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The Planning Context in Rhode Island 

!! State Planning Council 

–! The state’s single Metropolitan Planning Organization for 
Transportation Planning 

–!Only state in the country with this arrangement  

–!Responsible for updating the State Guide Plan – Land Use, 
Housing, Energy, Water Supply, etc. 

–!Review & approve local comprehensive plans 

–! Staff the Housing Resources Commission, CDBG (non-
entitlement), Water Resources Board 





Mission 

   The KeepSpace mission is to work 

together in diverse partnerships with a 
spirit of respect, collaboration and 

cooperation to create a healthy, 
prosperous, sustainable future for 

Rhode Island.  



Elements of a 
KeepSpace Community 

!! A good home  

!! A healthy environment  

!! Strong commerce  

!! Sensible infrastructure  

!! Positive community impact  

!! Integrated arts, recreation, 
culture and religion 



The KeepSpace Philosophy at Work 

!! KeepSpace Advisory Committee  

–! 14 state agencies and statewide nonprofits 

–!Meet regularly to share issues of common concern and 
coordinate efforts  

–! Informal venue for coordinating intergovernmental issues 
related to implementing Land Use 2025 

!! KeepSpace Communities  

–!Community Sponsors selected in 2008 

–! Pawtucket/Central Falls, Olneyville, Cranston and Westerly 

–! Local Working Groups created and are now implementing 
holistic strategies for community improvement 



EPA Smart Growth Implementation 
Technical Assistance Program 

!! US EPA provides a consultant team to help localities identify and 
overcome barriers to “smart growth” and sustainable 
development. 

!! One of many resources offered by the HUD-DOT-EPA 
Sustainable Communities Partnership. 

!! KeepSpace Advisory Committee saw this funding as a good 
match for building on and formalizing its work. 

!! Overall goal of the application was to find a common way to 
identify “smart” sustainable projects so that partners could target 
their limited resources where they will have the greatest impact. 
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Developing a 
Project Selection and  
Evaluation Tool 

US EPA Smart Growth  

Implementation Assistance for the  

KeepSpace Advisory Committee 
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Project goals 

!!Help KeepSpace Partners select an 

appropriate methodology for project 

selection based upon smart growth and 

livability principles and other land use goals 

articulated by KeepSpace. 

!!Identify relevant state funding sources that 

could use the project selection methodology. 

!!Identify options to facilitate adoption of 

project selection methodology by state 

agencies, including  any possible organizational 

or institutional changes. 
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Project activities 

!!Research project selection frameworks & 

scorecards 

!! Research available funding for criteria application 

!! Agency meetings & focus groups in RI 

!! Memos on scorecards, funding, & approaches 

!! Two-day Workshop  

!! Develop framework/tool/criteria & process options 
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Project team 

!!Staff from EPA, HUD, DOT, Rhode 

Island Housing, and ICF.  

!!Draft concepts reviewed/refined in a 
2 day workshop by staff from:  

–!RIH, RIDOT, RIPTA, Statewide 

Planning, DEM, DOH, RIEDC, 

Historic Preservation 

–!LISC & GrowSmart RI, several 

localities and CDCs 
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Why develop a project selection tool? 

!!An agreed-upon set of principles and goals helps align 

policy toward priority outcomes 

!!Using a framework of specific, measureable criteria to 
evaluate projects and competitive funding can: 

–!Make investments more cost-effective 

–!Help coordinate across agencies (and nonprofits) and 

leverage limited funding 

–!Focus investments on priority locations 

–!Make funding decisions more transparent 
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Review of available funding sources 

!!Statewide funding sources for housing, 

transportation, infrastructure, environmental 

protection, and economic development 

!!Funding sources for which a competitive process is 

used (i.e., not formula-driven) 

!!Funding programs for which state agencies or 

statewide non-profits have discretion regarding the 

project selection or ranking criteria  

!!When funding is limited, the need for coordinating, 

leveraging, and targeting funds is increased 
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Review of Principles 

!!Participants reviewed: 

–!PSC livability principles 

–!Smart growth principles  

–!KeepSpace Community 
Elements 

–!Proposed workshop 
categories 

!!Consensus reached on 
workshop categories 
with one suggested 
change to title of one 
category 
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Assessment categories 

Participants generally agreed with these categories for the 
final project assessment tool: 

1.!Transportation Choice and Accessibility 

2.!Housing Choice and Affordability 

3.!Economic Development 

4.!Support of Existing Communities and Designated Growth 

Centers 

5.!Community Character and Collaboration 

6.!Environmental Protection and Public Health 
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Types of assessment approaches 

!!Two types of approaches : 

–!Checklist/Scorecard  

•!Yes/no or sliding scale 

–!Directed Response 

•!Written narrative  

!!Participants preferred using a mix of 

approaches depending on the 

assessment criterion in question 

!!External tools or calculators 

introduced as third option for some 

criteria 

Example Evaluation Tools 

•! Enterprise Green Communities Criteria 

•! Smart Growth Leadership Institute 

(SGLI) Smart Growth Project Scorecard 

•! LEED-Neighborhood Design (LEED-ND) 

•! Smart and Sustainable Growth 

Recognition Program, DC Smart Growth 

Alliance 

•! Cedar Rapids (IA) Smart Growth 

Scorecard 

•! Austin (TX) Smart Growth Matrix 

•! Charlotte (NC) Sustainability Index 

•! Massachusetts Commonwealth Capital 

•! GreenTRIP (San Francisco, CA)!



!!Different criteria or weighting may be needed 
for different contexts: 

–!Urban, suburban, rural OR 

–!Within urban services boundary, in designated 
growth center, other 

!!Applicants want to see how their proposal was 
scored (“transparency”); preferred timely 
response 

Concerns of Funding Applicants 



!!A complex tool will be difficult for small 
communities to complete 

!!Tool complexity should be commensurate with 
amount of funding at stake 

!!Assessments based on community policies or 
plans (rather than projects)  could unfairly 
penalize otherwise worthy projects 

!!Meeting sustainability criteria could increase 
project costs 

Concerns of Funding Applicants 



!!One tool with different thresholds for different 
settings, or separate tool for each? 

!!Weighting of criteria should be done with public 
participation 

!!How would agencies combine tool with existing 
evaluation criteria? 

!!Who exactly does the scoring and when? 

!!Would tool bestow special “status” on high-
scoring projects? 

!!Tool should educate applicants and reviewers, 
provide rationale for assessment criteria 

Issues Raised by Funders 
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KeepSpace Project Selection Tool 
•! Six categories 

•! 5 to 6 questions in most categories 

•! ‘Open Response’ question in each 

•! Introductory text for each section, with 

short explanation for each criteria 

•! Weighting available but not required 



!!xx 

1. Transportation Choice & Accessibility 



2. Housing Choice & Affordability 



3. Economic Development 



4. Support of Existing Communities & 
Designated Growth Centers 



5. Community Character & Collaboration 



6. Environmental Protection & Public Health 



6. Environmental Protection & Public Health 
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Implementation options 

Four options identified for testing tool, interagency 

coordination, process, and organizational structure: 

!!Continued informal coordination, as KeepSpace currently 
functions. 

!!Dedicated staff and lead agency (e.g., through an 
Executive Order) with a more formal coordinating role at 
Rhode Island Housing, Statewide Planning, or elsewhere.  

!!Cabinet or sub-cabinet level coordination (also through 
an Executive Order), possibly supported by the agency 
staffing noted in option 2.  

!!Expand the State Planning Council (the statewide MPO) 
and broaden its mission and role to better coordinate 
transportation and land use with housing, environmental, 
economic development and other investments.   



Next Steps: Test Framework 

Resources on which to “shadow” test the tool this year 

!! Statewide Planning: Challenge Grants 

!! Rhode Island Housing: Housing Credits 

!! RI LISC: Neighborhood Development Fund  

!! RIDOT: Transportation Enhancement 

!! DEM: Open space recreation acquisition and 
development grants 

!! RIEDC: Brownfields, Renewable Energy, Small 
Business Revolving Loan Fund. 



Early lessons from the testing 

  Statewide Planning: Challenge Grants 

!! State’s rhetoric on sustainable development seems to be 
influencing applications. 

!! Tool helped identify ways to update the grant’s RFP to guide 
applicants to submit proposals even more in line with the criteria. 

!! Tool helped strengthen proposals that did not score as well in the 
regular review process – particularly projects focused on climate 
change, bicycle/pedestrian connections, etc. 

!! Tool did not appear to have a bias one way or the other toward 
urban or rural projects. 

!! Technical Assistance process brought about pairing Challenge 
Grants with other Rhode Island Housing funding. 



Early lessons from the testing 

  Rhode Island Housing: Tax Credits 

!! Tool resulted in similar results to the current review 
process. 

!! But reinforced that financial feasibility is still our 
bottom line. 

!! Winning applicant got an almost perfect score with the 
tool, and scored highly on financial feasibility. 

!! A KeepSpace Community also scored well, but the 
financials were not as strong. 

!! The tool helps ensure that bad projects aren’t funded, 
but it needs more refinement to really differentiate 
among several good projects. 



Other Opportunities 

!! DOH: Training for volunteer home inspectors 

!! Adjusting the criteria to apply to State investments in 
infrastructure/Capital Budget 

!! Adjusting the criteria to prioritize land and water 
conservation investments  

!! City of Providence considering how the tool can be 
used at the municipal level 

!! HUD Sustainable Communities Regional Planning 
Grant! 



Sustainable Communities 

Major Proposed Outcomes 

!! New Housing and Economic Development plans 
coordinated with the “scenario-based” planning in 
Land Use 2025 and Transportation 2030. 

!! Establish Growth Centers for each of the State’s 39 
municipalities.  

!! Weave Social Equity into all State plans. 

!! Expand and improve a data hub accessible to all 
communities in Rhode Island. 



Sustainable Communities 

Building on the EPA Technical Assistance 

!! Grant consortium will include all of the KeepSpace 
Advisory Committee members and Communities. 

!! Consortium will force the issue of formalizing 
intergovernmental coordination. 

!! Tool can be used to help communities identify their 
Growth Centers. 

!! Hope to establish a new round of KeepSpace grants 
that pool resources from various agencies – can 
target funds to Growth Centers. 



Investing in 

Infrastructure 

Proposed Commuter Rail 



Funding local GIS development 

Providing the necessary tools 



Transfer of 

Development Rights 

Piloting needed 

regulatory tools 



•! Always keep building relationships 

•! But don’t rely solely on relationships! A solid 

governance structure breeds stability 

•! Always consider who else could benefit from any 

grant you apply for and partner with them 

•! Every failure or frustration is still an opportunity to 

further the dialogue 

•! Open dialogue opens minds and changes 

institutional culture 

•! Lasting change will come when smart growth 

becomes the cultural new normal !



Thank you! 

Jeff Davis 

jeffreycharlesdavis@yahoo.com 

(202) 431-3312 

Harrison Rue 

hrue@icfi.com 

(919) 293-1647  


