


General Project Description                                                                                   

Comprehensive Description 

The City of Columbus, OH, is the 15th largest city in the United States, with a population of 
approximately 822,000 persons. Located in the geographic center of the state, Columbus is the state 
capital and the region is home to 15 Fortune 1000 and five Fortune 500 companies.  Unlike many major 
U.S. cities, Columbus continues to grow in population, and is one of the fastest growing large cities in 
the nation.  Columbus is also the home of the nation’s largest university campus, The Ohio State 
University. 

The city area is 212 square miles, which contains 2.3 square miles of water, including the Scioto and 
Olentangy Rivers.  A number of smaller tributaries run through the metro area, including Alum Creek, 
Darby Creek and Big Walnut Creek.  The city is also home to several thousand parks and recreation 
areas, including the Grange Insurance Audubon Center, located just 10 minutes from downtown, where 
thousands of birds migrating from Central and South America rest as a stop-over in their long journeys. 

To protect its natural resources and the health of its plants, animals and residents, the city has created 
an innovative, comprehensive environmental management plan.  The Columbus Green Community Plan 
has achieved significant results in reducing impacts to the environment and promoting environmentally 
sustainable practices.  The plan and associated work uses City staff – working together with community 
volunteers – to create policy, program and infrastructure initiatives across a wide range of 
environmental areas.   

Each initiative has resulted in significant, measureable improvement.  Since 2012, these “green” 
successes have included:  

�x City purchase of electric cars and establishment of car charging stations 

�x City construction of compressed natural gas (CNG) fueling stations 

�x Launching of free bi-weekly recycling services to Columbus households 

�x Launching of community car and bike sharing programs 

�x Downtown dam removal and river restoration resulting in 33 acres of new greenspace 

�x Installation of the state’s largest solar project of its kind on the City’s fleet maintenance facility 

�x Conversion of all city busses to CNG and launching of free downtown circulator bus service 

�x 10,000 Columbus area residents becoming environmental ambassadors through sign-up in the 
city GreenSpot Program. 

�x The initiation of an annual Earth Day drug drop-off event at Columbus Public Health collecting 
over 400 pounds of expired and unwanted medicines, removing them from the waste stream 
and ultimately protecting  community waterways.    
 

Initiatives are identified and developed through a collaborative planning process using paid city staff and 





individuals or businesses )in their daily lives to improve the environment.    This most visible piece of this  
educational arm is the web-based GreenSpot Program, which currently has over 11,000 registered 
members.  The opportunity to become an active member of the “Green Team” or a registered 
GreenSpot member has helped to expand the sense of environmental stewardship to far more people 
than would normally occur in a more traditional process limited to only city staff.  
 
Project Motivation 

Initial motivation for developing the Green Community Plan came in 2004, when 10 Central Ohio 
political jurisdictions banded together and established an accord to protect the Big Darby Creek 
watershed system, which was threatened by development.  The Big Darby watershed, located 
southwest of Columbus, is recognized as a high quality ecosystem and much of the river is recognized as 
a state and national scenic river.  In a canoe trip along the creek, Columbus Mayor Michael Coleman was 
inspired by the beauty of this natural resource and decided to establish a comprehensive environmental 
management plan 



Innovation Sustainability and Partnerships                                                                          

The most recent version of the Green Community Plan included new work that’s not been part of past 
environmental planning efforts.  The current plan was developed as part of a process that also included 
creation of a broader community vision and value statements:  

 
Vision:  Columbus – A green community: Beautiful. Healthy. Prosperous. 
 
Values: 

�x Foster healthy, safe and vibrant living 
�x Ensure equity, inclusion and access to community resources for all residents 
�x Increase employment opportunities that generate earnings sufficient for living 

 

 
These broader building blocks helped to engage participants by placing their environmental work within 
a larger context.  They enable Columbus residents to see that the city’s environmental efforts are linked 
to broader community desires.   The vision and values also help ensure that the 







valuable, given the large number (50+ persons) who often participated in committee sessions.  Clear 
direction to committee members regarding expected work and work processes was critical in enabling 
them to do significant work in limited available time.   In the smaller workgroup sessions (6-10 persons) 
the facilitator was extremely valuable in effectively guiding discussion, summarizing workgroup input 
and identifying future work needs. 
 
Organization’s Financial Commitment 
 
Overall coordination of the Columbus Green Community Plan rests with the Office of Environmental 
Stewardship.  Housed in the mayor’s office, it contains the city’s Environmental Steward, two other full-
time staff, and five office interns  
 
In addition, 19 other staff is appointed by department directors as Green Coordinators to 1) serve as 
liaisons to the Office of Environmental Stewardship, 2) actively participate on the mayor’s volunteer 
Green Team, 3) ensure internal initiatives developed in the Green Community Plan are being carried out, 
and 4) oversee other environmental activities in their own respective departments.  Offices / 
Departments   appointing Green Team Coordinators include: 
 

�x Civil Service �x Human Resources �x Public Service �x Building & Zoning Services 
�x Public Utilities �x Public Safety �x Public Health �x Community Relations 
�x Development �x City Council �x Recreation & Parks �x Finance & Management 
�x Technology    

    
Green Coordinators assist the Office of Environmental Stewardship and its volunteer Green Team as part 
of their normal department responsibilities.  Their positions are not funded via grants or outside 
sources.   
 
Sustainability 
 
Embedding Green Coordinators across 13 city offices and departments – and the fact that these 
positions are not funded via grants or outside sources – helps ensure long-term continuity 
(sustainability) in the environmental planning process.   It also provides for a ready-made work force 
that can assist with the development, implementation and management activities associated with the 
environmental actions.   And, because many of the Green Coordinators are staff with significant city 
tenure, they’re often a source of valuable institutional knowledge regarding city processes and 
community stakeholders needed to implement recommended actions.   
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Transferability to Other Users                                             

 
The Green Team planning model can easily be replicated by other governments.  All cities have residents 
passionate about protecting the environment who would gladly be tapped as volunteer advisors.  City 
staff already working in applicable departments (i.e., Public Utilities, Parks and Recreation, Forestry, 
Public Service, etc.) could be selected to work with them in development of environmental policies, 
initiatives and programs.   
 
The Green Team model has also produced a number of examples where project activities or results are 
being shared by others.  One Green Team project, formally administered by the Columbus Recreation 
and Parks Department, is now being coordinated by a local bike advocacy organization, whose executive 
director is Green Team member.  The Pedal Instead program was initially created by the Green Team in 
2007 to encourage more people to reduce their driving by making shorter trips by bicycle.  Members 
recognized that a significant barrier to this goal, however, was the lack of supervised / secure bicycle 
parking facilities. 
 
In response, Pedal Instead was created to provide residents with free, secure, valet-style bicycle parking 
at public events –



Funding Sources                  

The Columbus Green Community Plan is directed from the Mayor’s Office of Environmental Stewardship, 
which is financed through a combination of general fund, enterprise dollars and grants. The Mayor’s 



Other Details:  Environmental, Economic and Operational Benefits           
 
The Columbus Green Community Plan has resulted in significant operational and environmental benefits 
for the City of Columbus and its residents.   These benefits have been realized through 1) protecting 
environmental resources or reducing environmental contaminants, 2) implementing city operational and 
maintenance improvements, and 3) saving significant tax dollars.  Notable h


