
Northern Nevada SDAT 
Sustainability in the Reno /  Tahoe / Carson Region

Center for Communities by Design

A Sustainable Design  

Assessment Team Report

Northern Nevada Region
September 25  – 28, 2006



34 Northern Nevada SDAT Report

Access to business capital is becoming more of a problem in the region. There is no 

venture capital, making new business start-up very difficult. This, coupled with low 

wages and lack of opportunity, leads to the brain-drain, or the fact that many of the 

graduates of the University of Nevada-Reno and Truckee Meadows Community Col-

lege choose to leave the region after completing their studies.

Finally, many have referred to the region’s mindset, a feeling that things were better 

when the region wasn’t as busy, as populated, or as big. Without making a value judg-

ment on growth, it is obvious that resistance to change makes change more difficult.

Opportunities

Based on our review of background materials and the comments of citizens, business, 

and government officials, the SDAT identified several opportunities for sustainable 

economic development and diversification:

• Alternative energy—Currently, the region imports almost all of its energy needs, 

representing a huge transfer of wealth out of the area. At the same time, studies 

have shown the region has the potential to generate enough energy to supply not 

only itself but much of northern California through geothermal, wind, and solar 

power. In addition, the use of biomass to generate electricity has great potential, 

chiefly in the Tahoe/Truckee area, through the use of wood waste and forest prod-

ucts. This potential has been recognized by the Nevada state legislature, which 

passed Assembly Bill 3, a renewable portfolio standard, as well as incentives 

for the installation and use of alternative energy. California also has a renew-

able portfolio standard. The region’s utilities have been planning and pursuing 

alternative energy generating facilities. We see three opportunities with respect to 

alternative energy: generation and distribution, production of components, and  

installation of systems.

• Green building—The use of green building or LEED standards in construction and 

renovation is environmentally responsible and cost effective. Green buildings require 

less energy to heat and cool, have a lower impact on the landscape, and use recycled 

materials when appropriate. Both Nevada and California have incentives for green 

buildings. The major impediment to green building in the region, however, is the 

mindset that business as usual is sufficient. We see three opportunities for economic 

development here: training and certifying the workforce in green building practices 

and principles, constructing green buildings (both residential and commercial), and 

retrofitting and renovating existing facilities.
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• Improved and expanded medical services—Advances in medicine and medical 

treatments occur at a very fast rate and make possible treatments for all sorts of 

conditions that were once nontreatable. Generally, the ability to provide these 

new treatments draws people who need them from all over the country and the 

world. At the same time, the region is becoming a haven for retirees and preretir-

ees, a population segment with a higher-than-average need for medical services. 

The presence of the medical school, coupled with the recent investment in new 

medical facilities, presents improved and expanded medical services as an oppor-

tunity for the region to treat those residents who now travel out of the area for  

medical care.

• Increased and diversified visitation—The convention and visitor market remains 

one of the fundamental elements of the regional economy. While efforts have been 

made to increase the number and type of attractions (beyond the natural aspects and 

the casinos), visitation remains heavily seasonal, putting pressure on the workforce 

and facility owners who suffer if the ski season is bad. An expansion of the retail 

sector has proven to be an added visitor attraction in the Reno/Sparks area, as have 

events such as the air races. The period from October through January is relatively 

slow, however, and offers an opportunity for increasing visitation through promo-

tion of off-season conventions, vacations, and shopping opportunities.

• Additional manufacturing activities—Adding clean manufacturing jobs to the local 

economy will increase the average wage, provide a reason for graduates to remain 

in the area, and support other jobs in the retail and service sectors. The region has 

the potential to attract manufacturing and service jobs in several sectors: ware-

housing and distribution, advanced manufacturing (such as nanotechnology), and 

financial services. The tax structure, location, climate, and natural amenities make 

the area very attractive to industry.

Recommendations

Alternative Energy

• Continue to work with local utilities to encourage development of alternative  

energy generating facilities

• Identify opportunities (such as solar/photovoltaic materials) where a demand for 

manufacturing exists

• Work with local and state officials to expand incentives for the installation of alter-

native energy systems in homes and commercial facilities



36 Northern Nevada SDAT Report

Green Building

• Work with Truckee Meadows Community College and the construction trades 

unions to train workers in green building techniques

• Work with area architects and contractors to encourage LEED certification

• Work with local and state officials to expand incentives for green building

Increased Visitation

• Coordinate marketing among regional convention, visitor, and tourist agencies

• Work with regional attractions to develop and promote events during  

shoulder seasons

• Work with regional attractions to develop cross-promotions, joint ticketing,  

and discount opportunities to encourage longer stays and additional activities

Diversified Manufacturing and Services

• Work with existing firms in the distribution and financial services sectors to encour-

age expansion and to attract additional firms

• Work with local and state officials to provide incentives for clean industry

• Work with local institutions and Desert Research Institute (DRI) to identify  

opportunities for high-technology ventures

• Work with local financial institutions to make access to start-up capital easier

Support Functions

• Public/private partnerships—Public/private initiatives can often achieve more than 

what can be done by either sector acting alone. This is particularly true in develop-

ment where government may be legally constrained and the private sector financially 

limited. We recommend that the region consider this model in economic development 

initiatives.

• Higher education/business linkages—A disconnect exists between the needs of the 

business community for skilled labor and the output of local colleges. By more 

closely coordinating curriculum with potential employment, the students and the 

business community will win.

• Alternative transportation—To improve air quality, reduce congestion and stress on 

the region’s roads, and assist employees who cannot afford to live where they work, 
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some form of alternative transportation is necessary. This transportation should be 

geared to needs and may be as simple as incentives for carpools, provision of vans 

for groups of employees, or the rental of buses.

• Improved infrastructure—Business expects certain capabilities, such as high-speed 

Internet, cell phone access, and other advanced technology. Such amenities are 

particularly lacking in the Tahoe/Truckee area although the entire region would be 

well-served by an upgrading of service.

• Affordable housing—A major impediment to economic development in the region 

is the lack of affordable housing. Some efforts have been made to encourage the 

provision of some low-cost housing as a condition of commercial development. We 

recommend that this effort be aggressively pursued, and that efforts with local and 

state officials be made to address this problem.

Connections to Other Issue Areas

A clear linkage exists between economic development and energy. All facilities 

require energy to function; additional development will require additional capacity and 

may strain the distribution system. The recommendations in the Sustainable Energy 

Throughout the Region section of this report should be considered as part of the eco-

nomic development program.

There is also a linkage between economic development and transportation. The vast 

majority of visitors to the region arrive by car. Employees need to get to work. Goods 

need to flow into, out of, and around the region. A well-functioning transportation sys-

tem is therefore critical to economic development.
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SUSTAINABLE ENERGY THROUGHOUT THE REGION

Several key organizations are involved in energy in this region: Nevada State Office of 

Energy (NSOE), California Energy Commission (CEC), Energy Nevada Team, other 

consultant groups, California and Nevada Public Utilities Commissions, private (Sierra 

Pacific Power Company and Nevada Power Company) and public utilities, other state 

and local government offices and the U.S. Department of Energy, and various energy 

stakeholder groups. All these organizations play different roles, and the coordination 

of activities among them appears to be hit-or-miss.

Several studies and energy plans have been developed by these groups:

• The Nevada Renewable Energy and Energy Conservation Task Force’s 2003 Report

• Nevada Governor’s Energy Protection Plan

• Nevada State Office of Energy’s Comprehensive State Energy Plan

• Potential Economic Impact of Nevada’s Renewable Energy Resources

• California Climate Change Center Biennial Report

• California Bioenergy Action Plan

• California Integrated Energy Policy Report

Implementing elements of the various plans and actions on the recommendations in the 

various reports appear to be on a hit-or-miss basis also. The identification and acquisi-

tion of adequate financial and technical resources to carry out the various actions in the 

plans and the recommendations in the reports seems to be lacking.

In addition to all of the energy-related organizations, the other major players regarding 

energy are the various state, regional, and local planning bodies. With regard to the 

bistate region being examined in this exercise, the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency 

(TRPA) is the critical body that addresses the Tahoe Basin, which is where California 

and Nevada have joint authority to oversee development at Lake Tahoe. The TRPA is 

currently updating the land management plans for the next 20 years through the Path-

way 2007 process. It is focused on nine thresholds:

• Air quality and transportation

• Water quality

• Soil conservation

• Vegetation

• Wildlife
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• Fisheries

• Scenic resources

• Noise

• Recreation

It is also including economics in the plan.

Unfortunately, this regional planning body as well as all of the other state and local 

planning bodies has not included any key energy principles in their plans, for example:

• Renewable energy and energy-efficient development where the technology is viable 

and economic, environmental, and social impacts can be addressed satisfactorily

• Renewable energy and energy-efficiency criteria assessing the housing, commercial, 

development and transportation sectors

• Use of resource mapping regarding the technical and commercial feasibility of 

renewable energy projects

• Policies in the various topic area development documents that require a certain 

percentage of the energy to be used, for example, in new residential and commer-

cial development to come from energy-efficiency measures and on-site renewable 

energy development

Again there appears to be a lack of communication and coordination in both the devel-

opment and implementation of these plans.

Issues

The initial broad issues identified related to energy production, distribution, and usage 

in the region were air quality-mobile pollutant sources; economic development, i.e., 

more local clean businesses and jobs; and affordability. During the assessment process, 

other energy-related issues identified included social equity (energy costs and quality 

of living in housing), reduction of environmental and other sustainable quality-of-life 

impacts related to housing and commercial development activities, the need to address 

the effects resulting from climate change, lack of coordinated outreach and public edu-

cation programs, and the impact on water use.

The five major energy issues identified were

• Promotion and use of energy-efficient technologies and conservation techniques—

green buildings
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• Promotion and use of distributed renewable energy sources—biomass, geothermal, 

solar, and wind

• Increased incentives for using energy-efficient measures and renewable energy 

technologies

• Increased effort on outreach and public or targeted-group (e.g., developers) educa-

tion programs

• Creation of additional opportunities for training of energy professionals

In summary, as stated by one of the participants who has been actively involved in the 

land use planning of this region for more than 35 years: “Tahoe is a region where great 

efforts have been made but more needs to be done . . . Reno/Sparks/Washoe County 

region is ‘a region that is going in the wrong direction in almost all policies’ . . .  Sprawl-

ing growth will weaken the region’s economy by increasing service costs.”

Following the needs assessment, the Tahoe/Truckee and Reno/Sparks/Washoe County 

energy working groups discussed regional energy production, distribution/transmis-

sion, green building, and transportation sectors.

Energy Production

At present, one-third of the electricity used is imported to the region and about  

99 percent of the energy resource (primarily coal) to produce the electricity in the 

region is imported. The U.S. Department of Energy’s National Renewable Energy 

Laboratory (NREL) has provided assistance in preliminary mapping of the potential 

resource base of renewable energy sources.

Strengths

It appears for this region, in prioritized order, that geothermal, biomass, solar, and 

wind offer the greatest potential to start offsetting the use of imported resources. For 

example, data show that 1,500 megawatts of electricity could be produced by tapping 

the geothermal resource and 2,000–4,000 megawatts of electricity could be produced 

from biomass. Second, there are some initiatives under way to start using these renew-

able energy resources for the production of electricity and for heating/cooling. Third, 

there is potential for bulk purchasing of this fuel by the existing utilities for economies 

of scale. Fourth, some incentives are in place to encourage the buying of renewable 

energy fuel such as renewable energy (and in Nevada, energy conservation), portfolio 

standards, and green power purchasing programs.
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Weaknesses or Challenges

There are apparent roadblocks that are inhibiting the utilities’ ability to start meet-

ing their Renewable Portfolio Standards (RPS) requirements, and there is a lack of 

awareness of the Green Power Purchasing program. In addition, government appears 

to lack the will to find solutions to these problems. In addition, the independent power 

producers (IPPs), Nevada Power and Sierra Pacific Electric companies, seem focused 

on revenue requirements and appear to view the purchase of renewable energy as  

a negative investment.

Opportunities

This region has a vast renewable energy resource base that it can tap, as well as some 

scattered educational and outreach programs it can coordinate and build on. By view-

ing the renewable energy resource as a distributed energy and cogeneration of energy, 

the region may be able to create new community and municipal utilities that will not 

have the same mindset and constraints of the IPPs. In addition to federal incentives, 

several special state programs and incentives, including grants, rebates, and loans, are 

operated by the California Energy Commission (CEC) and the Nevada State Office of 

Energy (NSOE) to provide seed monies for development and use of renewable energy. 

The CEC and the NSOE can be encouraged and supported in their efforts to take the 

lead in implementing their state comprehensive energy plans and the recommendations 

in various studies, among other actions.

Threats

The region needs to reexamine plans to continue to build coal plants that cause envi-

ronmental, water, and transportation problems and compare these plans with the ben-

efits of building renewable energy plants. The utilities’ focus on revenue requirements 

and lack of vision concerning innovations need to be addressed.

Distribution/Transmission

The region has made some progress in mapping its renewable energy sources and 

examining the potential tie-in to the existing electric power grid. The transmission 

system needs to be upgraded and expanded.
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Strengths

The region has a transmission system in place that appears reliable for its existing cus-

tomers, except where it has expanded to isolated areas.

Weaknesses or Challenges

The region needs to do more to assess the condition and aging infrastructure of the cur-

rent system. The localities in which distributed generation is being talked about suffer 

from the NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) mentality. The current system is susceptible 

to disruptions. Because of their upfront costs, renewable energy projects require long-

term power purchase agreements.

Opportunities

The region can do more to develop infill using the existing distribution system. New 

distributed energy plants can be developed independent of the existing grid; distributed 

energy contributes to the region’s energy security. More incentives can be established 

to support development of a new grid.

Threats

The utility commissions need to play a strong role to address the identified weaknesses.

Green Building

Primarily in the part of the region that is in California, the development of green build-

ing guidelines and LEED-related construction of green building are under way.

Strengths

Several state laws, such as Assembly Bill 3, and programs now provide incentives. 

The CEC and the NSOE are in place to support green building programs. The region’s 

climate allows for the use of natural ventilation. The area has several sustainable con-

struction building professionals.

Weaknesses or Challenges

This region is plagued with sprawling construction by outside builders. Building codes 

and regulations are set at the minimum energy requirements and are not uniform across 
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the region. The perception, and often the reality, of green building construction is that 

it requires additional upfront costs. Maintenance costs for retaining a building’s green 

building status is an often-overlooked factor.

Opportunities

The region can build on existing education and training programs by

• Increasing the amount of and types of existing financial incentives (e.g., energy- 

efficient mortgages) and making them more accessible

• Developing bulk purchasing programs for efficiency technologies

• Offering more training programs for building code officials

• Using Institute green building and smart growth guidelines in land-use plans

• Developing cross-cut communication between organizations and others involved  

in green buildings

• Developing more public awareness and education programs

• Becoming an economic tool for job creation in the region

• Creating an infrastructure to handle demolition and construction waste via reuse 

and recycling

Threats

Outside builders are encouraged to build in the sprawl development plan. Material and 

appliance costs are often slightly higher for green building. If a major green-building 

effort gets under way, one challenge may be dealing with a shortage of trained profes-

sionals in green-building practices.

Transportation

The early beginnings of an alternative fuel program with biodiesel and E-85 ethanol 

is in place. However, the Nevada state energy development plan and various regional 

plans make no or little reference to energy as it relates to transportation with the excep-

tion of the TRPA plan. The TRPA plan includes transportation as it relates to air quality 

and recognizes motor vehicles as the primary source of air pollution in the Tahoe Basin. 

But solutions are focused not on alternative fuels but on limited alternative transporta-

tion modes such as bicycles and walk paths and some talk about mass transit.
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Strengths

The starting elements of an alternative fuel program are in place, with a couple of 

biodiesel stations and some use of E-85 in Nevada’s state government fleet. Some 

charging stations are available to encourage electric vehicles.

Weaknesses

There is no regional perspective on transportation. The 

region has a spread-out population with a lot of small 

groupings.

Opportunities or Challenges

The region needs to connect existing mass transporta-

tion nodes and develop a regional transportation plan. 

The resources are available to develop an alternative fuel 

supply, particularly biodiesel and electricity.

Threats

The region’s challenge is in getting people out of gaso-

line- and diesel-fueled vehicles and dealing with contin-

uous sprawl and development.

Vision and Recommendations

• Increase use of renewable energy sources

• Develop and expand a green building program

• Develop and expand the use of alternative fuels

• Designate smart growth principles to limit sprawl in the existing land-use plans

• Develop and implement a regional land-use plan incorporating smart growth  

principles and energy principles

• Develop and implement a coordinated energy education and public outreach  

program as well as a training program for energy professionals

• Foster community and citizen involvement in the development and carrying out  

of a regional plan
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• Establish energy-efficiency and renewable-energy criteria in the building and  

transportation sectors

• Make use of resource mapping

• Set out energy-efficiency and renewable-energy criteria when assessing the housing, 

commercial, and transportation sectors

• Examine the relationship of energy and water

• Continue developing financial, regulatory, policy, and market incentives for  

development of energy-efficiency and renewable-energy projects and programs
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MOVING FORWARD

To create a more sustainable future, the Reno/Tahoe/Carson region needs to protect 

and improve the availability of clean water to its ecosystems and residents, make the 

transition away from the use of imported fossil fuels, diversify its economy using the 

region’s strengths, and coordinate long-term land-use and transportation plans across 

municipal and county boundaries. Although all of these issues are important, the most 

significant action the people of the Reno/Tahoe/Carson region can take is to formalize 

a way to plan and act regionally. This plan would include several components:

• Agree on the defined extent and boundary of the region, i.e., the counties of 

Washoe, Douglas, Nevada, Lyon, Storey, Placer, and Eldorado; the cities of Reno, 

Tahoe, Carson City, Truckee, and Virginia City; all the surrounding and outlying 

areas associated with them; the two watersheds of Lake Tahoe; Truckee Meadows; 

and the area around Pyramid Lake—Once the boundary is formally agreed on, then 

it should be easy to also agree on a formal name for the region. We have referred to 

it as the Reno/Tahoe/Carson region for this report but there may be a more fitting 

name the local community may wish to adopt.

• Establish a means for local organizations and governments to convene and plan on 

a regional basis—Precedent has been set in the area for cooperative planning such 

as the Tahoe Regional Planning Agency. However, many more government and 

citizen entities could and should be brought to the table. The task will be determin-

ing how to bring them together, in what format, and with what frequency. This does 

not necessarily mean creating a new entity, rather it could operate as a “council” 

or collaboration of the many existing government and citizen organizations. Once 

convened, the focus should be to take up planning, in all aspects of the word, on a 

cooperative, regional basis. This planning would include all of the topics presented 

in this report and ideally maintain the focus on the long-term interconnectedness 

and sustainability of the components of the region and the region as a whole.

• Use available models and information of other regions to move forward with this 

region—For example, there is a planning concept known as the Urban Constellation 

Concept described as follows:

 “In developing sustainable land-use design processes for large regions that include 

rural areas and urban metroplexes, because of present American lifestyles and the 

cheapness of travel compared to other countries, it is now imperative that planning 

include consideration of a relatively new concept known as the “Urban Constella-

tion” model and what effects this dynamic has on conscious development to achieve 

sustainability. Proposed by Phillip Lewis (University of Wisconsin), the Urban  
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Constellation model depicts the relationship of metropolitan areas to their surrounding 

rural regions for goods and services, food, recreation, housing, waste disposal, and 

other material flows normal between an urban area and surrounding rural landscapes.

 In essence cities in an urban constellation configuration are related to one another by 

common marketing, transportation infrastructure, economic similarities, and code-

velopment patterns. Each of 26 major urban constellations defined around the United 

States possesses what is called a “hole in the donut,” the geographic area in which 

the urban complex exists, surrounded by the donut itself, where the municipalities in 

any urban constellation share a common backyard, playground, or rural region. For 

example, the connection of Norfolk, Va., Richmond, Va., Washington, D.C., Balti-

more, and Philadelphia comprises one of the major 26 urban constellations (“the hole 

in the donut”) around the United States. Part of the “donut” or backyard for this con-

stellation is the Delmarva Peninsula. In this regard the Delmarva provides the rural 

landscape, “bedroom community” setting, and all associated services for this eastern 

urban constellation. This kind of relationship exerts a significant pressure on a rural 

region and therefore, must demand serious consideration in any regional planning 

effort for a jurisdiction. At a minimum it requires planners to seriously consider the 

“footprint” (demand for regional goods and services, including ecosystem services) 

that is exerted by demand on food, lumber, recreational land, water, etc. within the 

entire urban constellation area by the metropolitan settings and their populations.”

The region should consider tapping into and connecting with local Nevada and Cali-

fornia academic, research, and planning institutions as a resource for such regional 

planning models.

Overall, the people and leaders of this region need to keep talking, meeting, and work-

ing collaboratively on the issues that will make this area a thriving, desirable, and 

healthy place in which to live, work, and recreate for many generations to come. The 

SDAT process has begun the dialogue; the next step is for the people and the leaders 

of the region to continue the dialogue and focus on the region’s multivariate issues. 

Although the outcomes are not yet clear, this SDAT report provides the basic vision of a 

healthy, livable, sustainable region that balances economic, environmental, and social-

equity concerns. This report lays out the process for getting there as a full regionwide 

collaboration. The ultimate success in achieving this vision and the details in carrying 

it out are up to the people of the region.

On behalf of the Northern Nevada SDAT and the American Institute of Architects, we 

hope this report will be a useful guide to the northern Nevada region as it charts its 

future for the coming years and generations.
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