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EPA’s Office of Sustainable Communities: 
Working in Rural America 

 EPA’s mission: Protect human health 
and the environment  

 Where and how we build our 
communities impacts those things  

 Provide technical assistance to 
communities and states 

 Rural guidebooks 
 Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural 

Communities 
 Essential Smart Growth Fixes for Rural 

Planning, Development and Zoning Codes 
(upcoming) 

 Smart Growth Achievement Awards 
 Work with NGOs (NADO, NACo, etc.) 

and other rural stakeholders 
 Partnering with HUD, DOT, USDA, ARC 
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We work on:
Helping the willing: Tools and technical assistance
Changing the conversation: Education and outreach
Changing the rules: Research and policy analysis

SGIA: Technical assistance to states, regions, and communities that want to implement sustainable communities approaches to development, but are facing barriers
Provides in-depth, long-term (18 months) assistance from national experts, usually including a multi-day workshop and a final report
Example: Victor and Driggs, Idaho

Governors’ Institute workshops with rural focus: Montana, Wyoming, Arizona, New Mexico, Iowa, and North Carolina




Challenges Facing Rural Communities 

 Changing economies 
 Decline of traditional economic  

base, questions about what’s next 
 Fewer farms and farmers 
 Although there is a growing 

interest in farming 
 Loss of forest and other natural 

and working land 
 Some communities are growing, 

some are shrinking 
 Rapid growth at metro edges 
 Shrinking population in some 

communities 
 Limited access to jobs, services, 

and transportation 
 Limited planning capacity 
 How to recover from disaster, 

and plan for future disasters? 
Photo Credits (top to bottom, left to right):  NRCS, NRCS, EPA 
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Rural communities and small towns across America are clearly facing many challenges. 

There are fewer farms and fewer farmers than in the past – the agricultural economy, while still important, is not necessarily the driving economic force for many rural communities. However, there is a growing interest in farming and local food – a trend that could help the agricultural economy once again play an important role for rural communities across America. 

Land, including forest land and other natural and working land, is being consumed by development at an increasingly rapid pace. On a per capita basis, our land consumption has increased dramatically over the past several decades. Along with the forests and farms, the important ecosystem services that these natural systems provide are also being lost.

As was mentioned before, some rural communities are experiencing rapid increase in population while others are in severe decline. Whether a community is facing growth pressures or is seeking economic growth in any form, will help determine what sorts of approaches that community will want to implement.

Many small towns and rural communities also face limited access to jobs, services, transportation and housing choices, and other amenities.

Any many rural communities and small towns lack the planning capacity to anticipate and plan for future growth, further exacerbating the cycle of growth that does not help the community achieve its desired goals.



Smart Growth: A Response to Rural Challenges 

 Development that provides: 
 Choices for where to live and how to 

get around 
 A stronger, more resilient economy 
 A safer, healthier place to live 
 Opportunities to protect the things 

that you love about the place you 
live (farmland and open space, 
natural beauty, sense of community, 
etc.) 
 

Photo Credits (top to bottom, left to right): EPA, NRCS, EPA  
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Smart Growth can be defined as development that accomplishes a variety of outcomes.

It means providing housing and transportation choices that give people options for where to live and how to get around.

It means a stronger, more resilient economy.

And a safer, healthier, more desirable place to live – a place where young people want to stay and where older residents can comfortably live.

It also means providing an opportunity to protect the things that the community values about the place – whether that is farmland and open space, natural beauty, a sense of community, or a generally high quality of life.



So what does smart growth mean for a rural 
community? 

When you’ve seen one rural community… 
you’ve seen one rural community. 

Photo Credit: EPA 



Edwards, Colorado 
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Smart growth in small towns and rural communities looks different depending on where you are.  But in general…

Smart growth means choices for where to live…




Crested Butte, Colorado 
Photo Credit: Clark Anderson  
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…and how to get around. Smart growth approaches can help create walkable places that enhance the community, provide economic opportunities for local businesses, and promote health and wellness among residents.



 

Gold Hill, Colorado 
Photo Credit: Charlier Associates, Inc.  
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Smart growth also means preserving and building on the rural character of the place – whatever the unique aspects of that place are.



Photo Credit: National Trust for Historic Preservation  
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…and preserving what’s great about the community.  In many cases, it’s the land and natural resources: farmland, forest land, and ranchland that needs protecting.



Fiddlers Festival in Berlin, Maryland 
Photo Credit: Worcester County  
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Smart growth also means developing a strong economy through economic development opportunities that take advantage of each communities’ best assets. Here is an example from Berlin, Maryland – a town on the Eastern Shore of Maryland that hosts the Fiddlers Festival each year.

Competitive advantage 



New England 
Photo Credit:  National Trust for Historic Preservation 
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Overall, smart growth means retaining and creating great communities – places where people want to live, where they have choices, and where opportunities for economic development exist.



Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities 

 Partnership between the 
U.S. EPA and ICMA – a 
Smart Growth Network 
publication 

 Lays out a framework for 
rural communities and 
small towns seeking to 
implement smart growth 

 Set of tools, case studies, 
and resources 
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Support the rural landscape by creating an economic climate that enhances the viability of working lands and conserves natural lands.
Help existing places thrive by taking care of assets and investments such as downtowns, Main Streets, existing infrastructure, and places that the community values.
Create great new places by building vibrant, enduring neighborhoods and communities that people, especially young people, don’t want to leave.




How to Grow and Maintain Rural Character: 
Three Broad Goals 

1. Support the rural landscape 
by creating an economic climate 
that enhances the viability of 
working lands and conserves 
natural lands. 

2. Help existing places thrive 
by taking care of assets and 
investments such as downtowns, 
Main Streets, existing 
infrastructure, and places that 
the community values. 

3. Create great new places by 
building vibrant, enduring 
neighborhoods and communities 
that people, especially young 
people, don’t want to leave. 

Photo Credit (top to bottom, left to right): EPA , NRCS, NRCS 
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Photo courtesy of Jeff Speck, NEA 

Smart growth in a rural community: How could it work in the landscape? 

Photo Credit: Jeff Speck 

Goal #1: Protect 
valuable 
farmland. 

Goal #2: Enhance 
the existing 
downtown. 

Goal #3: Build 
new 

neighborhoods 
that are adjacent 

to town. 
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[Click the mouse to have the lines appear 1). Edge between town and working lands; 2). Town core/downtown; 3). Places for future growth]

This aerial of a small rural community in upstate New York shows some of the characteristics of smart growth development patterns and how they can be applied in a rural context.  

[First click] 
First, notice the clear distinction between the town and the working lands. This distinction is important for Rural America and is one of the principal characteristics of rural areas.

[Second click] 
Second, notice that the town has a clear center, the commercial core. Most rural communities have centers where services, amenities, and civic functions are located. These centers are typically pedestrian friendly, have a mix of uses (retail at ground level with office or residential above), and are compact, but also easily accessible to the lower density areas adjacent to the downtown core. In a very short walk, this community can offer a range of housing choice – from the higher density at the core to the larger lot, single-family homes only a block or two from downtown.  

The compactness and mix of uses provide residents and visitors with some transportation choice. The compactness also offers some rural communities the option of being part of a regional transit system that may serve a series of small towns throughout the region. Locating a bus stop in this downtown is a possibility because of the compactness.

In many rural towns and cities across the country there are typically properties that are ripe for redevelopment – infill opportunities exist on brownfields, vacant properties, and underused sites. Accommodating growth in existing places takes advantage of previous investments in infrastructure such as roads, sewers, and building stock. However, growing through infill can only accommodate a finite amount of growth. Rural communities have a number of options for accommodating growth in new places.  

[Third click]  
One method of doing this is to identify places to grow adjacent to the existing town. Extending the existing grid or otherwise integrating the new development in to the existing development provides connectivity, can expand transportation choice, and can help maintain the rural characteristics many rural community members have said they want to keep. In this slide, future growth can be accommodated while still maintaining the distinction between the town and the working lands.



 Began in June 2009: EPA, HUD, 
DOT 

 Also partnering with USDA to 
think through how the 
Partnership’s activities can best 
serve rural America 

 Recently released report includes: 
 How the Partnership Principles Support 

Rural Communities  
 HUD, DOT, EPA, and USDA Programs At 

Work in Rural Communities 
 Case Studies of Federal Support for 

Sustainable Rural Communities  
 Rural Performance Measures  
 Next Steps for the Partnership 

Partnership for Sustainable Communities 
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The HUD-DOT-EPA Partnership for Sustainable Communities is also committed to ensuring that the work the agencies do together is supportive of better outcomes for Rural America. The three departments/agencies have also partnered with USDA to identify ways the federal government can work together to ensure that federal investments in rural communities are supportive of better economic, environmental, and community outcomes.

To that end, a workgroup comprised of members from the four agencies/departments has held a Rural Listening Session to gather the input of rural stakeholders; analyzed existing federal policies and programs that affect rural communities; developed a set of case studies where rural communities and small towns have successfully implemented smart growth approaches to development; and identified performance measures that are appropriate to the rural context. The group is now examining next steps such as conducting collaborative technical assistance in rural communities through ongoing and new projects.   



Smart Growth Implementation Assistance 

 Technical assistance to states, regions, and 
communities that want to implement sustainable 
communities approaches to development, but are 
facing barriers 

 Provides in-depth, long-term (18 months) assistance 
from national experts, usually including a multi-day 
workshop and a final report 

 Example: Victor and Driggs, Idaho 
 



Smart Growth Implementation Assistance 

 Categories of assistance this year: 
1. Community resilience to disasters and climate change 
2. Community energy planning 
3. Smart growth in tribal communities 
4. Land use strategies for economic development agencies 
5. Economic viability of small towns and rural communities 

 For more information and to apply: 
 Contact Abby Hall: hall.abby@epa.gov, 202-566-2086 
 SGIA Website: http://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/sgia.htm  
 Applications are typically due in the fall (this application period just closed, 

winners will be announced in spring 2012) 

 



Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities 

 Quick, targeted smart growth assistance to 
communities (1-day workshops) using a variety of 
tools that have demonstrated results and widespread 
application 

 Provides access to technical experts who can assist 
with public engagement, direct consultation with 
decision makers, and a memo outlining next steps 

 Example: Cambridge, Maryland 
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Sample tools: 
-Smart Growth 101
-Parking Audits
-Sustainable Land Use Code Audit
-Complete Streets
-Walkability Audit
-Planning for Economic and Fiscal Health
-Regional Planning for Small Communities
-Transportation Performance Measurement (Based on our Guidebook)
-Smart Growth Zoning Codes for Small Cities and Rural Areas
-TOD 101



Building Blocks for Sustainable Communities 

 Will work with 50 communities this year – last year, 
half of the communities were rural communities or 
small towns 

 One of the categories for assistance is small 
town/rural zoning codes 

 For more information: 
 Contact Kevin Nelson: nelson.kevin@epa.gov, 202-566-2835 
 Building Blocks Website: 

http://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/buildingblocks.htm 
 Applications are typically due in the fall (this application period just 

closed, winners will be announced in spring 2012) 
 



More Building Blocks… 

 Some of the technical assistance is being provided through 
grants with the following organizations: 
 ForTerra (Cascade Land Conservancy) 
 Global Green USA 
 Project for Public Spaces 
 Smart Growth America 

 These organizations will offer direct technical assistance to 
40-70 communities per year, and more in future years – 
apply directly to the organization 

 For more information: 
 Contact Kevin Nelson: nelson.kevin@epa.gov, 202-566-2835 
 Building Blocks Website: 

http://www.epa.gov/smartgrowth/buildingblocks.htm 

http://www.smartgrowthamerica.org/index.php




Other EPA Grants: Brownfields Program 

 Brownfields are properties whose expansion, 
redevelopment, or reuse may be complicated by the 
presence or potential presence of a hazardous 
substance, pollutant, or contaminant.  

 EPA’s Office of Brownfields and Land Revitalization 
has many programs to help prevent, inventory, 
assess, clean up, and reuse brownfields properties. 

 EPA Office of Brownfields Website: 
http://www.epa.gov/brownfields 

 EPA R4 Brownfields Website: 
http://epa.gov/region4/bflr/brownfields.html    
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Brownfields are properties whose expansion, redevelopment, or reuse may be complicated by the presence or potential presence of a hazardous substance, pollutant, or contaminant. 

Cleaning up and reinvesting in these properties is important for communities because it can reduce blight, spur revitalization and economic development, remove environmental and health hazards, and provide opportunities for development in places that are already served by infrastructure and close to other destinations – rather than building on valuable natural and working lands. 

EPA’s Office of Brownfields and Land Revitalization has many programs to help do this.  

http://www.epa.gov/brownfields
http://epa.gov/region4/bflr/brownfields.html


Disaster Recovery and Planning Resources 

 EPA-FEMA Partnership 
 Memorandum of Agreement between EPA and FEMA to assist 

communities on the ground as they recover/rebuild following 
disaster and to plan for future disasters 

 Projects to date: 
 6 projects in Iowa after the 2008 floods 
 Iowa Adaptation Pilot 
 Currently working in North Carolina (Wilmington and New Bern) 

to assess vulnerabilities in housing and water infrastructure and to 
identify strategies for future investments 

 Essential code fixes for disaster resiliency – 
upcoming publication 



Disaster Recovery and Planning Resources 

 EPA’s Climate Ready Estuaries 
 Works with National Estuary Programs (including Mobile Bay NEP) 

and coastal managers to assess climate change vulnerabilities, 
develop adaptation strategies, engage and educate stakeholders, and 
share lessons learned. 

 http://www.epa.gov/cre/ 

 EPA’s Climate Ready Water Utilities 
 Provides resources to help the water sector adapt to climate change. 
 http://water.epa.gov/infrastructure/watersecurity/climate/ 

 Other federal agencies also have resources available 
for hazard mitigation planning 
 HUD – disaster planning as part of Regional Planning Grants 
 NOAA – focus on hazard mitigation and land use planning for 

coastal communities 



Background: EPA-FEMA Partnership in Iowa 

 
 
 

 Coordination with EPA Region 7  
 Partnered with the Rebuild Iowa 

Office (RIO), Iowa Dept. of 
Economic Development (IDED) 

 Funding from FEMA to EPA via 
Interagency Agreement 
 Under FEMA’s Long-Term 

Community Recovery Program 
(ESF 14) 

 Smart Growth Assistance to 6 
communities impacted by floods 
and tornadoes 
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3 GOALS: 
Help the 5 communities use smart growth, green infrastructure, and green building practices to rebuild and accommodate growth in appropriate places;
Create a positive, replicable model for using smart growth assistance as part of long-term community disaster recovery;
Use the lessons learned from this work to show how smart growth approaches can be used to help communities rebuild in a more resilient way and how these approaches can be part of a broader effort to mitigate or adapt to future hazard events that will occur as a result of climate change. 




Waverly, Iowa: 
 Smart Growth Assistance for Long-Term Disaster Recovery 

 Waverly, Iowa (population ~10,000) was in the process of 
recovering from floods from 2008 and revising their 
comprehensive plan 

 Asked for assistance with the following policy analysis: 
 Conduct an audit of Waverly’s comp plan and development 

regulations to identify opportunities to integrate smart growth 
concepts 

 Establish green infrastructure strategies city-wide 
 Increase housing options and infill strategies in Waverly to 

accommodate the demand for housing as a result of the floods as well 
as new growth 

 Held a public workshop on smart planning in May 2010 – 
stakeholder meetings, design charrette, open house, provided 
policy ideas 

Presenter
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Using smart growth approaches to rebuild their downtown following disaster – enhancing existing assets and building great new neighborhoods.



 

Photo Credits:  City of Waverly 



Smart Planning Workshop 

 Two-day event 
 Community Tour 
 Stakeholder Meetings 
 Kickoff Workshop with initial policy 

ideas and designs 
 Community Open House with 

revised designs 

 Opportunity for community to 
provide feedback on initial policy 
and design ideas that incorporated 
smart planning principles 

 Goal = inform Waverly’s 
comprehensive planning revision 
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What We Did… 

Stakeholder Meetings 
Public Presentation of 

Policy Concepts 

Public Feedback on Initial 
Design Ideas 

 

Community Open House with 
Revised Design Ideas 



Waverly Moving Forward 

 Worked with FEMA and 
USDA RD to provide the 
assistance 

 Learning how federal 
investments can help 
implement local vision 
(working with USDA) 

 City is currently in the 
process of revising the 
comprehensive plan to 
target investments in 
existing neighborhoods 
and build great new 
neighborhoods 



For More Information 

www.epa.gov/smartgrowth 
www.sustainablecommunities.gov 

bertaina.stephanie@epa.gov 

Photo Credit: NRCS   
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