
Sustainable Governance: Balancing 

Economic, Environmental & Social 

Impacts

Sarah Plinsky, Assistant to the County Manager  

Cindy Kemper, Environmental Department Director

Johnson County Government
September 19, 2008



Overview

ÅJohnson County Basics

ÅWhat Is Sustainable Governance & Why Are 
We Promoting It?

ÅJohnson Countyôs Sustainable Governance 
Model & Initiatives

ÅQuestions & Answers



Johnson County Basics
Johnson County at large . . .

Å Population: 526,000 & growing by 10,000 per year

Å Cities: 19 with 97% of population living in cities

Å More than 50% of land incorporated

Å Median household income = $61,455 (2000)

Å High education level

Å Increasingly diverse socio-economics

Johnson County Government . . . 

Å Operating Budget: $637 million 

Å FTEs: 4,099

Å Departments:38

Å Agencies: 5

Å Elected Offices: 2 



Sustainability

ñChoices that meet the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needsò  

- UN Definition



Sustainability

ñIn our every deliberation we must consider the impact of 
our decisions on the next seven generations.ò 

- From Great Law of the Iroquois Confederacy



Sustainability

ñThen I say the earth belongs to eachégeneration during its course, fully 
and in its own right, no generation can contract debts greater than may 

be paid during the course of its own existence.ò

- Thomas Jefferson, Sept. 6th 1789



What Sustainability Isnôt

- It isnôt about saving the Earth.  It is 

about saving us and our children.

- It isnôt about costing more.  It is about 

life cycle costing and financial 

stewardship.



Society

Economy Environment

Triple Bottom Line



Johnson County: Why Are We Promoting 

Sustainability?

ÅOur citizens want it
ï2007 Citizen Survey indicates that environmental protection is 

among top issues citizens want us to focus on in the next two 
to three years

Å Imperative
ï In the best interest of the community to be good stewards of 

resources (financial, human, natural)

ïTo compete for the workforce of the future, sustainability is key

ÅLead by example

ÅWe want to be part of the solution



We are in good 

companyé

More than 700 mayors from all 50 
states, the District of Columbia 
and Puerto Rico, representing a 
total population of over 
75,000,000 citizens, have signed 
the U.S. Conference of Mayors 
Agreement. 

Kansas City, Missouri

Prairie Village

http://www.atlantaga.gov/Default.aspx
http://www.cityofmadison.com/
http://www.denvergov.org/
http://www.mission-ks.org/index.asp?NID=134
http://www.cityofshawnee.org/
http://www.pvkansas.com/aboutpv/events/Meadowbrook_Zoning_Hrg.shtml


This makes good 

business sense

We are in good companyé



We are in good companyé

The ICMA Executive Board 
adopted Sustainability as 
ñthe issue of our age.ò  In 
February 2007, the Board 
decided to make 
Sustainability a priority 
issue and directed staff to 
launch efforts to position 
ICMA as a leader on 
sustainability.

On July 16, 2007 at the 
National Association of 
Counties Annual 
Conference in Richmond, 
Virginia, 12 pioneering 
counties representing 17 
million people launched 
ñCool Counties.ò

http://www.icma.org/


Johnson Countyôs Sustainable 

Governance Model

Å Get own house in order first

Å Secure & build ñbuy-inò from the top

Å Identify champions & build a multi-level, multi-department 
team.  

Å Hire a Sustainability Director

Å Develop an inventory (baseline) of current sustainable 
practices

Å Establish Sustainability goals and objectives



Johnson Countyôs Sustainable 

Governance Model (cont)

Å Track & publicize sustainability successes

Å Emphasize actions that provide multiple benefits; and 
emphasize the benefits that resonate with the audience 
(environmental, social or economic)

Å Consider life-cycle costs & benefits of actions & make the 
business case

Å Reward & recognize staff participation & positive changes

Å Donôt forget staff education, training & outreach.  People are 
much more likely to act if they understand why.



Johnson Countyôs Sustainability 

Initiatives


