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Executive Summary 
 
The City of Topeka has had some success regarding sustainability goals set forth in the 2020 
goals of the City Council.  There have also been challenges and hurdles which have limited our 
successes.  The Sustainability Advisory Board believes that there are a few key concepts which 
can be implemented which can help to renew the energy necessary to accomplish these goals.  
The accomplishment of these goals will benefit the community with a higher quality of life while 
fulfilling our responsibility of stewardship to the citizens of Topeka.  This stewardship also 
provides efficiencies which allow the City to make the most use of the limited funds and 
resources while promoting economic growth with corporate partners who already successfully 
operate within the concepts of sustainability.  The Sustainability Advisory Board recommends 
implementing the following actions in order to realize the benefits available sustainable concepts 
can provide for the Topeka community. 

1. Consider sustainability when selecting a city manager.  The successful candidate should 
be committed to: 

a. Quality of Life initiatives 
b. Infrastructure condition 
c. Sustainability initiatives 

2. Hire a full-time Sustainability Coordinator, reporting to the city manager.  The coordinator 
would: 

a. Measure the city’s progress toward the existing 2020 goals, as outlined in   the 
Energy Efficiency and Conservation Plan (EE and CP) 

b. Assess all proposed city projects for sustainable impact 
c. Improve energy efficiency in city facilities by using cost effective lighting, 

methane recapture in wastewater treatment, and LEED design concepts in all 
capital improvement projects. 

3. Adopt the energy efficiency elements of the current edition of the International Building 
Codes for new construction and remodels. 

4. Pursue health and environment objectives, including:  
a. Complete combined sewer (CSO) infrastructure project 
b. Publish water quality test results 
c. Support community gardens 
d. Shrink food deserts 

5. Broaden the quality of life focus, including: 
a. Reforestation  
b. A diverse native planting program 
c. Continue complete streets and bike pathway programs 
d. Enforcement of the 2040 Land Use and Growth Management Plan to nurture 

inward growth 



Sustainability Advisory Board  

The Sustainability Advisory Board (SAB) was established by the Topeka City Council in 2008 to 
serve as an advisory board to the Topeka City Council.  Currently the SAB consists of members 
with expertise in engineering, waste management, biology, alternative fuels and horticulture.   

The mission of the SAB is to promote and advocate for policies which support sustainability.  
This specifically includes but is not limited to environmental assessment, waste reduction, 
recycling, energy conservation and natural resource conservation in the City of Topeka and to 
enhance the quality of life by improving the City’s efforts in these areas. 

Background 

After much work by the City’s Sustainability Coordinator, City Departments and the City Council 
in September 2010, adopted the Energy Efficiency and Conservation Strategy, which called for 
a 10% reduction in the City’s energy use by 2020.   

Current State of City Efforts 

Although the City initially made significant strides toward its 2020 goals, achieving those goals is 
now a concern.  The drop off in momentum coincides with the June 2013 departure of the City’s 
Sustainability Coordinator and the subsequent removal of funding for this position.  The 
sustainability coordinator served as the City’s liaison to the SAB and focused on several 
important areas:  actively promoting efforts to achieve sustainability objectives within the City; 
seeking grants and other sources of funding for proposed projects; and promoting the City’s 
progress in sustainability by speaking with local civic and professional groups.  Without this 
position filled, no one is currently providing Department Directors with quarterly information on 
their energy use and the associated costs. 

Commitment to Sustainability at the highest levels of City administration 

The City will benefit with a City Manager who is committed and provides leadership to 
implement sustainable practices in all areas of the City’s operations.  This sustainable approach 
will lead to increased energy efficiencies, lower operations cost, and reduced life cycle cost for 
the City’s building systems.  These aspects impact the finances of Topeka in a positive manner. 

Cities that are dynamic or growing have several common traits.  These traits include innovative 
practices in planning and urban development, a commitment to improving the quality of life of 
residents, and quality infrastructure to name a few. 

Topeka’s business leaders are already committed to and understand the positive impacts 
sustainable practices can have on the success of their industry.  Frito Lay and Mars have and 
will continue to implement major projects incorporating sustainable practices.    Westar Energy 
is focused on supporting green initiatives ranging from small community projects to very large 
wind turbine farms.  These represent just a few examples of how the business community is 
committed to Topeka’s growth and community enhancement through sustainable initiatives.  
These businesses can provide great partnering opportunities which can provide benefits to the 



City through corporate growth, additional jobs in the community and successful modeling of 
sustainable operations management. 

SAB Recommendation #1 

SAB recommends that the selection criteria for City Manager include skill and interest areas that 
coincide with the key tenants of a sustainable city. 

City Focus on Energy Efficiency & Conservation 

The City’s 2010 Energy Efficiency & Conservation Plan (EE&CP) requirements outline the 
processes and procedures to be followed to drive the City towards achieving its 2020 goals.   

Section 3.C. states “The City will appoint a Sustainability Coordinator.  The Coordinator will be 
responsible for consulting, education and distributing information to the City departments 
concerning the City energy efficiency and conservation policy/program and the associated 
savings.” 

Section 3.D. states “The Sustainability Coordinator will provide visual aids and programs to 
make employees aware that the City has an active energy program and they are participants.  
The Sustainability Coordinator will provide the Department Directors with quarterly information 
on their energy use and the associated costs.  In addition, the Coordinator will report annually 
on the result of the EPA’s Portfolio Manager Benchmarking tool that compares city facility 
energy conservation efforts with comparable facilities nationwide.”  

Earlier this decade during challenging budget times the position of Sustainability Coordinator 
was abolished.  A stabilized City budget, coupled with new opportunities available with a new 
City Manager, provides an additional opportunity to reinvest in the Sustainability Coordinator 
position.  SAB recommends that the re-establishment of this position  be a priority for our city 
and our new City Manager. 

SAB Recommendation #2 

SAB recommends funding a full-time Sustainability Coordinator position who reports directly to 
the City Manager with defined responsibilities consistent with the 2010 EE&CP.   

Sustainable Choices 

EE&CP 2010 Section 10. D. states “Capital Improvements:  City staff will utilize life-cycle 
costing methods to ensure that sustainable choices are made when selecting 
improvement/repair options for city operations/equipment.” 

The annual energy consumption should be considered in conjunction with the initial project 
costs so that the City’s budget will experience maximum benefits and minimized costs over the 
life cycle of the project.  Application of this approach on every aspect of the City’s operations 
can provide a snowball effect in operation efficiencies in the near and extended future of the 
City budgets.  



SAB Recommendation #3  

SAB recommends all proposed City projects include a description of how the proposed project 
supports the City’s EE&CP.   

Facility Energy Efficiency 

Improved Lighting and Building Controls 

EE&CP 2010 Section 2.B. states “Promote and evaluate the replacement of existing building 
equipment, lighting and vehicles with equipment that provides the same or increased levels of 
performance with more efficient energy use.” 

EE&CP 2010 Section 2.C. states “Promote energy-efficiency in new building construction, 
lighting, equipment and vehicles.  Pursue linking all City facilities into the Johnson Controls 
Metasys Management System to enhance the energy and operational cost savings.” 

Energy efficiency efforts have lost momentum.  A 2012 Johnson Controls study and proposal 
highlighted the potential savings from improved energy efficiency for many City owned 
buildings.  There are still recommendations from the Johnson Controls proposal which have not 
been acted upon and the City could benefit from with lower operation costs.  The recommended 
energy-saving improvements can be implemented through alternative methods and still provide 
cost saving benefits to the City annual operating budget. 

SAB Recommendation #4a 

SAB recommends use of the information gained from the Johnson Controls Analysis be utilized 
to solicit proposals for energy saving projects, and consider financing options that might provide 
an improved payback period.  

Lost Energy at Waste Water Treatment 

A byproduct of the City’s waste water treatment process is the production of methane gas.  
Methane is the chief ingredient in natural gas, which can be used to power electric generators or 
used as a fuel for vehicles.  Methane gas is 21 times more destructive to the ozone layer than 
carbon dioxide.  Methane gas often is burned off (flared) into the atmosphere as a waste gas.  
Methane gas is a viable energy resource. 

The City’s Oakland treatment plant flares a minimum of 50 million cubic feet of gas per year.  
This is the equivalent of $1,000,000 of gasoline at $2.50/gallon or $700,000 worth of electricity.   

SAB Recommendation #4b 

SAB recommends implementing a methane capture system at the waste water treatment plant 
for beneficial use. This use could be internal to the City or part of a public/private partnership. 

  



Capital Improvement Projects 

Historically initial costs have been the primary consideration for the selection of systems utilized 
in capital projects and not enough consideration to life-cycle costs. This can often result in life-
cycle costs exceeding any cost savings achieved during construction/implementation phase of 
the project.   

SAB Recommendation #4c. 

SAB recommends that life-cycle cost analysis be applied to all future capital improvement 
projects and that LEED standards of design and construction be seriously considered for these 
same projects.   

Building Codes 

The City adopted selected portions of the 2009 International Energy Conservation Code (IECC.)   
The 2012 IECC has been released and if fully adopted can provide increased energy efficiency 
in our community. The IECC represents just one portion of the collective international building 
codes proposed by the International Code Council. 

The City’s building codes should include building, mechanical, electrical, plumbing, fire, fuel gas, 
and energy conservation code sections for commercial and residential construction.  The 
various codes should be complimentary to one another and promote sustainable economic 
growth in the community. 

SAB Recommendation #5  

SAB recommends that the City adopt the latest editions and most appropriate Codes applicable 
to new and remodeled building construction and energy conservation.  

Health & Environment Objectives 

A portion of Topeka’s waste water system also receives storm water in what is called a 
combined sewer system.  The system effectively manages the volume of liquid being conveyed, 
during normal operations, but during periods of heavy rainfall the combined system cannot 
handle the additional volume of storm water.  This can result in flooding and trigger the release 
of untreated domestic, industrial, and commercial wastes (raw sewage) into the Kansas River.   
The Board recognizes the progress that has been made over the last year in addressing the 
issue, but is mindful that much more work remains in maintaining and improving the City’s water 
system. 

SAB Recommendation #6a  

SAB supports the continuation of efforts to remediate the sections of City’s combined sewer 
system.  

  



SAB recommends the public release of monthly water quality test results, so citizens can be 
better informed about the quality of the City’s water supply.  

Food Security 

All Topekans deserve to have their nutritional needs met,  However, parts of our city lack 
markets where healthy food options can be purchased. Progress should be made to eliminate 
these food deserts, and provide nearby access to food for all citizens.  

SAB Recommendation #6c 

SAB recommends that the City review the USDA food desert atlas and work to encourage the 
establishment of grocers, as well as individual and community gardens in the areas of Topeka 
which have been designated as food deserts.   

Quality of Life Improvements 

Reforestation 

Adam Moser, City Forestry Department, had indicated that they are currently removing between 
700-800 trees each year.  It can be expected that emerald ash borer and walnut thousand 
cankers disease coming to this area, that number to is likely to increase 1,000 per year.  The 
Forestry Department currently has no budget to support a reforestation program and only plants 
about 10 trees per year.  Trees provide several benefits to the City including aesthetics, 
lowering temperatures in the city, soil retention, while providing habitat for birds and other 
animals.  The shaded streets also slow the deterioration of the asphalt surface. 

SAB Recommendation #7a  

SAB recommends budgeting a minimum $50,000 per year for reforestation. 

SAB Recommendation #7b  

SAB recommends  that a street vegetation plan be implemented as part of the Complete Streets 
program. 

SAB Recommendation #7c 

SAB recommends that the City promote the use of native plants in landscaping on City property 
with the goal of fostering the presence of native birds and insects while decreasing maintenance 
costs. 

Land Use 

Over the last several decades the City has committed valuable resources to provide City 
services to new development outside the City’s boundaries.  This has overextended the City’s 
infrastructure at the cost of services within the City boundaries.  Examples include the aging 
water infrastructure and street conditions within the urban core.  The City is shifting the focus of 
this growth inward with the 2040 Land Use and Growth Management Plan (2040 LUGMP) that 



was adopted in 2016.  SAB supports the City’s efforts to focus growth efforts on existing areas 
of the city. 

SAB Recommendation #7d  

The SAB recommends that the Council receive regular reports comparing actual land use and 
development with the expectations set out in the 2040 LUGMP.  The report should also contain 
explanations of any variances from the approved plan. 

Sustainable growth and urban vitality are hallmarks of a healthy community.  Businesses 
and individuals are attracted to invest and to live in healthy communities. 
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