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The Higher Standard: Triple bottom line 
decision making for infrastructure
John Parker, Chief Economist & Co-Founder, and Derek Ensing, Economist, 

Impact Infrastructure, Toronto, Ontario

oo often infrastructure 
discourse is focused on 
the financials of a project. 
Discussion forms around 
jobs created, capital spent, 

or payback periods while missing 
the main objective of infrastructure: 
providing value to society. This is a 
reminder to designers and developers 
of infrastructure that what we the 
public want is ethical infrastructure 
for the public good, which improves 
our communities, our commutes and 
our civics.

Your morning coffee can be fair 
trade. Buildings can be LEED 
rated as sustainable, good for the 

environment, their communities 
and occupants. What about 
infrastructure? We now have the 
Envision rating system, from 
the Institute for Sustainable 
Infrastructure which aims to do 
the right project, built the right 
way. Envision “helps infrastructure 
owners and designers engage more 
meaningfully with members of 
the public and other stakeholder 
groups.”

Shouldn’t public infrastructure 
follow Envision’s lead and be better 
than minimum requirements 
and meet a higher standard—to 
ensure that it doesn’t hurt the 

environment, disadvantaged groups, 
or neighbouring communities?

Ethical Control of the Purse 
Strings
The Government Pension Fund of 
Norway provides a shining example 
of triple bottom line investing 
having produced guidelines and 
formed a council of ethics to guide 
its investing practices. Listed in 
the ethical guidelines are criteria 
for exclusion from the fund. This 
criteria lists “serious or systematic 
human rights violations, serious 
violations of the rights of individuals 
in situations of war or conflict, 
severe environmental damage, gross 
corruption, and other particularly 
serious violations of fundamental 
ethical norms”1 as grounds for 
exclusion.

When governments are proposing 
and financing infrastructure they 
are doing so with their citizens in 
mind, the ones who are paying 
for infrastructure through their 
taxes and who will benefit from 
the infrastructure. It is their 
duty to provide the public with 
infrastructure that reflects the values 
of their citizens.

Thinking broadly about people, 
planet as well as profit should not be 
too onerous for most of the investors 
that contribute to infrastructure 
investment. Most pension funds 
have signed on to the UN’s Principles 
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for Responsible 
Investment (PRI). 
There are nearly 1,500 
signatories, from over 50 
countries, representing 
US $60 trillion. The 
purpose of the PRI 
commitments is to 
include environmental, 
social, and corporate 
governance (ESG) issues 
into their investment 
decisions and to better 
align investors with 
broader objectives of 
society.

Engineers 
Custodians of the 
Public Good
If investors and governments are 
starting to act more ethically in 
making infrastructure investment 
decisions, are they making sure the 
infrastructure they are paying for is 
designed with proper consideration 
of social and environmental 
impacts? APWA has a Standards 
of Professional Conduct that 
includes “I will put public interest 
above individual, group or societal 
interest and consider my chosen 
occupation as an opportunity 
to serve society. I will encourage 
sustainability through wise use of 
resources; whether they are natural 
resources, financial resources or 
human resources.” ASCE’s Code of 
Ethics says, “Engineers shall hold 
paramount the safety, health and 
welfare of the public and shall strive 
to comply with the principles of 
sustainable development in the 
performance of their professional 
duties” as Canon 1. The Canadian 
Engineering Qualifications Board 
code of ethics is to “Hold paramount 
the safety, health and welfare of 
the public and the protection of 
the environment.” Architects have 
similar ethical obligations to serve 

not just their clients, but to respect 
the public, the natural, and cultural 
environments.

The Triple Bottom Line
Jeffrey D. Sachs (“Sustainable 
infrastructure after the Automobile 
Age,” The Boston Globe, September 
26, 2016) notes that public 
infrastructure must be renewed 
“in line with new needs, 
especially climate, safety, and new 
opportunities… We should seek an 
infrastructure that abides by the 
triple bottom line of sustainable 
development.” Triple bottom line 
(financial, social and environmental) 
thinking encourages ethical design 
while updating public infrastructure 
to the current needs of society. 
Triple bottom line thinking allows 
investors, designers, and engineers 
to incorporate a higher standard by 
pushing a project beyond what is 
required.

Incorporating the triple bottom line 
into infrastructure design is thinking 
about how transit can increase the 
health, food, and job opportunities 
to low income neighbourhoods or 
help when deciding whether to build 
larger pipes to handle stormwater 

or green infrastructure that, like grey 
infrastructure, reduces flooding but 
also reduces the urban heat island, 
cleans the water and the air, and 
increases community property values. 
And taking the big picture into 
account will mean that we recognize 
the health, productivity, and reduced 
absenteeism benefit that sustainable 
design can bring to the buildings we 
work in.

Optimal infrastructure design must 
quantify and put a dollar value on 
the externalities—the positive and 
negative spillover effects—that are 
not captured by market prices. We 
need to know who or what is harmed 
and who benefits so we can make 
the right decisions. Taking a broad 
perspective on costs and benefits 
in a triple bottom line framework 
means we are being considerate of 
others and future generations in our 
decisions.

Triple Bottom Line Cost Benefit 
Analysis (TBL-CBA) is a systematic 
evidence-based economic business 
case framework that uses best Cost 
Benefit Analysis (CBA) techniques 
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to quantify and attribute monetary 
values to the triple bottom 
line impacts resulting from an 
investment. These triple bottom line  
outcomes are typically represented 
as People, Planet, Profits or Social, 
Environmental and Financial. The 
framework quantifies all of these 
impacts in dollars over the life of 
the project and discounts them to 
the present in order to calculate the 
Net Present Value of an investment 
from the financial viewpoint of an 
organization, as well as from society’s 
perspective.

The U.S. election exposed deep 
divides between the coastal urban 
population and the rest of the 
country. The term “flyover country” 
is emblematic of this problem. 
How can we feel connected and 

have empathy with each other’s 
challenges if we rarely visit one 
another and interact? A nation with 
an increasingly deep geographic 
and class divide, as knowledge 
workers concentrate in a handful of 
metropolitan areas, is not desirable. 
But improved transportation and 
communication links between cities, 
towns and rural areas, and provision 
of infrastructure currently found 
only in major cities to smaller towns 
can do much to bring us closer 
together again as a people.

We the public, the ones who 
will live with and use the public 
infrastructure, long for considerate 
and adaptive infrastructure decisions, 
not reactionary bluster. We want 
to feel included and connected 
to our communities. We’d like all 

infrastructure planners, designers 
and decision makers to adopt a 
triple bottom line cost benefit 
analysis approach for infrastructure 
decisions to ensure that users, the 
environment and all stakeholders 
are best served by the limited dollars 
available.

John Parker can be reached at 
(416) 659-8560 or john.parker@
impactinfrastructurellc.com; 
Derek Ensing can be reached at 
(800) 440-1592 or derek.ensing@

impactinfrastructurellc.com.     

__________________________________
1 http://etikkradet.no/en/councils-
activities/

Michael Simpson, P.E.
BOS Sr. Sanitary Engineer 1

City of Los Angeles, California
Member, APWA Center for Sustainability

KNOWLEDGE - CREDIBILITY - RESPECT
Hear what your colleagues are saying about APWA Certification!

It’s your time. Get Certified!

The exam questions were targeted at 
an individual having gained knowledge 

by working in the field.The APWA 
certification program is truly meaningful 
because it’s something you can’t obtain 

without real experience.

City regulators have acknowledged 
that having a CSM as part of a 
local government gives a more 

comprehensive approach with better 
understanding of what is required by 

the State/EPA regulators.

Being certified by APWA gives you 
respect, recognition and credibility 
because you have been tested in

your area of expertise.

For more information visit: apwa.net/certification
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