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Creating Sustainable RI through Tax Credits
By Robert J. Leaver, New Commons
The historic state tax credit was the right policy for its time. It elegantly converged on four public policy needs: re-use vacant mills, attract out of state investment, develop urban residential units, and expand the municipal tax base. It worked well on all counts. Yet the downside: it produced mostly residential units at the expense of losing commercial space and it drained state revenue.      
Today, there is a buzz afoot about restoring the historic tax credits. Tax credits are worth pursuing, but not by tweaking the old program. Because preserving historic buildings, without a greater goal, was the task of the past. Today, a new task takes priority: global warming and “post-peak” or less availability of natural resources – all call us to think and act differently. RI needs a “sustainability” tax credit. Public policy must close the gap between public needs and what the private sector cannot otherwise deliver.
Today, the gap to close is sustaining people, plant and animals – not preserving historic buildings. Sustainability means stop draining from – even adding to – the “earth’s natural resources bank account.” And our earth’s bank account is dangerously low. Yes, preserve historic buildings, but only those retrofitted using 21st – century sustainable materials. And please don’t use the preservationist mantra that real sustainability is not tearing down buildings. It depends. The modernist Fogarty Building in Providence must go because the land longs for a higher use – the creation of a high-performing building that is energy efficient. Without insulation, most old mills are such energy sinks that the only hope for energy efficiency is to wrap them with an exterior building liner of composite materials.  
The survival of our species requires us to rethink how we build and restore buildings and transport people. Sustainability is the mantra of the future. Incent people to get out of their cars to walk and shop. Public health experts urge us to walk more. Over the last ten years, data shows a rise in childhood obesity because kids don’t move enough. 
RI needs tax policy to produce what we need – sustainability – through denser built environment, more affordable homes, greener buildings, and walking villages composed of local shops, schools, parks and workplaces. This image is reminiscent of the New England walking-centered community or the smart growth movement.  And recently the aim of RI’s Local Initiative Support Corporation, “Sustainable Communities” and Rhode Island Housing’s KeepSpace communities. 

The mechanics: each budget year the state sets a not-to-exceed dollar amount for all issued sustainability tax credits. The tax credit would be granted to developments that meet precise sustainability criteria. The best projects combine multiple criteria. The higher the number of sustainability points the larger the credit. Projects get no points for restoring a historical building by using only period materials. Public policy must close the gap between public needs and what the private sector can’t deliver. Potential sustainability criteria are illustrated in the following examples.
Reuse historic buildings, but only those retrofitted as high performing buildings, using 21st century building materials. For example, window replacements would not be done using historic practices of porous pine or single pane glass. Instead, for energy efficiency, use composite window frames with triple-pane glass that still look historic. In these times, energy efficiency comes before preserving exact restorations of buildings.  


Remediate contaminated brown fields for urban farms. Yes farms, because to meet our local food needs we need to grow food in cities and not just on rural farms. And urban farms will most likely be housed in vertical structures, called vertical farms, using hydroponic farm techniques, thus using less land to grow food. 
Build new high-performing, smart, green buildings that significantly reduce energy consumption. Seal the buildings envelop; use south-facing windows and other passive solar applications. With current technology a green building costs, on average, about five percent more to build than a conventional one. In terms of affordability, the added cost is recouped within a few years. 

Build the requisite units of affordable housing to ensure every Rhode Islander has a home, but only if the building is high performing, which includes reduced energy use and thus less cost to the owner.  
Build mixed-use developments – a village – where the amenities and resources we need can be walked to every day. Create whole places, as part of a city or a village, as a self-contained ecosystems where the waste from one element becomes another’s nutrient.

Build live/work spaces so self-employed creators of the next economy can legally work out of their homes. Because the next economy will export value with the Internet as one distribution channel, live/work spaces become an essential element for economic growth.

Build transit-oriented development next to the commuter rails, bus lines, and as the last resort, at highway interchanges with high car volume. The commuter rail is extending into South County, so build within a short walk of the trains so people can be regionally mobile without a car.  
Administration of the sustainable tax credit, and the authority to pick projects, would be in the hands of a tribunal, external to government, composed of community leaders: an economist, an urban planner, an ecologist, a preservationist, and finally an integrator that can see the whole.  

To summarize: the historic tax credit was a timely policy. It got results: over three billion dollars in new investment in 18 months!  And some great restored buildings. But, our next challenge is to stand on the shoulder of its success to incent, with tax breaks, what Rhode Islanders need next – sustainability through – denser, greener, villages and urban areas, fewer cars on the road, and more taxable property for our towns and cities. It is time for a sustainable tax credit.
_________

The sustainable tax credit concept was born in a March 2006 among fifty leaders in Providence & Beyond – an inquiry into the future of the city and region, begun in 2004. This cadre of community leaders – city and state planners, artists, activists, developers, architects, builders and community developers – is focused on shaping the future of Providence and the region as a regional place and economy. Robert Leaver is the proposal’s steward. 
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