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ZOFNASS PROJECT 
COMBINES WITH 
ISI TO GENERATE 
METRICS FOR 
SUSTAINABLE 
INFRASTRUCTURE

Although it is a work in progress, 
and probably always will be, the 
Leadership in Energy and Envi-

ronmental Design (LEED) ratings system 
for green buildings developed by the U.S. 
Green Building Council (USGBC) may 
fairly be called a success. Studies continue 
to show that the design of a green build-
ing doesn’t need to come at a premium but 
rather can yield savings over a building’s 
lifetime, and building owners, along with 
architects and engineers, have in large mea-
sure come around to the view that LEED 
development should be the standard rather 
than the exception.

A building with a LEED Silver, Gold, 
or Platinum rating exists and operates in a 
larger context, however. Zoom back from a 
picture of the building itself and you might 
find, for example, that it is served by a se-
ries of roads coursing their way through 
sensitive habitat. Or, while its own design 
and electric loads are very energy efficient, 
the local power source is an old and inef-
ficient coal-fired power plant that should 
have been replaced long ago growing num-
ber of executives and engineering profes-
sionals at the leading global infrastructure 
consulting and engineering (C&E) firms 
have come to believe that the key to a sus-
tainable economy—balancing the need for 
economic development with the impera-
tive to use resources prudently—goes well 
beyond individual buildings. True sustain-
ability must encompass the surrounding 
infrastructure—power, transportation, 
building campuses, telecommunications, 
waste, and water and wastewater—and all 
these elements must be integrated.

A growing number of these profession-
als also believe that it is possible to develop 
a sustainability rating system for infra-
structure, modeled on LEED and based on 
agreed-upon, and in many cases, quantifi-
able metrics. Such a system would provide 
a consensus-based measure of how we are 
doing in progressing towards a sustainable 
economy, as well as provide a clear yard-
stick for achievement by infrastructure de-
velopers, who increasingly need to justify 
their capital investments to stakeholders 
on the basis clear “green” criteria.

Such a system exists today—Envision 
2.0, the product of a collaboration between 
the Zofnass Program for Sustainable In-
frastructure and the Institute for Sus-
tainable Infrastructure (ISI), released in 
April 2012. None of the developers claim 
the system is perfect, or final. Indeed, like 
LEED, a process for continuous improve-
ment is built into the system itself.

Whether it could be done, and how 
to do it, were always the big questions. 
More so than any individual commercial 
building, a power plant, a water treatment 
plant, or a transportation or telecommu-
nications network has impacts that rever-
berate broadly out into the community, 
and even a region or nation. Establishing 
measures to determine whether a piece of 
infrastructure is sustainable would have to 
consider a very broad set of decisions, im-
pacts, and inter-related factors. Perhaps the 
vision was too complex to realize with any 
hope of success.

 Four years ago, Paul Zofnass, president 
of the Environmental Financial Consult-
ing Group (New York, NY), a financial 
advisory services firm serving the environ-
mental and infrastructure C&E industry, 
decided that the stakes were too high not 
to try. He formed the Zofnass Program in 
partnership with the Harvard Graduate 

Continued on page 2

Sustainability Metrics
Improved Life-cycle carbon assessment (4 points): A comprehensive life-cycle 

carbon assessment has been undertaken in order to estimate the carbon 
emissions due to materials extraction and processing. Material transpor-
tation (for the key materials to be used during construction and opera-
tion), and project maintenance and operation including vehicle traffic. The 
assessment related to materials includes the carbon emissions generated 
for the key materials to be used in the project, from their extraction, 
refinement and manufacture, distance transported, and carbon emissions 
released in use after their incorporation in the completed works.

Enhanced 10 to 40% reduction (7 points): Using a completed life-cycle carbon 
asessment, the project team works to design the project so that it 
produces 10 to 40% reductions in carbon emissions as compared to 
regulatory requirements.

Superior 41 to 80% reduction (13 points): Using a completed life-cycle carbon 
assessment, the project team works to design the project so that it 
produces 41 to 80% reductions in carbon emissoins as compared to 
regulatory requirements.

Conserving Carbon neutral (18 points): The completed works is carbon neutral (does 
not produce any net carbon emissions, or 100% reduction). Using a com-
pleted life-cycle carbon assessment, the project team works to design 
the project so that it is carbon neutral. Extensive use of renewable energy 
and carbon sinks.

Restorative Net carbon negative (25 points): The completed works is carbon negative 
(sequesters more carbon than it produces). Using a completed life-cycle 
assessment, the project team works to design the project so that it is 
carbon negative. Extensive use of renewable energy and carbon sinks.

Source: Zofnass Program for Sustainable Infrastructure and the Institute for Sustainable Infrastructure
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School of Design (HGSD) and other de-
partments at his alma mater, and invited 
engineering and sustainability profession-
als from the private sector to collaborate 
in the development of a metrics and rating 
system for sustainable infrastructure.

Zofnass identifies a two-fold rationale 
for the industry-academia partnership. 
For several years now, leading engineering 
companies have been developing their own 
systems for measuring the sustainability 
of their projects, and predictably, “if one 
company comes up with a set of metrics, 
another company will say, ‘no, that’s all 
wrong,’” Zofnass explains. The result—
well understood by the private companies 
participating in the Zofnass Program—is 
confusion in the marketplace and con-
strained progress in the effort to build truly 
sustainable infrastructure.

Yet even a collaboration among engi-
neering firms could generate skepticism 
among people outside the industry, who 
might think that the industry “is trying 
to feather-bed the issue,” says Zofnass. 
An academic institution would give any 
product more credibility, he believed then 
and believes now, and Harvard has the en-
gineering, science, legal, and business tal-
ent and resources to provide the necessary 
input at a high level. Moreover, he notes, 
with Harvard’s sterling reputation, when it 
launches a program and sends out invita-
tions for participation, private-sector and 
government entities alike take notice.

PARALLEL EFFORT
In fact, the American Council of Engi-

neering Companies (ACEC), the Ameri-
can Public Works Association (APWA), 
and the American Society of Civil Engi-
neers (ASCE) had been working on their 
own metric systems for sustainable infra-
structure. Realizing that duplication of ef-
fort made little sense, the associations in-
corporated ISI as a 501(c)(3) in December 
2010 to spearhead the work on a common 
rating system, which the group called En-
vision.

“The three organizations realized a rat-
ing system was a unique product and need-
ed a single home,” says William Bertera, 
who assumed the position of ISI’s execu-
tive director in April 2011. When he came 
on board, ISI had discovered the Zofnass 
Program and was exploring a collabora-
tion. Immediately seeing the benefits of 
such a relationship, Bertera met Zofnass 
and the Harvard team in the late spring of 
2011, the parties hit it off, and they an-
nounced their strategic partnership in the 
fall of 2011. 

Calling it a strategic partnership 
“doesn’t do it justice,” says Bertera. “It’s 
much more interactive than a basic stra-
tegic partnership, which can be a piece of 
paper, and then nothing further happens. 
We work every day together. Our develop-
ers—the people who put the tool together 
and tweak it—work hand in hand with 
one another.”

Zofnass says the combination was a big 
step in realizing his program’s vision and 
a sign that a metric system for sustainable 
infrastructure was really achievable. “For a 
while it looked like it was going to be too 
big an issue to get consensus. After four 
years, we still think it is complex, but it 
is doable.”

And much has been done. From the 
ISI-Zofnass collaboration came the release 
of the Envision 2.0 manual in April and 
the rollout over the summer of web-based 
programs for training and credentialing 
professionals in the application of the En-
vision 2.0 system and in verifying Envision 
ratings for projects. 

Envision 2.0 is a combination of ISI’s 
Envision and a rating system that the Zof-
nass Program was already in the process of 
developing. “We took the good parts of 
each tool and meshed them together,” says 
Anthony Kane, the rating system research 
director at HGSD. “We decided to stay 
with the name Envision. We’ve spent the 
last year developing the tool, and it’s still a 
work in progress.”

The structure of Envision 2.0 encom-
passes four stages—exploration and test-
ing, assessment and recognition, opera-
tional imperatives, and decision support. 
The assessment and recognition stage has 
been the focus of the most detailed work 
thus far. Within that stage are four “phas-
es”—planning and design, construction, 
operations and maintenance, and decon-
struction and decommission.

A big challenge, says Kane, is balancing 
the impulse to divide the system up into 
separate conceptual areas with the need 
to integrate all of the components into a 
coherent whole. “It’s always in our nature 
to break things into constituent parts. 
You have these credits that look like inde-
pendent chunks, but we live in a systems 
world, and you have to see how these all 
work together. For example, right now the 
system is focused on design and planning, 
and we have plans to roll out soon some 
sections on construction and operations. 
The lines between these areas are always a 
little fuzzy—who’s making the decisions, 
when in the process those decisions are be-
ing made. You have to have these dividers.”
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Complementing Envision 2.0, the 
ISI-Zofnass team has developed a related 
tool—a checklist “that mirrors the same 
concepts as Envision but is easier to use 
and is less labor intensive for smaller proj-
ects,” says ISI’s Bertera. Recognizing that 
using Envision involves some complexity, 
he notes that “what people want to know 
before they commit a lot of time and mon-
ey is whether they are on the right track. 
The checklist is a wonderful tool for agen-
cies to get a quick peak on whether they 
are in the ballpark.”

WHITE HOUSE INTEREST
In an event that took place before the 

release of the Envision 2.0 manual, ISI-
Zofnass team members met with White 
House Council on Environmental Quality 
(CEQ) officials and federal agency manag-
ers at the White House in March 2012 to 
discuss standards for measuring sustainable 
infrastructure. One outcome of that meet-
ing was the identification of some critical 
roadblocks in incorporating sustainability 
into federal infrastructure projects.

As Zofnass points out, President Obama 
has issued an executive order (EO) requir-
ing federal agencies and departments to in-
corporate sustainability into their missions 
and activities. The question among federal 
contracting officials at the meeting was, 
Zofnass recalls, “given that this order is out 
there, why is it that so few of the engineer-
ing plans that come back to us from the 
industry have a significant sustainability 
component?” 

Inspired by this question, the Zofnass 
Program conducted a survey, which found 
two problems. First, the federal request 
for proposal (RFP) rules don’t have sus-
tainability requirements, and bidders only 
focus on the requirements that do exist. 
“That was an eye-opener,” Zofnass tells 
EBJ. “The EO mandate hasn’t worked its 
way into legislation. An engineer has to do 
what the client wants. So that’s problem 
number one: Why aren’t you doing it? You 
didn’t ask me.”

Second, the whole cost structure of 
the federal procurement protocol is today 
built around construction cost. “There’s 
nothing in the laws for federal funding for 
the long-term operations and maintenance 

cost—nothing on how long the building 
is going to last. There’s no requirement or 
interest in what’s going to happen 50 years 
from now.”

The upshot is that, while there is tre-
mendous interest among federal officials in 
sustainability—as anyone familiar with the 
Department of Defense (DOD) mission to 
use resources more efficiently knows—the 
federal government requires legislative and 
institutional changes to put sustainability 
into practice.

That will be a mission that the ISI-Zof-
nass team will contribute to, but a more 
immediate mission for the partnership is 
to address a critical component in any in-
frastructure owner’s or developer’s decision 
to pursue a sustainable project—the eco-
nomics. Sustainable infrastructure won’t 
be built if developers don’t see the payoff.

FOLD IN THE ECONOMICS
The ISI-Zofnass team is working on this 

issue now, under the direction of Andreas 
Georgoulias, HGSD lecturer in architec-
ture and research director for the Zofnass 
Program. Georgoulias recognizes that, as 
was the case with LEED, there will be a 
perception that sustainable infrastructure 
comes with a cost premium, and while this 
perception is not without foundation, it 
will ultimately be a matter of looking at 
full life-cycle costs.

“I would say that it definitely has a cost 
premium, but that cost is an up-front cost 
that you have to pay today,” he tells EBJ. 
“The benefits that could come throughout 
the project’s life cycle could be greater by 
several multiples.”

Yet the issue for infrastructure own-
ers and developers is not only how big 
the cost, but who pays. “Do we decide 
to save money today and ask someone in 
the future to pay the cost? This dilemma 
is not easy to solve,” notes Georgoulias. “If 
someone decides not to pay the up-front 
cost, those costs will be paid by others. So 
the question of who pays and who benefits 
may not have the same answer.”

To resolve such issues in the realm of 
public infrastructure, there will probably 
be a need for better alignment of govern-
ment incentives, he observes. Parallel ac-

tivity will be required on the private side 
as well. “Even for projects not funded by 
the government, budgets and long-term 
benefits are not always aligned.”

As part of the Envision package, Geor-
goulias’s group is working on an economic 
decision tool that will “allow people judge 
the return on investment of a project and 
make decisions on what to pursue. We’re 
trying to map the economic return for 
each and every individual credit, to create 
a cost-benefit diagram. Then we’re trying 
to identify the multipliers and other fac-
tors that affect how the economic benefits 
can be quantified.

“There has been some discussion to 
the effect that some credits are difficult to 
quantify, but I don’t want to exclude any-
thing,” he continues. “The benefits of a 
project to the community and its cultural 
value, or the use of an integrated project 
management approach, might not be as 
quantifiable as energy savings. What hap-
pens in different credit categories affects 
how you quantify them. How that aligns 
with the Envision system is a work in prog-
ress.”

The current goal is to release an eco-
nomic tool in 2013. “Depending on the 
level of detail and complexity, we might 
have something ready as soon as February 
or as late as September,” he tells EBJ. 

Even while the revision and improve-
ment of Envision is ongoing, ISI-Zofnass 
is working to take the system to the mar-
ketplace. That will mean initially targeting 
the public sector for acceptance. As part of 
this process, the team is currently review-
ing some candidate projects for which to 
apply the Envision system.

“The first thing to appreciate is that 
most of the civil infrastructure in the U.S. 
is owned by the public sector,” notes ISI’s 
Bertera.“They are basically the client base. 
Our initial approach is to get the pub-
lic sector interested, and if they are, they 
would require it from their service provid-
ers. So the relationship with the public sec-
tor organizations is very important. We’ve 
spent a great deal of time in working and 
nurturing and trying to inform the public 
sector, to the point where we have a com-
plimentary membership in ISI to public 
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employees.”

Of course, it will be a matter of time, he 
acknowledges. “We’re attempting to apply 
the concept of sustainability to a wide va-
riety of infrastructure types—and not just 
civil infrastructure, but quasi-public infra-
structure that has great impacts on com-
munities, such as transmission lines, or en-
ergy-generating facilities. Just the breadth 
of the universe we’re attempting to serve is 
itself daunting, and very complicated, be-
cause it crosses public- and private-sector 
lines at multiple points.

“All of that could give you reason to 
turn and run,” Bertera remarks. “On the 
other hand, it’s why we’re in the game.”

BIG PRIVATE CONTRIBUTION
As noted, several private companies 

have been involved in the Zofnass Pro-

gram, which currently has 21 professionals 
representing 13 companies and the Inter-
American Development Bank (IADB) 
on its Sustainable Infrastructure Advisory 
Board (SIAB). These individuals have not 
simply served in advisory roles but have 
participated significantly in the discus-
sions leading to the development of the 
metrics rating tool. Several spoke to EBJ 
about their participation in the program, 
the motivations for their companies to get 
involved, and the challenges ahead.

Terry Bennett, senior industry program 
manager for civil engineering and heavy 
construction at 3D design and engineering 
software provider Autodesk (San Rafael, 
CA), points out that all of the other firms 
represented on the SIAB, as wells a hun-
dreds of other engineering firms, are his 
firm’s clients. “We saw this project as an 
opportunity for us to help educate all de-

signers and the global community around 
sound infrastructure design.”

The world’s sustainability challenges 
“reflect the unintended consequences of 
wrong design decisions,” Bennett tells 
EBJ. “It wasn’t that designers were think-
ing wrong; it’s that they didn’t have a way 
to validate their decision-making.” What 
makes sound design decisions more critical 
for infrastructure is the fact that, whereas 
you might fix or implode a building that’s 
not functioning properly, “that’s not an 
option for treatment plants and roads.”

Bennett had previously led an engineer-
ing firm that engaged in geotechnical work 
on such infrastructure as dams, water and 
wastewater facilities, and roads, and “it was 
clear what impact bad design can have on a 
community. So it was personal.”

What the Envision tool does for the first 
time is “evaluate approaches for infrastruc-
ture design,” he adds. “These things are put 
in place and then are around for 50 years, 
and you’re stuck with what you build for 
the life of that asset. That’s what drove our 
involvement—a vision of optimization of 
infrastructure at a community level.”

The Envision model plugs neatly into 
the 3D visualization capabilities provided 
by Autodesk, he adds. “People can look at 
designs in 3D and see that an approach is 
the right one from any particular sustain-
ability standpoint. As I worked with the 
board and Bill Bertera, we saw that we 
would have to do this on an ever-evolving 
scale, because everything changes. The vi-
sion of having this work based on the lat-
est and greatest best practices means we’ll 
never stagnate.”

To SIAB board members Erin Hyland 
and Robert Beinstein of CH2M HILL 
(Denver, CO), the technical discussions 
around the development of the sustain-
ability metrics were stimulating enough, 
but where the collaboration really became 
exciting was when it came to making the 
business case for sustainable infrastruc-
ture.

“There were many experts defining the 
technical components, which was its own 
task, but the really interesting discussions 
were around bringing it all together, and 
determining how much it will cost, and the 

Sustainable Infrastructure Advisory Board Members
Company Individual Title

ARCADIS Douglas Owen Exec VP/Chief Technology Officer

Wassim Selman President, Infrastructure Div.

Autodesk Terry Bennett Sr. Industry Manager, Civil Engineering 
& Heavy Construction

CH2MHILL Robert Beinstein Director, State & Municipal Programs

Erin Hyland (Halcrow) Sr. Consultant, Innovative Project 
Delivery

exp. Alida Saleh Head, Environment & Sustainable 
Development

Golder Associates Brian Conlin CEO

Roberto Mezzalama Principal/Project Director

Granite Construction Geoff Boraston Director, Environmental Affairs

HNTB Peter Gertler Snr VP, High-Speed Rail Services

Jim Grant Director, Energy & Fueling Systems

Inter-American Devel-
opment Bank

Ana Maria Vidaurre-
Roche

Lead Infrastructure Specialist, Struc-
tured & Corporate Finance

Jonathan Rose Cos. Jonathan Rose CEO

Louis Berger Group Nicholas Masucci CEO

Larry Pesesky Snr VP, Transportation Planning, Eco-
nomics, & Environmental Science

MWH Global Lisa Rephlo Principal, Energy Conservation and 
Management

NV5 Dickerson Wright CEO

POWER Engineers Jack Hand CEO

Richard Corolewski Director, Federal Business

Stantec Richard Allen Snr. VP/COO

Marty Janowitz VP Sustainable Development
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comparative value between alterative solu-
tions,” says Hyland, a senior consultant for 
innovative project delivery at Halcrow, 
which was acquired by CH2M HILL in 
2011. “Seeing that come together and gain 
some focus was critical.”

The question was persistent during the 
discussions, Hyland recalls: “You have the 
metrics; now where does the cost come in? 
Should it be separate? And not just the 
project costs, but quantifying the benefits, 
such as health savings. When people were 
looking at the draft version of the metric 
system, they saw the different categories 
around energy efficiency, or recycling, and 
the conversation was, this is great, but 
where is the trade-off going to be? To make 
this tool really useful, we need to have 
those factors in there.”

Beinstein, CH2M HILL’s director of 
state and municipal programs, sees making 
the business case for sustainability as the 
primary focus for his work, and he regards 
tools like Envision as a key to making that 
business case real. “I think, if we succeed—
or when we succeed—there won’t be a 
separate sustainability department in any 
firm, whether clients or their consultants. 
We’ll just do it the right way.”

THE LEED ANALOG
The experience with LEED offers an ob-

ject lesson on how that business case could 
go for sustainable infrastructure, Beinstein 
says. “Early LEED buildings commanded 
a premium because there was a cachet. As 
we carried that forward, there were clear, 
hard metrics that these buildings had lower 
costs of ownership, so building sustainably 
became obvious. To encourage sustain-
able infrastructure, we have to develop 
an equivalent value proposition, because 
the metrics and measureable benefits will 
be very different.” The professional and 
verifier certification programs are still in 
their early stages, and the extent to which 
CH2M HILL will certify professionals will 
be a function of client demand to a great 
extent, Hyland and Beinstein say.

“As with any professional certification, 
there’s a match between individual inter-
est and market need,” says Hyland. “We 
don’t have specific targets and goals, but 
we respond to client interest, and we are 

certainly interested in professional educa-
tion. This would fall into that category.”

Again, LEED provides a good analog, 
says Beinstein. “People didn’t say, ‘we need 
250 LEED professionals,’ but as clients de-
manded it, the company and the industry 
responded.” He adds, “I know we have a 
number of people in the organization who 
are looking at Envision and are very inter-
ested.”

Prior to the formal launch of Envi-
sion, CH2M HILL had conducted a pilot 
project with a client to see how the imple-
mentation of a sustainability metrics sys-
tem would work, and the project was very 
well received, according to Hyland. “It’s 
certainly a topic of discussion with clients 
as we talk about sustainability, and it’s cer-
tainly an option. It’s very much in people’s 
minds, and a number of clients have raised 
it to us as a tool about which they want to 
learn more. ”

CLIENTS ASKING MORE OFTEN
Dick Corolewski, federal business unit 

director for POWER Engineers (Boise, 
ID) says his firm’s involvement in sustain-
able infrastructure derives from its work 
in the federal sector, which has been a 
strong supporter of sustainability (despite 
the aforementioned contract requirement 
barriers). There hadn’t been much inter-
est among its power and energy clients, 
although the company did begin to see an 
increasing amount of business in renew-
able energy.

“What’s been happening is, in the more 
recent past, a lot of our clients are asking 
about sustainability, even on the utility 
side,” Corolewski tells EBJ. “‘Are we being 
as green as possible? What is your compa-
ny’s standpoint on sustainability?’ We saw 
that we had to be up to speed with what’s 
happening.”

On the power side of the business, the 
company is getting involved with very 
sustainable power plants—“the reverse of 
where we were 10 years ago,” Corolewski 
notes. In addition to developing more re-
newable energy, the firm is deeply involved 
in the transition from coal-fired to gas-fired 
plants and “making gas turbine plants very, 
very efficient—looking, for example, at en-

ergy-efficient motors and components in 
evaporative cooling, and designing plants 
to use less water.”

On the federal side, particularly at 
DOD, sustainability work is falling into 
three buckets: deep retrofits of buildings; 
increased use of renewable energy (the 
firm is pursuing renewables-related con-
tracts from the Army Corps of Engineers) 
and energy security measures to fulfill the 
DOD mission more effectively. “They’re 
looking at things like micro-grids, and 
we’re trying to help.”

Corolewski emphasizes that, while 
POWER Engineers had been “doing sus-
tainability” for 25 years, in the form of 
helping clients reduce energy and material 
use, “we didn’t call it that.” He also notes 
that, in addition to clients increasingly 
asking about the company’s take on sus-
tainability, “new employees are asking as 
well, in almost every interview.” 

As the company began rolling out a sus-
tainability program in each of its divisions, 
it found the Zofnass Program through its 
relationship with EFCG and readily joined 
up. “We’re excited about Envision,” says 
Corolewski. “We’ve been telling the divi-
sions in the buildings area that we have a 
process for getting points. Right now, what 
we’re trying to do is get the rest of the divi-
sions up to speed on Envision.”

POWER Engineers is also jumping 
into the Envision certification process, ex-
ploring the option of conducting a WebEx 
seminar on Envision for its employees. 
Although the firm has not yet applied the 
system to an actual project, it’s looking to 
do so in 2013 on a small job, and probably 
not one involving power transmission, says 
Corolewski. “Some of these transmission 
projects are so big, they wouldn’t be good 
test projects. You’ve got to walk before you 
can run.”

Having focused much of her profes-
sional work on energy management at 
water and wastewater treatment facilities, 
Lisa Rephlo, a vice president and principal 
at MWH Global (Broomfield, CO), sees 
the Envision tool as providing strong sup-
port for her own efforts to establish some 
sustainability standards for her clients. 
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“It’s really been helpful on a few proj-
ects,” she says. “I can facilitate a discussion, 
and where I need help outside my area of 
expertise—in solid waste and recycling, for 
example—I could always bring in the right 
people. But Envision helps me be more 
thorough in the early part of the discus-
sion and not miss anything.”

Envision has had professional value for 
herself, Rephlo notes. “The reason I’m in 
the energy field is because I’m interested in 
efficiency and reducing waste. It helped me 
learn about other aspects of the sustain-
ability equation. I’m able to round out my 
skill set in sustainability with this wonder-
ful rating system.”

MWH doesn’t have Envision-certi-
fied professionals or verifiers yet, which is 
more a matter of budget cycles than com-
mitment. Not knowing when the system 
would be available, the company’s train-
ing budgeta hadn’t included funds for the 
certification process this year. “I’ve done 
a lot of outreach in the company, saying, 
when you do your training budget for next 
year, look at this process as something you 
should do.” The company is also using En-
vision as a “structure” for discussing sus-
tainability with clients and is working on 
a pilot project with Harvard, according to 
Rephlo.

As for deployment in the marketplace, 
“I would give it another year or so. I’d say 
next year at this time, some of our for-
ward-thinking clients will want to use it. 
Next year is a ‘building up’ year, and then 
hopefully it will snowball.” In the public 
marketplace in particular, “we’re going to 
have to show what the public benefits are 
versus the commercial benefits.”

A DIFFERENTIATOR?
Will adoption of Envision offer a mea-

sureable return on investment or competi-
tive advantage for companies like MWH? 
“We haven’t got there yet,” says Rephlo. 
She suggests, however, that “it’s either go-
ing to be a differentiator, or if you’re not 
involved in this effort, it will make you 
look like you are behind the curve.”

Doug Owen, executive vice president 
and chief technology officer at ARCADIS 
U.S. (Highlands Ranch, CO), affirms that 

clients will have a lead role in determining 
whether tools like Envision make headway 
in the marketplace, just as they did in mak-
ing sustainability part of the conversation 
in the first place. As a company, ARCADIS 
saw that “Industrial clients led the way in 
wanting sustainability in their projects be-
cause of the social and governance issues, 
even if they didn’t know how to do it,” says 
Owen, who came to ARCADIS in the ac-
quisition of Malcolm Pirnie in 2009. 

ARCADIS, of course, had made a sig-
nificant jump into green remediation. 
“We developed our own green remedia-
tion tools, lacking any other metrics at the 
time,” Owen recalls.

Owen had participated with sustain-
ability guru William Wallace in metrics 
development on the ISI track, working 
in the water resources and environment 
category. “At the same time, the Zofnass 
Program had contacted us and asked if 
we wanted to participate. We were excited 
about joining Paul’s group because we see 
that as an important expansion piece for 
the Envision model. They have capabili-
ties through Harvard to think through and 
tackle the weighty issues, like how do you 
put together an economics package. Envi-
sion is about ratings, like LEED, but the 
economics is the Holy Grail.”

Holy Grail, indeed. The discussions 
around the economics present the biggest 
challenge, taking on the timeless issues 
in environmental economics, such as the 
value of a human life, or biodiversity and 
ecosystems, Owen declares. “Even though 
we might not be able to quantify these val-
ues, engaging in the dialogue has supreme 
value, because it allows us to start to ar-
ticulate what we value and why. And that 
discussion, beyond that of capital costs, 
is really important to our clients, because 
it allows them to take into consideration 
their stakeholders.”

Like other companies represented on 
the SIAB, ARCADIS will be pursuing the 
credentialing of its professionals in the 
coming year, making decisions now on the 
best classroom approaches. As for leverag-
ing Envision into the marketplace, an AR-
CADIS professional is serving as vice chair 
of the Water Environment Foundation’s 
(WEF) sustainability committee and, in 

addition to being involved in the Envision 
peer review, has been using that avenue to 
send Envision out for comments to WEF 
member firms. 

“We have not, as of this date, applied 
Envision to any specific project,” Owens 
tells EBJ. “But I want it to be fully opera-
tional within a year. That’s my goal. That 
means having the people trained and hav-
ing the ability to apply the system to proj-
ects as our clients desire. It doesn’t mean 
it will be applied on 100% of projects. It 
means we have the capability.”

Although Envision 2.0 is currently a 
U.S.-centric program, there is definitely 
international interest in sustainability 
metrics and a great potential to extend 
Envision’s application beyond U.S. bor-
ders. Most of the companies represented 
on the SIAB board have extensive global 
operations, and the board members report 
definite interest among their global clients 
in a scoring system for sustainable infra-
structure, even if there is a bit of a wait-
and-see attitude on how such a system 
would work.

Interestingly, in contrast with the 
United States where the initial focus will 
be on the public owners and operators of 
infrastructure, the private sector takes the 
lead on much of the infrastructure devel-
opment overseas, on projects such as dams, 
pipelines, and railroads, according to Ro-
berto Mezzalama, principal and global sus-
tainable development leader at Golder As-
sociates (Atlanta, GA). With governments 
struggling to raise funding for infrastruc-
ture investments, “the biggest impacts on 
society and environment will come from 
private investment,” he says. “And private 
companies need a social license to operate, 
generally linked to their ability to achieve 
sustainable development goals.” A system 
for scoring their ability to accomplish these 
goals would go a long way towards secur-
ing that social license, he suggests.

For its predominantly private clientele, 
Golder has been providing a series of its 
own internal tools for evaluating sustain-
ability outcomes on projects. According 
to Mezzalama, Envision will be a valuable 
addition to this toolbox, but deploying it 
will involve a process of bringing its own 
people on board and then making the case 
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to clients. “We are at a point where aware-
ness, training, and making sure people feel 
comfortable talking about this system with 
clients is our first goal,” he tells EBJ. “If we 
can have a good understanding of it by the 
end of the first quarter of next year, then 
we can start using this with clients.”

SIAB has representation from a mul-
tilateral lending institution—the Inter-
American Development Bank (IADB), 
which is planning to evaluate the imple-
mentation of the Envision 2.0 system on 
two projects in the Latin American region 
and add that input to the other case stud-
ies that the ISI-Zofnass team is pursuing. 
“One would probably be an airport proj-
ect, and another would be in the energy 
area,” says SIAB board member Ana-Maria 
Vidaurre-Roche, principal investment offi-
cer for IADB’s Infrastructure Division. For 
these projects, IADB will gather data and 
produce a report sometime within the next 
few months.

“Our ultimate goal is to try to raise 
awareness of sustainability in infrastruc-
ture development,” says Vidaurre-Roche. 
“We’d like to apply the methodologies to 
these case studies and see how private-sec-
tor developers find how practicable they 
may be.”

There is growing appetite in Latin 
America for sustainable infrastructure 
and systems to measure sustainability, she 
notes. “In the last year, I have seen more 
and more interest in systems like the Glob-
al Reporting Index, and companies have 
developed increasingly sophisticated tools 
for measuring their carbon footprint,” she 
says. “The challenge is in finding if a sys-
tem like Envision is feasible or too com-
plicated.”

Thus far, the complexity of the issue 
hasn’t deterred efforts to get a grip on it. 
Given the progress in the ISI-Zofnass ef-
forts over the past four years, there’s good 
reason to believe that, like LEED today, a 
system for evaluating the sustainability of 
infrastructure could be standard industry 
practice within the next few years. Engi-
neering firms take note. 
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