tive to earlier planning processes, in light of the 
large number of new subdivision projects that 
were anticipated in the coming years. 
 
Staffing. The Building Official within the Inspec-
tion Services office is the point person for green 
building activities in the county.  He provides 
technical assistance and oversight for the expe-
dited permitting program. 

 
Although no new staff were added to implement 
the incentive program, the county’s Planning and 
Development Services agency revised its com-
pensation structure to encourage county staff to 
strengthen their green building qualifications. 
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The existing compensation structure allowed for 
salary increases for specified additional qualifica-
tions, and the agency has added increased salary 
amounts for LEED-APs ($1,000 per year) as well 
as for FGBC “certifying agents” ($500 per year).  
According to officials, there are currently two 
building plan review staff and one or two land 
development staff who are LEED-AP.  All in-
spection and plan review staff have been desig-
nated “certifying agents” under the FGBC pro-
gram (though staff do not actually certify pro-
jects). 

 
Training.  The Building Official has provided 
training to planning staff throughout the agency 
in order to help them understand the LEED and 
FGBC rating systems. Officials note that this 
training, along with the county’s incentive for 
third-party credentials, is essential to ensuring 
that staff can discuss green building issues with 
project teams and process green building reviews 
effectively.   

 

 
Outreach.  According to officials, a key to the suc-
cess of the program has been the considerable 
amount of public outreach provided to building 
associations and companies to discuss the bene-
fits of green building generally and to explain the 
county’s incentive program.  Another important 
outreach component was including building pro-
fessionals in the discussions about designing the 
program. 

 
EVALUATION 
Officials estimate that approximately 1,500 
homes have committed to building green since 
2005, though not all have entered the county 
review process yet.  Between 25-50% of the resi-
dential properties undergoing review participate 
in the green building incentive program.  Several 
high-profile commercial developments also are 
participating, representing about 700,000 square 
feet of commercial space. 
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SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA 
Pop. 222,275 

 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The City of Scottsdale first established a green building program in 1998 and has developed a set of 
voluntary green building guidelines upon which the program is based. The expedited review incentive 
began as an informal effort to encourage green building, but has become more formalized administra-
tively in recent years. The city provides expedited permitting to residential builders who participate in 
the program. The city also provides educational and promotional incentives to private residential and 
commercial builders and developers to encourage them to participate in the green building program 
and to meet the standards set out in the guidelines. 

 
CITATION 
City of Scottsdale Green Building Program 
Scottsdale Building Code – Scottsdale Rev. Code §§31-
32 (102.4.1,106.1.1.2) 
 
DATE 
1998; revised 2001, 2006 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
City of Scottsdale Planning and Development 
Services Department 

 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Residential (single-family and small multi-family) 
 
According to officials, the incentive is not of-
fered to commercial projects due to the greater 
complexity of and increased plan review time for 
most commercial projects, compared to small 
residential projects. 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. The city of Scottsdale, which has one 
of the oldest green building programs in the U.S., 
has developed its own green building criteria.  
There are three separate sets of criteria and 
checklists: One set each for single-family residen-
tial, multi-family dwellings, and commercial pro-
jects. Each set of criteria is structured as a flexi-
ble, point-based system, containing numerous 
mandatory and optional green building measures 
organized by categories. The criteria were up-
dated in 2001 and then again in 2006 to reflect 
changes in the city’s energy code, among other 
things.  

 
The Green Home checklist applies to single-
family homes as well as multiple single-family 
homes (e.g., townhouses) up to three stories.  The 
checklist includes 14 categories of green building 

features.  Within each category there are manda-
tory and optional measures.  Residential projects 
must comply with the minimum criteria and se-
lect optional measures to achieve either a basic 
level of certification (50-99 points) or an ad-
vanced level (100 points or more).  These mini-
mum point totals were nearly doubled in 2006 
from previous levels. 

 
The multi-family residential checklist, which ap-
plies to apartment buildings and condominiums 
with shared egress, is structured very much like 
the green home checklist and contains the same 
minimum requirements for certification, while 
recognizing inherent resource efficiencies of 
multi-family projects. 

 
Indoor Air Quality. Although the program empha-
sizes energy and water conservation, indoor envi-
ronmental quality is also a stated goal of the pro-
gram.  There are several mandatory IAQ ele-
ments in the two residential checklists, including: 
use of CO alarms; mechanical kitchen/bathroom 
exhaust fan systems; minimum MERV 8 rating 
for air filters; use of air-sealed mechanical rooms; 
restrictions on air handling equipment in garages; 
protection of ducts during construction; siz-
ing/layout of ductwork; and VOC limits for inte-
rior paints, coatings, finishes, adhesives. 
 
In addition, the checklists include numerous op-
tional IAQ measures, in areas including low-
emitting materials, ventilation, combustion pol-
lutants, radon, and pest management. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
The city has developed written, voluntary green 
building standards to guide the program.  The 
city also amended its building code to affirm that 
these standards apply to projects as long as they  
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are enrolled in the city’s Green Building Pro-
gram.  Information about the program can be 
found on the city web site. See 
http://www.scottsdaleaz.gov/greenbuilding/. 
 
Criteria.  Residential projects that enter the city’s 
green building program and commit to comply-
ing with the city’s minimum green building stan-
dards are eligible to receive priority plan review.  
The city is offering the expedited permitting to 
single-family homes and to small multi-unit de-
velopments such as townhouses, which do not 
have common areas or other features that in-
volve a more complicated code enforcement 
process. 
 
Expedited Review Incentive.  The city has established 
a turn-around time of 3 weeks for expedited re-
view.  The regular review time is one month.  
According to officials, when the program was 
first developed and carried out on a smaller scale, 
the county’s regular review time was longer. 
About two years ago, the city undertook to re-
duce delays in its regular permit processing time, 
so that the regular time framework would not 
exceed one month. This has reduced the differ-
ential between expedited and regular projects. 
 
Other Incentives. In addition to providing expedited 
permitting, the city offers a number of public-
recognition incentives to encourage participation 
in the green building program. These include job 
site signs, a directory of participating designers 
and builders, green building certification, and 
local media coverage for projects.  The program 
offers educational programs on green building 
topics, and requires participating builders to at-
tend at least one green building educational event 
each year they participate in the program.  The 
program has an independent revenue account for 
green building outreach activities, with funds 
raised at an annual Green Building Expo. 
 
DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
According to officials, the green building incen-
tive program is successful in part because it is 
carried out within the permitting and inspection 
agency, and is integrated into the regular building 
review process. The city has developed written 
enrollment procedures for the program.  See City 
of Scottsdale Green Building Program, Enroll-
ment Procedures, available at: 
http://www.scottsdaleaz.gov/greenbuilding/. 

 

 
Documentation and Verification.   Scottsdale has 
amended its building code to state that the plans 
for all projects enrolled in the city’s Green Build-
ing Program must include applicable provisions 
of the Green Building Program Checklist.  
 
To participate in the green building program and 
receive expedited permitting, a project must 
submit an Enrollment Form (basic project in-
formation); a Green Building Rating Checklist 
(indicating measures to be incorporated in the 
project), and a completed CAD checklist on one 
sheet of construction drawings. The applicant 
also meets with agency staff to discuss the green 
building measures.  Once a project is approved 
to participate in the program, the selected green 
building measures become part of the project, 
and the builder receives a Green Building Sub-
mittal Approval form.  When the builder submits 
the project plans to the city for review, the form 
qualifies the project for expedited review and the 
project is tracked throughout the permitting 
process.   
 
Inspections. In 2006 the city changed its inspection 
process for verifying compliance with the green 
building measures. One change involved desig-
nating certain green building measures as “self 
certified” and others as inspected by the city.  
The green building program consulted with city 
building officials to determine which items would 
be most suited to inspection in the field. 
 
Another change in the process is that applicants 
no longer request separate, special inspections 
for green building measures.  Rather, the city has 
integrated green building measures into the regu-
lar building inspection process.  As part of this 
new process, the plan reviewer fills out an in-
spection card that indicates which green building 
items require inspection by the city.  The card is 
posted on the job site.  Thus, when a builder calls 
for an inspection at various stages of the project, 
the inspector will know which green building 
items are to be inspected at that stage.    
 
The plan reviewer also fills out a form indicating 
which green building measures selected by the 
applicant must be self-certified. Builders must 
sign a Certificate of Compliance upon final in-
spection for those items not inspected by the 
city.  The Certificate of Compliance becomes a 
permanent city record along with the Certificate 
of Occupancy. 
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ENFORCEMENT 
If construction does not comply with the green 
building criteria, permits are placed on hold and 
work on the project may not proceed until the 
city approves the requested changes. The 
program gives building inspectors some 
flexibility in approving substitution of alternative 
measures. If builders wish to withdraw from the 
program or revise their plans, they must submit 
the plans to the building department for plan 
review.  According to officials, an hourly plan 
review fee would be charged and the review 
would take 1-2 weeks. 
 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Staffing.  The program is carried out within the 
city’s building and development agency. Over the 
course of the program there have been different 
approaches to staffing the expedited review and 
inspection process.  While the program used to 
rely on specialized green building staff to con-
duct the necessary oversight, these functions are 
now more institutionalized within the agency.   

 
In the past, the green building program manager 
had primary responsibility for reviewing green 
building documentation.  Within the last two 
years, a new Senior Residential Plan Reviewer 
position was created, with responsibility for re-
viewing the documentation for green building 
projects, and a Residential Plan Reviewer was 
also trained to serve as a back up.  The city’s 
green building program manager continues to 
provide technical assistance on individual pro-
jects, as well as overall guidance for and man-
agement of the city’s various green building ac-
tivities, including the expedited permitting pro-
gram. 

 
When the expedited review program was first 
initiated, the building department funded a sepa-
rate green building inspector position. This posi-
tion was later phased out, as green building in-
spections have become more streamlined and 
integrated with the regular inspection process.  
 
Officials note that the program also benefits 
from high-level management support within the 
agency.  An important factor in achieving greater 
efficiency and effectiveness of the program over 
the past few years has been the arrival of a new 
chief development officer and the creation of a  

 
new management position to oversee processing 
of all building permits. 
 
Advisory Committee. The Green Building Advisory 
Committee, a standing committee of the Envi-
ronmental Quality Advisory Board, consists of 
14 individuals.  They help guide the program’s 
green building checklist updates, implementation 
processes, and educational and outreach activi-
ties. 

 
EVALUATION 
Program Reports. The city of Scottsdale has pro-
duced a number of annual reports reviewing the 
green building program. These reports covered 
the numbers and types of projects that partici-
pated in the program.   
 
According to the city, the program issued 463 
green building permits in 2005, to over 90 par-
ticipating builders.  In 2005, 33% of all single-
family residential building permits adhered to the 
city's green building program standards.  Com-
pared to 2004, this reflects a 21% increase in 
green building permits and a 189% increase in 
green housing starts. From 1998 through July 
2006, the city issued 1150 green building permits. 
According to the city, over the course of 2005, 
the program’s success rate for providing a 3-
week turn-around time for plan review ranged 
from 88.6% and 99.7%.  Program officials esti-
mate the current rate as near 100%. 
 
There has been substantial participation in the 
incentive program among residential builders.  
The certainty of the 3-week processing time 
(even though the regular time framework is only 
one month) is a benefit to builders. At some 
point – e.g., when the program achieves participa-
tion of 40-50% of the new residential projects – 
it may need to be phased out because the city will 
not be able to handle such a high volume without 
disrupting the regular permitting process. 
 
Evaluation of Environmental Impacts.  The program 
has estimated the energy-related impacts of 
homes participating in the program, based on 
assumptions about the average home size and the 
amount by which the average green home ex-
ceeds energy code requirements. See City of 
Scottsdale Green Building Program, Energy Per-
formance and Green House Gases (Sept. 2006).
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WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Pop. 581,530  
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The District’s green building law phases in requirements for private commercial buildings 50,000 
square feet or larger, establishing that by 2012, all such projects must be verified as meeting the LEED 
certified level. (See Policy Summary in Appendix A.) The law also provides for an incentive program, 
including a Green Building Expedited Construction Documents Review Program.  The District has 
not yet begun to implement the expedited permitting incentive, but is currently developing the pro-
gram. 

 
CITATION 
Green Building Act, D.C. Bill 16-515  
 
DATE 
December 2006 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Department of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs 
Department of the Environment 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. The law does not specify green build-
ing criteria for the expedited permitting program.  
The law’s mandatory provisions incorporate 
without modification the LEED criteria for 
commercial projects. For residential projects par-
ticipating in the incentive program, the law refer-
ences LEED-NC, LEED-CS and the Green 
Communities 2006 standards. The law also au-
thorizes the District to approve use of LEED-
Homes. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  The law does not specify which projects 
may apply for expedited permitting.  The law 
states generally that the incentive program is for 
“applicants for construction permits for private 
residential and commercial buildings.” §7.  Ac-
cording to District officials, the city is consider-
ing whether or not to limit the program initially 
to projects that would otherwise be considered 
“covered projects” under the law – i.e., non-
residential projects that meet the minimum size 
threshold of 50,000 square feet. 

 

The law’s mandatory provisions establish the 
LEED certified-level standard as the minimum 
threshold for covered projects.  The law does not 
specify the green building criteria that are to be 
used to qualify projects for the expedited permit-
ting program. However, the incentive program 
aims to promote “early adoption” of green build-
ing practices and also to encourage builders to 
exceed the law’s requirements once those re-
quirements take effect.  District officials are con-
sidering requiring formal LEED certification in 
order to participate in the expedited review pro-
gram. 

 
Incentive.  The law establishes a 30-day period for 
review of construction documents by the De-
partment of Consumer and Regulatory Affairs 
(DCRA), assuming all necessary information has 
been provided with the building permit applica-
tion and all outside agencies have performed 
their required reviews.  If the DCRA requires 
additional information to process the permit ap-
plication, the 30-day count is suspended until the 
applicant supplies the information. §7(a)(4)-(5). 
 
Other Incentives. The law also authorizes the Dis-
trict to establish a grant program for commercial 
projects that meet the law’s green building crite-
ria before they are required to do so, or that ex-
ceed the (LEED certified-level) criteria once the 
law’s mandatory provisions take effect.  The 
grant program would also apply to residential 
projects that incorporate green building meas-
ures, even though not required under the law. 
§7(b).  Thus far, the District has not created the 
grant incentives program. §7.   
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DOCUMENTING AND  
VERIFYING COMPLIANCE 
The DCRA may issue administrative guidelines 
to implement the provisions of the law.  The law 
also calls on the Mayor to submit proposed rules 
for establishing the 30-day review framework in 
other city agencies that are involved in approving 
building permits. §7(a)(6).  The District has not 
yet issued regulations. 
 
According to officials, the District is considering 
a verification process that involves initial agency 
review of the application by a designated green 
building coordinator, followed by an inter-agency 
meeting during which the applicant receives in-
formation about what is needed from each 
agency in order to complete the plan review 
within 30-days.  Under such a process, the agen-
cies involved would then conduct parallel reviews 
prior to issuance of the building permit. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
Under the law, all commercial applicants for an 
incentive will be required to post a performance 
bond equal to “1% of the incentive provided,” in 
order to ensure compliance with green building 
requirements. In lieu of a bond, the city may ac-
cept an irrevocable letter of credit from an au-
thorized financial institution or evidence of cash 
deposited in an escrow account.  Under the law, 
a project that fails to meet the minimum green 
building standard will forfeit its bond. §6. 
 

 
OTHER IMPLEMENTATION  
ACTIVITIES 
Staffing.  The law directs the District to hire spe-
cific staff positions within the DCRA to work 
primarily to expedite green building permit appli-
cations – a “green building development ambas-
sador,” a green building construction permit ap-
plication reviewer, and a green building inspec-
tor. §7(a)(2). 
 
Funding.  The law requires the District to estab-
lish a green building fee by increasing building 
construction permit fees by $0.002 per ft2 for 
new construction (and between .065% and .13% 
of construction value for alterations). §9.  These 
fees and other monies collected under the law are 
to be deposited in a newly-established Green 
Building Fund. §8. The Fund is to cover the staff 
and operating costs of implementing the law, and 
the law states that the “incentive program shall 
be funded by monies deposited in the fund . . . 
subject to the availability of funds.” §7.  Accord-
ing to officials, the District has begun to collect 
these fees and will eventually use the monies to 
hire staff within the DCRA. 

 
EVALUATION 
The city’s Green Building Advisory Council is 
charged with evaluating “the effectiveness of the 
District’s green building policies and their impact 
on the District’s environmental health, including 
the development of the District’s green building 
policies to the specific environmental challenges 
facing the District.” §10.  The law also calls on 
the Council to issue annual reports of its recom-
mendations.

 
 

Washington, D.C. 
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BALTIMORE COUNTY, MARYLAND 
Pop. 787, 384 

 
  

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The Baltimore County Council enacted an ordinance establishing a real property tax credit for green 
buildings. The tax credit is available to commercial building projects that achieve LEED certification at 
the silver level or higher. The original policy (Bill 85-06) was revised in 2007 to reduce the amount of the 
tax credit.   

 
CITATION 
Baltimore County Code, Article 11, §11-2-111 (Ad-
Valorem Taxes) 
County Council of Baltimore County, Bill Nos. 78-07, 85-
06 

 
DATE 
June 2006; revised December 2007 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Department of Budget and Finance  
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial  
 
The ordinance does not define “commercial” build-
ings and thus could be interpreted as including 
multi-family projects that are certified under one of 
the LEED rating systems noted in the law (see be-
low). 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
The Baltimore County tax incentive policy incorpo-
rates the LEED rating system, including the indoor 
environmental criteria. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Framework. The state of Maryland enacted a law in 
2004 which authorized local jurisdictions within the 
state to establish a local property tax credit for high 
performance buildings.  Maryland Ann. Code Tax-
Property Article, §9-242. The state law defines high 
performance buildings as those meeting at least the 
LEED silver-level criteria or equivalent, and allows 
localities to establish other provisions, including 
amount and duration of the tax credit. 
 
Criteria. The tax credit is available to High Perform-
ance Buildings, defined in the ordinance as a

 
commercial building that achieves LEED certifica-
tion at the Silver level or higher under LEED-NC, 
LEED-CS, or LEED-EB. §§11-2-203.1(a)(2),(3).  

 
Incentive. Qualifying projects receive a tax credit 
against county real property taxes assessed on the 
building. The amount of the tax credit is a percent-
age of the total county property tax assessed on the 
building. The amount and duration of the tax in-
centives vary depending on the LEED rating sys-
tem used. §§11-2-203.1(b)-(E). 

 
• For New Construction projects, the tax credit 

is available for five consecutive years, in the 
following amounts: Silver (50%), Gold (60%), 
and Platinum (80%). 

• For Core and Shell projects, the tax credit is 
also available for five consecutive years, in the 
following amounts: Silver (40%), Gold (50%), 
and Platinum (70%). 

• For Existing Building projects, the tax credit is 
available for three consecutive years, in the fol-
lowing amounts: Silver (10%), Gold (25%), 
and Platinum (50%). 

 
Tax credits run with the property, and do not lapse 
if there is a change in ownership. §11-2-203.1(H).  
Pursuant to the ordinance, the total amount of the 
tax credits awarded under the program may not 
exceed $5 million, and the program amount is sub-
ject to annual review by the county council.  §11-2-
203.1(I). 
 
According to officials, a key factor in developing 
the tax incentive was determining the amount of 
the cost of obtaining LEED certification.  Before 
revising the ordinance in 2007 to adjust the amount 
of the tax credit, the county met with builders to  
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discuss their experiences and to aid in this determi-
nation.  Officials indicate that the changes better 
reflect the incremental cost of building green and 
are important given the cap on the total amount of 
incentives that can be awarded under the program. 
 
DOCUMENTING AND VERIFYING 
COMPLIANCE 
A property owner must apply for the tax credit by 
the June 1 immediately preceding the first taxable 
year for which the tax credit is sought. §11-2-
203.1(J). Under the ordinance, an owner must 
submit an application, under oath, to the Director 
of Budget and Finance on a form approved by the 
Director.  Along with the application, the owner 
must submit proof that the property meets the or-
dinance’s green building standards. §11-2-203.1(K).   
 

 
The Department of Budget and Finance has not yet 
established the process for reviewing and approv-
ing applications, but the agency intends to rely on 
proof of LEED certification and will minimize 
additional paperwork to the extent possible.  
 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, one LEED project that has 
already been completed is expected to apply for the 
tax credit.  Officials expects to receive a significant 
number of applications, based on the county’s close 
cooperation with area businesses and their work in 
promoting the program, as well as a general surge 
in green building interest that has occurred in re-
cent months.   

Baltimore County, MD 
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CHATHAM COUNTY, GEORGIA 
Pop. 241,411 

 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
The state of Georgia has enacted a law governing the local designation of enterprise zones and providing 
for the reduction of state and local taxes in such designated zones.  Georgia Code Ann. §§36-88-1 et seq. 
Chatham County in turn adopted an ordinance creating enterprise zones and providing tax abatements to 
qualifying businesses.   The county later amended the ordinance to add a green building requirement for 
certain enterprise zone tax incentives. Under the ordinance, qualifying businesses that are located in enter-
prise zones and that obtain LEED gold level certification are eligible for a reduction in the state and coun-
ty ad valorem property taxes.  According to officials, the purpose of the policy is to stimulate business de-
velopment along the Savannah River in a clean and energy-efficient manner. 

 
CITATION 
The Board of Commissioners of Chatham County – City 
Ordinance, Section 7-1002 
 
DATE 
May 2006  
  
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial 
 
GEOGRAPHIC SCOPE 
Businesses in areas designated as enterprise zones 
within unincorporated Chatham County, located 
primarily along the Savannah River. 

 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. The Chatham County tax incentive pro-
gram incorporates the LEED rating system without 
modification, including the LEED indoor envi-
ronmental criteria.  
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  A “qualifying business” that is certified to 
meet the LEED gold standard is eligible for a re-
duction in property taxes. §7-1002(a).  A qualifying 
business is defined as an enterprise that increases 
employment by five or more new, full-time job 
equivalents in an unincorporated area designated as 
an enterprise zone and which provides additional 
economic stimulus in the zone. §7-1002(c).  Quali-
fying businesses that are not LEED-certified are 
eligible for other tax incentives, as set out in the 
ordinance and state law. 

 
An area designated as an enterprise zone must re-
main in existence for ten years from the first day of

 
the calendar year immediately following its designa-
tion. The Board (Board of Commissioners of Cha-
tham County) may enter into agreements with qua-
lifying enterprises to determine whether tax excep-
tions or abatements will be modified or terminated 
once the ten years has passed. §7-1004. 
 
Incentive. Qualifying businesses that obtain LEED 
gold certification are eligible for a reduction in the 
state and county ad valorem taxes for a period of 
ten years, according to the following schedule, 
which is set forth in both the ordinance and in state 
law: 
 
• 100% exemption for the first five years  
• 80% exemption for the 6th and 7th years  
• 60% exemption for the 8th year  
• 40% exemption for the 9th year 
• 20% exemption for the 10th year 

 
The property tax exemptions within enterprise 
zones are capped at 10% of the value of the entire 
property tax digest of the unincorporated area of 
Chatham County.  §7-1002; Georgia Code Ann. 
§36-88-8.   
 
All qualifying businesses are assigned a coordinator 
who assists the business in expediting and facilitat-
ing applications, permits and inspections.  §7-
1008(c)(3). Thus, qualifying projects that are also 
green building projects may also receive expedited 
permitting. County staff are being trained in LEED 
to take on this task. 
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DOCUMENTING AND VERIFYING 
COMPLIANCE 
The process and timeline for submitting and verify-
ing documentation are not yet established.  In gen-
eral, applicants for enterprise zone incentives must 
file the Chatham County Enterprise Zone Applica-
tion/Project Information form. The County Man-
ager reviews the forms and makes a determination 
on whether or not the applicant is a qualifying en-
terprise and thereby eligible for financial incentives. 
§7-1007(c)(1).  According to officials, LEED certi-
fication must be presented to receive and renew the 
tax abatement. 

 
ENFORCEMENT 
The county ordinance provides that any participat-
ing business must enter a contract that outlines the 
incentives being offered, as well as the provisions 
for revocation and reimbursement if the terms are 
not met.  The participant must certify annually their 
compliance with the contract. §7-1008(g). 
 

 
EVALUATION 
No projects have utilized the incentive yet.  Ac-
cording to officials, the tax incentive has not suc-
ceeded in attracting green building projects to en-
terprise zones largely because businesses are more 
interested in locating in other parts of the county 
that do not have the considerable environmental 
contamination found in the enterprise zones.  Offi-
cials note that Chatham County is considering ex-
panding the incentive, as well as the enterprise 
zone, in order to attract companies that will incor-
porate green building. 
 
Officials also note that certain building code provi-
sions make it more difficult to achieve a gold-level 
LEED certification.  The county is taking steps to 
address some of these issues – e.g., grey water reuse, 
engineered stormwater management practices – by 
revising code provisions. 

Chatham County, GA 
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CINCINNATI, OHIO 
Pop. 302,616 

 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
Cincinnati has designated the entire city as a Community Reinvestment Area (CRA) and has established 
exemptions from real property taxes for housing and commercial development within the city, pursuant to 
state law.  See Cincinnati City Council Ordinance #119-2007; Ohio Rev. Code §3735.65 et al.  In 2006 the 
city enacted an ordinance providing more generous property tax exemptions for residential and commer-
cial new construction and remodeling projects that are LEED certified.  In 2007 the city revised the ordi-
nance to define the nature of the incentive in greater detail, and the city later revised the ordinance again to 
clarify certain provisions. The amount and duration of the tax exemption varies depending on whether the 
project is residential or commercial, and whether it is a new construction or remodeling project. 

 
CITATION 
Cincinnati City Council Ordinance #182-2007 and Ordi-
nance #446-2007 

 
DATE 
May 2006; revised 2007  
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
City of Cincinnati Department of Community De-
velopment  
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential  

 
Commercial properties are defined to include mul-
ti-unit residential buildings with four or more units. 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. The Cincinnati tax incentive ordinance 
incorporates the LEED rating system, without 
modification, including the LEED indoor envi-
ronmental criteria. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Criteria.  A property tax exemption is available to 
new or remodeled commercial and residential 
properties that are LEED certified. Ord. 182, §§1,2; 
Ord. 446, §1. 

 
Incentive.  Under the ordinance, eligible new construc-
tion projects are provided a 100% real property tax 
exemption for the maximum period of 15 years 
allowable under state law. Ord. 446, §2.  This 
represents an expansion of the exemption for small 
and multi-family residential projects, which would 
otherwise only be eligible for an exemption of 10 
or 8 years, respectively, if they are not LEED certi-
fied.   

New commercial construction projects are already 
eligible for a 15-year exemption whether or not 
they are LEED certified, and state law does not 
allow for an expansion of that time period.  How-
ever, officials note that commercial projects that 
are LEED certified do receive another incentive; 
they do not have to demonstrate that they have a 
financial need for the incentive, whereas non-
LEED projects must make that showing. 

 
For remodeling projects, the exemption period is 10 
years for small residential properties and 12 years 
for commercial and multi-family properties. Ord. 
446, §2.  These are the same amounts allowed for 
non-LEED projects except for multi-family resi-
dential projects, which are only allowed an 8-year 
period under existing law if they are not LEED 
certified.  Again, commercial projects have the ad-
ditional incentive of not being required to show 
financial need. 

 
In addition, the ordinance establishes a cap on the 
amount of the exemption for residential properties 
of $500,000 per dwelling unit of market improved 
value.  This per dwelling unit of market improved 
value limit increases 3% compounded each year.  
The limit does not apply to properties that meet the 
LEED “platinum” level criteria. Ord. 182, §2(a)-(c).  
The city’s CRA ordinance for non-LEED projects 
provides a cap of $275,000. 
 
Any commercial projects seeking a tax exemption 
in the city (whether or not they are LEED projects) 
must enter into an agreement with the city’s Board 
of Education to pay the Board 25% of the full 
amount of the exempt taxes. Thus, the amount of 
the tax exemption for commercial projects is about 
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75% of the amount of the taxes that would be due 
to the city. 
 
Commercial projects also must pay the City an an-
nual fee of one percent of the annual tax exemp-
tion. Ord. 182, §2; see also Ordinance No. 119 
§3(d).   

 
DOCUMENTING AND VERIFYING 
COMPLIANCE 
Under state law, a completed application for a tax 
exemption must be submitted prior to start of con-
struction on a project.  According to officials, along 
with the application, a project must submit to the 
City Department of Community Development 
proof of registration with the U.S. Green Building 
Council with the intent to become certified.  See 
also Ord. 182, §2.   

 
Under state law and the city’s ordinance, commer-
cial projects applying for a tax exemption must also 
enter into a written agreement with the city before 
beginning construction or remodeling.   

 
The agreement specifies the period of exemption 
and the exemption percentage, and must be ap-
proved by ordinance of the city council and signed 
by the city manager.  Ohio Rev. Code §3735.67(A); 
Ord. 446, §2(c). 
 
The tax exemption is not formally granted until the 
project submits proof of LEED certification to the 
Department of Community Development, which 
then authorizes the exemption. 

 
EVALUATION  
Thus far, the incentive program has granted a tax 
exemption to four single-family homes (con-
structed by the same builder). The city recently 
approved another project -- a three-story office 
building -- and has received at least one other ap-
plication as of January 2008.  The city plans to re-
view the incentive program’s effectiveness in the 
future, but has not established a time framework 
for doing so. 

Cincinnati, OH  
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ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA 

Pop. 199,776 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
Arlington County has created an incentive program that provides a density bonus for certain projects ob-
taining formal LEED certification.  Arlington County initially implemented a density bonus incentive for 
green buildings in 2000, however only one project applied for and received the density bonus.  In 2003, as 
part of its new green building program, the county updated and expanded the incentive program. The new 
incentive lowered the minimum LEED certification level that projects must achieve in order to qualify for 
the incentive, and also provided a range of bonus densities for different levels of green building certifica-
tion. 

 
The bonus density incentive is implemented in conjunction with the county’s mandatory green building 
policy, which requires site plan projects to submit a LEED scorecard and to meet the LEED certified cri-
teria, but which does not require formal LEED certification.  (See Policy Summary in Appendix A.) 

 
CITATION 
Arlington County Green Building Incentive Program 

 
DATE 
2004 
 
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Dept. of Environmental Services 
Dept. of Community Planning, Housing and De-
velopment 
 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential 
 
SIZE OF BUILDINGS 
Arlington County’s bonus density incentive policy 
applies only to building that go through the coun-
ty’s site plan process, which involves larger projects 
seeking to exceed the zoning limits. According to 
officials, most commercial and large-scale residen-
tial development in the county goes through this 
process. 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. Arlington County’s incentive program 
uses the LEED rating system, including the LEED 
indoor environmental criteria. 
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
The bonus density program is not established legis-
latively, but the county has prepared a detailed 
summary of the program, which is available on the 
county web site.  See http://www.arlingtonva.us/  
(search “Green Building Incentive”). 

Criteria.  Projects that achieve any level of LEED 
certification are eligible for bonus density. Achiev-
ing LEED certification does not automatically enti-
tle the applicant to the bonus, as certain other fac-
tors relating to the site or project may make the 
bonus inappropriate. According to officials, 
though, the county has not denied a request for 
bonus density to date. 

 
Bonus Density Incentive.  The available density bonus 
depends of the level of LEED certification.  A 
density bonus of .15 FAR is available for “certi-
fied” level projects, .25 FAR is available for “silver” 
level projects, while up to .35 FAR is available for 
“gold” or “platinum” level projects.  For example, a 
200,000 square-foot, silver-rated building can ob-
tain an extra 10,000 square feet of space. 

  
Other Incentives.  Arlington County also provides a 
fee waiver to site plan projects that achieve LEED 
certification.  (See Policy Summary in Appendix A.) 
 
DOCUMENTING AND VERIFYING 
COMPLIANCE 
A developer requesting a density bonus must sub-
mit a LEED scorecard and proof of LEED regis-
tration along with the proposed site plan.  If the 
requested bonus is approved, the county includes a 
formal condition in the site plan requiring the 
building to incorporate the green building meas-
ures. The site plan condition doesn’t specify the 
exact LEED credits that have to be met, but rather 
specifies a total number of LEED credits. The spe- 
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cific credits can change through the process, but 
the total number must be achieved. 

 
In addition to requiring site plan projects to have a 
LEED Accredited Professional working on the 
project, the county’s own green building program 
staff undertake several reviews of projects through-
out the site plan and permitting processes, to en-
sure the projects achieve their selected LEED crite-
ria.  (See Policy Summary in Appendix A.)   

 
Under the program, the county issues the Master 
Certificate of Occupancy once the building is 
LEED-certified.  Officials note that a project might 
receive an occupancy certificate prior to formal 
LEED certification, but that the county also uses 
bonding to ensure compliance. 
 
ENFORCEMENT 
Performance Bond.  Arlington County requires a 
financial bond to guarantee compliance with the 
green building requirements of the incentive pro-
gram.  In 2005, the county revised the formula for 
calculating the bond to more fully capture the mar-
ket value of bonus density awarded to the project.  

 
The new formula is: “(FAR value per ft2) x (Bonus 
Density Space),” and the “FAR value per ft2” is 
calculated annually by the county for the purposes 
of property assessment. If the project fails to ob-
tain LEED certification or misses four or more 
points, 100% of the bond is forfeited; achieving 
LEED certification but missing up to 3 points re-
sults in forfeiture of 50% of the bond. See Memo-
randum from Randy Bartlett, Director/DES to 
Ron Carlee, County Manager (Mar. 18, 2005).   
 
EVALUATION 
A significant percentage of current projects are 
taking advantage of the financial incentive. As of 
early 2008, county officials estimated that roughly 
10 of the approximately 25 site plan projects being 
processed were pursuing LEED certification. Ac-
cording to the policy, the incentive program expires 
after five years and is to be reviewed at that time.  
In light of the fact that compliance with Arlington 
County codes will itself earn projects many LEED 
credits, the county may consider increasing the 
minimum green building level required to qualify 
for the incentive. 

Arlington County, VA 
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SEATTLE, WASHINGTON 

Pop. 562,106 
 

 

OVERVIEW OF POLICY 
As part of a broad set of zoning changes to promote higher-density, mixed-use development in the down-
town area, the city of Seattle has made height or density bonuses available to commercial and residential 
projects.  In order to be granted bonus development, a project must incorporate green building measures.  
The bonus development is available to projects that commit to earning LEED certification at the silver 
level or higher. 

  
CITATION 
Seattle Municipal Ordinance Number 122054; Seattle 
Mun. Code, ch. 23.49, subch. I   
 
DATE 
May 2006 
  
IMPLEMENTING AGENCIES 
Department of Planning and Development 

 
TYPES OF BUILDINGS 
Commercial, Residential 

 
GEOGRAPHIC SCOPE 
Downtown (central office district and adjoining 
areas) 
 
GREEN BUILDING CRITERIA 
Framework. Seattle’s incentive program uses the 
LEED rating system without modification, includ-
ing the LEED indoor environment criteria.  
 
KEY ELEMENTS OF THE INCENTIVE 
Seattle’s land use code sets forth detailed provisions 
governing floor area bonuses. A project may not 
receive the first increment of bonus floor area 
(above the base FAR) unless the project will meet 
green building criteria.  Once the project meets 
those criteria and receives the first increment of 
bonus development, the project may gain addi-
tional floor area bonuses by meeting other criteria – 
e.g., affordable housing, child care, and other public 
amenities. §23.49.011-.013. 
 
Criteria.  Projects that will achieve LEED certifica-
tion at the silver level or higher are eligible for den-
sity or height bonuses.  §23.49.011(A). 
 
Incentive.  Green building projects are eligible for the 
first increment of bonus floor area.  The amount of 
this increment depends on the zoning district. Pro-

jects in the Downtown Office Core 1 (DOC1) may 
obtain an initial increment of floor area of 1 FAR, 
while projects in the DOC2 may obtain 0.75 FAR.  
Projects in the Downtown Mixed Commercial 
(DMC) zone may obtain between 0.25 - 0.50 FAR. 
SMC Chart 23.49.011(A)(2).  The land use code 
also includes a separate bonus density provision for 
projects that include residential units, in order to 
encourage downtown residential development. 
Such projects must include affordable housing and 
must also meet the LEED silver criteria.  The green 
building requirement tied to this bonus develop-
ment is to be phased out after five years, at which 
time the city could decide whether to end or mod-
ify the incentive.  §23.49.015 (A)(4).  

 
DOCUMENTING AND VERIFYING 
COMPLIANCE 
Pre-permitting. According to the Department of 
Planning & Development, a developer requesting a 
development bonus must submit a letter of intent 
prior to the issuance of a Master Use Permit, indi-
cating its commitment to earn a LEED silver rating 
or higher.  There is no required format for the let-
ter, however the city issues subsequent permits 
based on this good faith commitment. See  
www.seattle.gov/dpd/GreenBuilding/OurProgram
/PublicPolicyInitiatives/DevelopmentIncentives/d
efault.asp. 

 
Officials note that the city may have an opportunity 
to discuss green building elements with project 
teams during the city’s early design guidance re-
view, though this is not a formalized process or a 
requirement for receiving bonus density. 

 
Post-occupancy. The land use code contains a set of 
procedures for verifying compliance for any project 
that obtained a development bonus based on a 
LEED rating.  The developer is required to submit  
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proof of achieving the LEED rating within 90 days 
of receiving the final Certificate of Occupancy.  
The required documentation consists of a report 
prepared by the USGBC or other approved entity 
analyzing the credits earned in achieving the rating.  
§23.49.020(B).   
  
ENFORCEMENT 
The failure to submit timely verification of achiev-
ing the LEED rating (within 90 days, according to 
the code) is a violation of the code, subject to a 
penalty of $500 per day from the date when the 
report was due until the date the report is submit-
ted. §23.49.020(B)(2).  

 
Whether or not a timely report is submitted, the 
code also provides a penalty in cases where the 
developer fails to achieve full compliance with its 
commitment to earn at least a LEED silver rating.  
§23.49.020(B)(3).  The fewer points achieved by 
the project, the greater the penalty.  The code es-
tablishes a formula for calculating the penalty:  
P (penalty) = [(LSM-CE)/LSM] x CV x 0.0075.1 

 
Any owner of the lot on which the bonus was ob-
tained is jointly and severally liable for any penalty 
due. Within 90 days of receiving a notice of pen-
alty, a developer may submit a supplemental report 
demonstrating that sufficient alterations have been 
made to earn a LEED silver rating.  In such cases, 

                                                 
1 LSM = min. no. of credits to earn a LEED silver 
rating.  CE = no. of credits earned by the project 
CV = construction value of the project, as set forth in 
building permit. 

 
the city may eliminate or re-determine the amount 
of the penalty. Penalties are deposited in a newly-
established Green Building Fund, and are to be 
used for activities or incentives to encourage sus-
tainable building. §23.49.020(C).  If a penalty is 
assessed and paid, the failure to earn a LEED silver 
rating will not affect the right to occupy the build-
ing. §23.49.020(B)(4). 

 
EVALUATION 
According to officials, the city’s incentive program 
has been successful.  Most new projects in the 
downtown areas covered by the policy are pursuing 
the bonus development incentive – over 20 pro-
jects since the policy was established – and thus are 
or will be pursuing LEED certification.  Of these 
projects, only about 4 have a significant commercial 
component; most are residential projects. 

 
According to officials, it is important to ensure that 
the substantive criteria adopted by the policy are 
effective at achieving the municipality’s priority 
environmental and health goals.  Officials expect 
that Seattle will review progress under the incentive 
program when the residential green building re-
quirement expires after 5 years, in order to deter-
mine whether participating projects have addressed 
the city’s priority goals of energy efficiency and 
water conservation. 
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