
Sustaining America’s 
Desert Cities
A conversation with leaders in 
Albuquerque, Las Vegas and Phoenix



Sustaining America’s Desert Cities
Learn how three, large LEED certified cities in the Southwest are adapting to a changing climate, 
leading with equity and putting into place long-range plans toward a more sustainable future.

This program is hosted by the U.S. Green Building Council’s LEED for Cities and Communities program. 

Moderator: Hilari 
Varnadore, USGBC

Rosanne Albright
City of Phoenix, AZ

Marco Velotta
City of Las Vegas, NV

Kelsey Rader
City of Albuquerque, NM



City of Albuquerque 
LEED Silver | September 2020 
LEED v4.1 for Cities: Existing 

City of Las Vegas 
LEED Gold | August 2020 
LEED v4.1 for Cities: Existing 

City of Phoenix 
LEED Platinum | 2018 
LEED for Cities pilot 

Certified LEED Cities 



Agenda  
•  Welcome 
•  Introduction of Speakers 
•  Opening Remarks 
•  Stories from local leaders 

in Phoenix, Las Vegas 
and Albuquerque 

•  Questions from Audience 



Kelsey Rader 
City of Albuquerque, NM 



Albuquerque 
Sustainability 

Kelsey Rader, Sustainability Officer
Sustaining Desert Cities 
October 28, 2020 



Current Projects

Energy Efficiency

Renewable Energy

Transportation

Climate Planning
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Albuquerque named 
top 3 U.S. city for most 

solar per capita

Secured $3.5 million in 
FTA grant funding for 

electric buses 
Albuquerque LEED 

Silver certified 

Updated to 2018 
International Energy 
Conservation Code

On track for 80% 
renewable energy use 

by end of 2021

Provided 300 low 
income homes with 

free energy audits and 
upgrades

5th most improved city 
in 2020 ACEEE 

Scorecard 

Updated to ZEV First 
Fleet Procurement 

Policy
Expanding EV charging 

network

Progress Markers 



Energy Efficiency
Complete

• Citywide LED Street Light Conversion
• Mayor’s Energy Challenge
• 2018 IECC Adoption

Ongoing
• 3% CIP City Building Upgrades
• Low Income Home Energy Audits and Upgrades 

Upcoming
• Energy Savings Performance Contract 



Renewable Energy

• On track to achieve 100% 
renewable use for municipal 
operations by 2030

• PNM Voluntary Solar Program 
(Solar Direct) providing 71% 
RE use by Fall 2021

• 38 city-owned solar arrays 
meeting 14% of energy needs 



Transportation

Complete
• Added 14 EV charging stations in 2019
• Secured $300,000 grant funding for 22 EV charging 

stations 
• Updated City vehicle policy to “ZEV First”

Upcoming
• Bringing on 40 EV and hybrids over next fiscal year
• Transitioning to LEV and ZEV in transit and heavy duty
• Completing construction on new EV charging network



CLIMATE ACTION PLAN UPDATE

• Center equity in planning process

• Support green economic recovery

• Address broad range of issues:



Planning Process



Climate Planning Progress

Public OutreachComplete
• Over 3,000 survey responses from across city
• Responses published in Climate Survey Report  
• Selected task force representing frontline communities 

Plan Development  Ongoing
• Foster and empower new and diverse climate leaders
• Prioritize frontline community challenges
• Develop planning goals and actions



Future Projects

Climate Action Plan Implementation

Green House Gas Inventory

Micro Grid Feasibility 

Climate Adaptation



Questions?
Email Albuquerque’s Sustainability Officer, 

Kelsey Rader at krader@cabq.gov

f @CABQEHD         @CABQEHD           @CABQEHD        www.cabq.gov/CAP



Marco Velotta 
City of Las Vegas, NV 



SUSTAINING DESERT CITIES



CITY SUSTAINABILITY EFFORTS
� Historic successes in Municipal and 

Community sustainability
— City sustainability programs

� 100% renewable energy
� 6.2 MW of solar at 40 facilities
� Recycling at all facilities
� LEED certified buildings
� LED streetlights
� Energy efficiency and renewable energy programs

— LEED certified green buildings
— RTC Transit / On Board high capacity transit
— Carpooling / demand management
— Urban forestry
— Transportation electrification
— Single stream recycling
— Efficient land use / TOD

� 4 STAR Community Rating

� Resolution to develop new Master Plan



SUSTAINABLE COMMUNITIES
� Key trends for future plans:

—Resilience
� Frequency and impacts of natural disasters
� Economic downturns

—Systems thinking
� Plan topics are complex systems

—Community engagement
� Digital revolution vs reaching under-represented groups

—Equity
� Socio economics
� Quality of Life
� Health outcomes and vulnerabilities

—Implementation
� Prioritize, Strategize, assign responsibility

—Adaptation
� Prepare for changing conditions





USING STAR / LEED FOR CITIES
� Integrative Planning Process upfront

— Intentional alignment with LEED for Cities based on 
statutory requirements

—Use of LEED to evaluate, existing conditions and 
assessment of overall community sustainability

—Specific credits, outcomes, performance scores, 
and metrics from STAR/LEED are emphasized 
based on priority 

—Better understanding of where the City stands and 
has success….and what we need to work on…..

� Unique sustainability factors specific to Southern 
Nevada
—Mojave Desert climate
—Water 
—Renewable energy and GHG emissions
—Climate threats: extreme heat, drought, flash floods
—Tourism/service based economy



IN 2050, LAS VEGAS WILL LIKELY HAVE:

300,000+
New Residents

• A total city population of 
approximately 900,000+

• A total regional population of 3 
million (in line with UNLV 
estimates)

100,000+
New Housing Units in the City

• 550,000+ total housing units 
in the region

72 MILLION
Square Feet of New 
Commercial Space

9,500+
Acres of New Parks Needed

• Tule Springs National Monument 
included

600
New LVMPD Officers

2,500
New Teachers

30
New CCSD Schools

450
New Public Safety Employees

1,100
New City Employees 

And at least:



TOP CHALLENGES

EDUCATION

CRIME/SAFETY HOMELESSNESS

OPEN SPACE 
PRESERVATION

WATER 
AVAILABILITY 
DROUGHT



GUIDING PRINCIPLES
THE FOUNDATION OF STRATEGIES
TO ACHIEVE 2050 VISION EQUITABLE 

inclusive, fair, welcoming

RESILIENT 
sustainable, adaptable, 
flexible

HEALTHY 
strong, accessible, well

LIVABLE 
unique, complete, enjoyable

INNOVATIVE 
smart, diverse, bold

� Measure success

� Weigh recommendations

� Foster community-driven 
implementation

� Improve quality of life for all 
residents

Las Vegas 2050 Master Plan



LAND USE AND ENVIRONMENT
� Land Use

—2050 General Plan
� Areas of the City

—Division of city into 16 areas with 
specific

� Environment
—Natural Features
—Urban Forestry
—Parks
—Park Connectivity
—Food and Urban Agriculture
—Environmental Justice

Las Vegas 2050 Master Plan



LAND USE AND ENVIRONMENT

� Natural Features
—Opportunities and Challenges
� Collaboration between County, State, Federal 

agencies
� Tule Springs NM as an open space asset
� SNPLMA
� MSHCP

— Inventory and Assessment
—Ecosystems
� Vegetation, Wildlife, Invasive species 

—Climate
� Precipitation, climate, impacts of climate change

—Natural Systems
� Topography, Hydrology

—Minerals, Soils, Geology





LAND USE AND ENVIRONMENT
� Environmental Justice

—“Maximum Tolerable Air Quality”
—Assess, Mitigate, and Reduce the 

Number of Brownfields using TOD, 
infill, and redevelopment

—Wastewater treatment and stormwater
pollution prevention standards

—Increase awareness of environmental 
justice and work with community 
groups



ECONOMY AND WORKFORCE
� Education

—Equitable Education
—Schools

� Economy
—Economic and Workforce Development
—Redevelopment
—Public Finance

� Housing
—Housing choice
—Homelessness



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Transportation

—Complete Streets
—Transit
—Smart Systems

� Resource Conservation
—Water
—Energy
—Waste
—Greenhouse Gas Emissions

� Public Facilities and Services
—Public Facilities
—Public Health and Social 

Services
� Safety

—Hazards
—Public Safety



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Safety: Hazards

—Hazard and vulnerability assessment
� Resilience
� Adaptive Capacity
� Sensitivity
� Vulnerability

—Drought
� Risk of reduced snowpack in Rockies
� Additional SNWA intake and lake infrastructure insulates community
� Continued conservation efforts

—Severe storms
� More active monsoonal seasons
� Proactive flood control efforts by CCRFCD 
� Opportunities for low impact development

—Extreme Heat 
� Higher risks for more intense heat for longer durations
� Nexus with urban heat island effect and vulnerable communities
� Increase tree canopy and native and adaptive species



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Resource Conservation: Energy

—Stationary sources are cleaner but must 
continue to diversify 
� What’s after 50% RPS by 2030?

—Energy efficiency improvements and 
green buildings continue to be needed

—Power access must equitable, secure, 
reliable and resilient
� What about Summer 2020?

—Mobile sources (VMT) is steadily growing
� Resource Conservation: Waste

—Recycling rate has been slowly increasing
—Changes in global markets 



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Transportation

—Reduce VMT through a layered complete street 
network
� Trails
� Bike Streets
� Local, collector streets
� Transit streets
� Major and minor arterials
� Freeways and highways

—Modal shift must dramatically change to reduce 
congestion, improve air quality, and reduce emissions

—TOD critical to jobs-housing balance
—Some critical projects needed, such as I-11 and 

Downtown Access Project
—Focus on freight and logistics, but provide options for 

interstate travel
— Improve overall safety of transportation



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Resource Conservation: GHG Emissions

—Desired outcome: carbon neutrality for 
municipal operations and community

—Clean energy efforts have already resulted in 
dramatic emission reductions in many sectors

—Energy portfolio has changed dramatically 
with coal retirement
� Fort Mohave (2005) – Laughlin
� Reid Gardner (2019) – Moapa
� Navajo (2020) – Page, AZ

—Mitigation and adaptation efforts have show 
success

—Transportation-based emissions can be 
reduced through electrification, modal shift, 
and VMT reduction

—NDEP / NGOE and regional collaboration on 
emissions



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Resource Conservation: GHG Emissions



SYSTEMS AND SERVICES
� Resource Conservation: Water

—Outcome: 90 GPCD by 2050
—SNWA’s portfolio of consists of 300,000 

AFY apportioned from Colorado River, 
which is 90% of supply

—Basin is susceptible to drought, and is top 
threat Las Vegas must confront and adapt 
to

—Further drops in lake elevation will trigger 
additional cuts in allocation for all basin 
states

—SNWA’s strategies have proven effective
� Regulation, pricing, incentives, education

—Land use and housing strategy can lead to 
greater water efficiency



WWW.MASTERPLAN.VEGAS



Vision: to be the most sustainable desert city on the planet

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050



2050 GOALS

2

Improving the 
quality of life 
for all, while 
enhancing 

nature

2050 ENVIRONMENTAL SUSTAINABILITY GOALS

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050
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• Phoenix received LEED Platinum 
certification from USGBC in 2017

• Phoenix joined C40 Cities in Feb. 2020
– Create C40-compliant Climate Action Plan 
– Net-zero GHG emissions by 2050

Vision: to be the most sustainable desert city on the planet
A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050



2009

First City 
Operations 

Greenhouse 
Gas Emissions 

Inventory

City 
Operations 

Climate Action 
Plan

2012

First 
Community-

Wide 
Greenhouse 

Gas Emissions 
Inventory

2016

2050 
Sustainability 

Goals

2018

Most Recent 
City 

Operations 
and 

Community-
Wide 

Greenhouse 
Gas 

Inventories

2020-2021

Climate Action 
Planning

Climate Action 
Plan by 

December 
2021

CLIMATE ACTION PLANNING

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050
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Climate- and Emissions-
Related Actions

Projects

Plans Programs

CLIMATE ACTION PLANNING

• C40 Pathways 
Modeling

• Data Verification
• Community Input

Emissions-
Related Actions

Emissions 
Reduction 

Goals

Climate-Related 
Actions

Resiliency 
Goals

• Stationary Energy Sector
• Transportation Sector
• Waste Sector

• Air Quality
• Local Food Systems
• Heat
• Water

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050
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CLIMATE ACTION PLANNING

Sector Goals

2050 Goal

Quickstart Action 
Examples

Short, Mid, Long-term 
Goals

Key Achievement

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050



Vision: to be the most sustainable desert city on the planet

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050



Rental Car Center Solar 
Installation:  4.2 Mega-watts

Burton Barr Library:  148 KW

Lake Pleasant Water 
Treatment Plant – 7.5 MW

LEADING BY EXAMPLE

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY - ENERGY



LEADING BY EXAMPLE

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY - TRANSPORTATION



COVID-19 Heat Respite Station
Phoenix Convention Center

• Operational from June to September
• Offered 2 meals a day
• Computer stations
• Resources and service providers 
• 27,189 guests visited the center

LEADING BY EXAMPLE



“Cool Corridors” by 2030 LEADING BY EXAMPLE



1.7 million customers receive tap water
2.5 million residents in 5 cities get wastewater treatment 

Sustainability Bond Sale for
Colorado River Resiliency Projects

• March 2020
• Drought Pipeline Project

• Supply 400,000 north Phoenix residents
• Water from Salt and Verde Rivers 
• Addressing future shortages on Colorado 

River
Aquifer water storage creating a drought 
supply of long-term storage credits.

LEADING BY EXAMPLE
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phoenix.gov/oep/climate

phoenix.gov/sustainability

climate@phoenix.gov
Rosanne Albright
Office of Environmental Programs
rosanne.albright@phoenix.gov

A CARBON-NEUTRAL CITY BY 2050

mailto:climate@phoenix.gov


Rosanne Albright 
City of Phoenix, AZ 



DISCUSSION 



For more information: 
•  Explore the rating system at usgbc.org  
•  Use our LFC planning tools to integrate 

metrics, align plans, improve processes 
•  View courses on Education @ USGBC 



Interested in aligning a local plan with 
LEED for Cities?  

https://www.usgbc.org/resources/aligning-sustainability-
plans-leed-cities-and-communities 



LEED for Cities and Communities: Existing Project Name
Project Checklist Project ID

Date

Y ? N Cities Communities Y ? N Cities Communities

0 0 0 INTEGRATIVE PROCESS POSSIBLE: 5 POSSIBLE: 5
Credit Integrative Planning and Leadership 1 1
Credit Green Building Policy and Incentives 4 4

0 0 0 POSSIBLE: 9 POSSIBLE: 9 0 0 0 MATERIALS AND RESOURCES POSSIBLE: 10 POSSIBLE: 10
Prereq Ecosystem Assessment REQUIRED REQUIRED Prereq Solid Waste Management REQUIRED REQUIRED
Credit Green Spaces    2 2 Prereq Waste Performance 4 5
Credit Natural Resources Conservation and Restoration 2 2 Credit Special Waste Streams Management 1 1
Credit Light Pollution Reduction 1 1 Credit Responsible Sourcing for Infrastructure 2 2
Credit Resilience Planning 4 4 Credit Material Recovery 1 -

Credit Smart Waste Management Systems 2 2
0 0 0 TRANSPORTATION AND LAND USE POSSIBLE: 15 POSSIBLE: 15

Prereq Transportation Performance 6 6 0 0 0 QUALITY OF LIFE POSSIBLE: 20 POSSIBLE: 20
Credit Compact, Mixed Use and Transit Oriented Development 2 2 Prereq Demographic Assessment REQUIRED REQUIRED
Credit Access to Quality Transit 1 1 Prereq Quality of Life Performance 6 6
Credit Alternative Fuel Vehicles 2 2 Credit Trend Improvements 4 4
Credit Smart Mobility and Transportation Policy 2 2 Credit Distributional Equity 4 4
Credit High-Priority Site 2 2 Credit Environmental Justice 1 1

Credit Housing and Transportation Affordability 2 2
0 0 0 WATER EFFICIENCY POSSIBLE: 11 POSSIBLE: 11 Credit Civic and Community Engagement 2 2

Prereq Water Access and Quality REQUIRED REQUIRED Credit Civil and Human Rights 1 1
Prereq Water Performance 6 6
Credit Integrated Water Management 1 1 0 0 0 INNOVATION POSSIBLE: 6 POSSIBLE: 6
Credit Stormwater Management 2 2 Credit Innovation  6 6
Credit Smart Water Systems 2 2

0 0 0 REGIONAL PRIORITY POSSIBLE: 4 POSSIBLE: 4
0 0 0 ENERGY AND GREENHOUSE GAS EMISSIONS POSSIBLE: 30 POSSIBLE: 30 Credit Regional Priority 4 4

Prereq Power Access, Reliability and Resiliency REQUIRED REQUIRED
Prereq Energy and Greenhouse Gas Emissions Performance  14 18
Credit Energy Efficiency 4 4 0 0 0 TOTAL 110 110
Credit Renewable Energy 6 6
Credit Low Carbon Economy 4 - 40-49 50-59  60-79 80+ Points
Credit Grid Harmonization 2 2 CERTIFIED SILVER GOLD PLATINUM

NATURAL SYSTEMS AND ECOLOGY
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