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Green Infrastructure Benefits for State Legislators 
 
Green infrastructure is an integrated set of strategies that help realize sustainability outcomes in the built 
environment.  Green infrastructure is the deployment of design, materials and methods that uses or 
replicates natural systems to achieve a desired outcome. The green building industry relies on green 
infrastructure to restore and replicate ecological systems that can create benefits we, too, can enjoy. 
 

 When it’s hot, we can rely on green infrastructure to safeguard human health by reducing the urban 
heat island effect. 

 When it rains, we can retain and infiltrate water where it falls with green infrastructure, reducing 
runoff, curtailing pollution, and protecting public health. 

 When we need a dose of nature, we can seek out green infrastructure projects that create habitat, 
enable recreation, decrease stress, reduce crime, and even increase rent premiums. 

 When greenhouse gas emissions are high, we can sequester emissions with green infrastructure 
through plant matter and soil media. 

 
USGBC is committed to transforming the way communities are designed, built and operated by 
harnessing market forces and promoting public policy that drive widespread uptake of green building 
practice.  By wisely deploying green infrastructure, the public and private sectors can reap dividends 
across the Triple Bottom Line: economy, equity, and environment.1 
 

Green Infrastructure Can Save Billions 
 
A 2018 study from Capital E finds that cities can save billions of dollars in the long run from widespread 
implementation of these technologies and strategies.  Green infrastructure can cool cities, generate 
electricity, conserve fuel, reduce fine particulate pollution, cut greenhouse gas emissions, improve air 
quality and health, reduce demands on emergency health care, create jobs, and lessen the strain on 
stormwater systems. Low-income urban areas with fewer trees and poorer air quality stand to gain even 
more from commitment to these technologies. 2, 3 
 
Ultimately, the research also finds, government inaction is far more costly.  State governments can tap 
the benefits of green infrastructure through a variety of policies and programs.  This document is an 
introduction to leading policy practices to harness these benefits and achieve greater sustainability 
outcomes through high-performing buildings and infrastructure. 
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1 For more information on green infrastructure see USGBC’s 2016-2017 article series “Green Infrastructure” 
2 Greg Kats and Keith Glassbrook “Delivering Urban Resilience,” Capital – E, February 2018, 

https://www.usgbc.org/sites/default/files/delivering-urban-resilience-2018.pdf  
3 For a shorter version see “Delivering Urban Resilience: Summary Report”   

https://www.usgbc.org/sites/default/files/green-infrastructure-brief.pdf
https://www.usgbc.org/sites/default/files/delivering-urban-resilience-2018.pdf
https://www.usgbc.org/resources/delivering-urban-resilience-executive-summary


State Policy Ideas | Holistic Approaches to Green Infrastructure 
 
Governments at the local, state, and federal levels have many levers at their disposal to achieve 
sustainability outcomes. 4, 5  The next several pages include targeted, piecemeal examples for advancing 
green infrastructure policies, but first, a look two more comprehensive approaches: 
 

1. Commit Public Lands to Sustainability Standards: 
 
A comprehensive approach to deploying green infrastructure on public property and around public 
facilities is by establishing leadership through the use of the SITES rating system.  
 
Developed through a collaborative, interdisciplinary effort of the American Society of Landscape 
Architects, the Lady Bird Johnson Wildflower Center at the University of Texas at Austin, and the U.S. 
Botanic Garden, SITES is the most comprehensive program for developing sustainable landscapes.  
It offers a systematic, comprehensive rating system designed to define sustainable sites, measure 
their performance and elevate the value of landscapes. Administered by Green Business Certification 
Inc. and existing as a complement to the USGBC’s LEED green building certification program, SITES 
is helps projects plan, design, develop and maintain outdoor spaces to protect and enhance the many 
benefits we derive from healthy, functioning landscapes.6 
 
Example (state): Rhode Island HB 5427 – Became law in 2018 
This bill updates the state’s Green Buildings Act, first adopted in 2009, to also include sustainability 
metrics for real public property between the buildings covered in the original Act – including local 
jurisdictions and public schools.  These standards include LEED for Neighborhood Development, a 
comprehensive sustainability planning framework, and also the SITES certification program. 
 
Example (state) California AB 2475 – Introduced in 2018 
This bill requires the Department of General Services to review the SITES rating system to determine 
appropriate sustainability recommendations for use when installing or renovating a landscape of more 
than 5,000 square feet and adopt regulations consistent with those sustainability recommendations.   
 
Example (federal): U.S. General Services Administration Facilities Standards for the Public Buildings 
Service – Adopted in 2016 
In the U.S. General Services Administration’s (GSA) 2016 Facilities Standards for the Public 
Buildings Service, GSA adopted the SITES program for public buildings and landscapes. GSA stated 
that its “use of the SITES framework allows [their] land-based projects to better protect ecosystems 
and enhance the mosaic of benefits they continuously provide our communities, such as climate 
regulation, carbon storage, and flood mitigation.” The GSA’s leadership on SITES also shows the 
feasibility and importance of adding the certification as a prerequisite, with the federal government 
leading by example.  

 
 
2. Employ Green Building Standards with a Priority on Green Infrastructure: 

 
Green building frameworks like LEED can be a useful tool for governments to work towards adopted 
goals around energy, sustainability, resilience and/or climate change.  An array of federal, state and 
local bodies reference LEED as a core element of their green building policies.7  With LEED v4, 
governments can expect an ever higher performance – along with more flexibility.  This flexibility can 
be harnessed to meet specific project and policy goals, such as green infrastructure. 

                                                 
4 For another USGBC menu of policy options see “Green Schools Menu of Options for State Legislators.” 
5 For more resources on how government officials and policy professionals can leverage policy to improve the built environment see, “Green 
Building and Infrastructure Hub for Policymakers Learning Pathway.” 
6 To further explore how SITES promotes resilience through green infrastructure see USGBC’s Resilience Learning Pathway. 
7 For the full list of 400+ local jurisdictions, 34 states, and 14 federal agencies or departments that reference LEED in their green building policies 
and programs, see USGBC’s Public Policy Library. 

http://www.sustainablesites.org/
http://webserver.rilin.state.ri.us/BillText/BillText17/HouseText17/H5427.pdf
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB2475
https://www.gsa.gov/portal/getMediaData?mediaId=127494
https://www.gsa.gov/portal/getMediaData?mediaId=127494
https://www.usgbc.org/resources/leed-v4-new-benchmark-government-highperformance-green-building
https://www.usgbc.org/resources/green-schools-menu-options-state-legislators
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/green-building-and-infrastructure-hub-policymakers-11544769
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/green-building-and-infrastructure-hub-policymakers-11544769
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/learning-pathway-road-resilience-11313345
http://public-policies.usgbc.org/


 
Example (municipal): Chattanooga, TN’s Water Quality Fee Reduction Program (2009) 
The City of Chattanooga charges all parcels with impermeable surface a Water Quality Fee which is 
added to the property tax bill.  The fee is defined in city code as "a fee assessed to users and 
contributors of flow to the City's stormwater collection, impounding and transportation system."  A fee 
rebate of up to 60% is offered to properties that have earned LEED certification, including 5 credits in 
the rating system’s “Sustainable Sites” credit category, specifically including measures for rainwater 
management control for both quantity and quality. 
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http://www.chattanooga.gov/public-works/44-public-works/707-wq-fee
http://www.chattanooga.gov/public-works/water-quality-program/wq-fees-incentives
http://www.chattanooga.gov/images/citymedia/publicworks/WQ/WQ_Fee/all%20docs/LEED.pdf


1. Cool Roofs 8 
 

Cool roofs have excellent reflectivity and heat management and lead to energy 
savings, improved air quality, and climate change mitigation.  

 
State Policy Examples: 
 
New Jersey: NJ A1355 – Introduced in 2016 
Provides tax credits for certain green buildings and wood utility poles, and requires all roofs to be 
composed of Energy Star products unless solar panels or a green roof is installed. 
 
New York: NY A01916 – Introduced in 2017  
Authorizes the use of cool roofs on new construction or substantially renovated state-owned buildings. 
The act relates to establishing the state green building construction act. 

 
 
2. Green Roofs 9 
 

Green roof technology cools and improves air quality thanks to evapotranspiration. 
 
State Policy Examples: 
 
Minnesota: MN SF316 – Introduced in 2017 
Establishes a Green roof advisory task force consisting of members from state business leaders and 
experts from the University of Minnesota to consider the costs and benefits for a green roof program.   
 
New Jersey: NJ S760 – Introduced in 2016 
Seeks to limit combined sewer overflows by adopting green infrastructure like green roofs. Appropriates 
$5 million for a grant program to encourage green infrastructure.  
 
New York: NY S05652 – Introduced in 2017 
Establishes a green roof installation tax credit in the amount of fifty-five percent of qualified expenditures 
with a credit maximum of five thousand dollars. 
 
New York: NY A07648 – Introduced in 2017  
Requires the state install alternative energy infrastructure on the roofs of all state facilities where 
practicable or on state owned property adjacent to building. 
 
New York: NY A06086 – Introduced in 2017  
Establishes a green walls tax abatement for certain properties in a city of one million or more persons. 
 
New York: NY A11226 – Became law in 2008, NY AB7059 – Updated in 2013  
In larger cities (only NYC meets the size requirement) one can receive a one-year tax credit of up to 
$100,000 (or $4.50 per square foot) for green roof installs that encompass at least 50% of available roof 
space. Law was effective from January 1, 2009 - March 15, 2013.  
 
Pennsylvania: PA HB1181 – Introduced in 2017 
Provides for a green roof tax credit against 25% of the project cost. The green roof must encompass 50% 
of the roof’s space. 

                                                 
8 For more information on cool roofs and cool pavements see a primer by the Global Cool Cities Alliance “A Practical Guide to Cool Roofs and 

Cool Pavements.” 
9 For more learning opportunities on how green roofs and other green infrastructure impact urban resilience see “The Road to Resilience Learning 
Pathway.” 

http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/A1500/1355_R1.HTM
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/A1500/1355_R1.HTM
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A01916&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A01916&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/text.php?number=SF316&version=0&session=ls90&session_year=2017&session_number=0&format=pdf
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/text.php?number=SF316&version=0&session=ls90&session_year=2017&session_number=0&format=pdf
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S1000/760_I1.HTM
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S1000/760_I1.HTM
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=S05652&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#S05652
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=S05652&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#S05652
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A07648&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A07648
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A07648&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A07648
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A06086&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A06086
http://nyassembly.gov/leg/?default_fld=&leg_video=&bn=A11226&term=2007&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=AB7058&term=2013&Actions=Y&Memo=Y&Text=Y
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2017&sessInd=0&billBody=H&billTyp=B&billNbr=1181&pn=1403
http://www.legis.state.pa.us/cfdocs/legis/PN/Public/btCheck.cfm?txtType=PDF&sessYr=2017&sessInd=0&billBody=H&billTyp=B&billNbr=1181&pn=1403
http://www.coolrooftoolkit.org/wp-content/pdfs/CoolRoofToolkit_Primer.pdf
http://www.coolrooftoolkit.org/wp-content/pdfs/CoolRoofToolkit_Primer.pdf
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/learning-pathway-road-resilience-11313345
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/learning-pathway-road-resilience-11313345


Virginia: VA HB1975 – Became law in 2009  
Authorizes cities and counties to offer incentive programs for green roofs. These programs can contain 
tax incentives, permit fee reductions and streamlined approval processes 

 
 

3. Solar Roofs 
 

Solar roof technology produces renewable energy for buildings and provides modest 
cooling effects.  

 
State Policy Examples: 
 
California: CA SB71 – Introduced in 2017 
By 2020, the State Energy Resources Conservation Commission must consider and report back on 
requiring residences to install solar energy regeneration systems. 
 
Georgia: GA HB57 – Became law in 2015 
An act relating to the generation and distribution of electricity generally, so as to provide for financing of 
solar technology by retail electric customers for the generation of electric energy to be used on and by 
property owned or occupied by such customers or to be fed back to the electric service provider. 
 
Massachusetts: MA H3390 – Introduced in 2017 
An act promoting solar-ready construction. Instructs the state board of building regulations and standards 
to report back on new minimum standards on sola panel instillations.  
 
Nevada: NV AB405 – Became law in 2017 
Establishes certain protections for and ensures the rights of a person who uses renewable energy in the 
State and revises provisions governing net metering.  
 
New Jersey: NJ S2276 – Introduced in 2016 
Establishes NJ Solar Energy Study Commission and modifies State's solar renewable energy portfolio 
standards. 
 
New Jersey: NJ S984 – Introduced in 2016 
Establishes "Solar Roof Installation Warranty Program" and transfers $2 million from societal benefits 
charge to initially fund program. 
 
New York: NY A01705 – Introduced in 2017 
Establishes the New York state clean energy tech production program as a self-directed program for 
industrial, commercial and large users in order to stimulate the growth and adoption of more efficient use 
of energy. 
 
Vermont: VT H0359 – Introduced in 2017 
An act relating to allowing a town to regulate solar and wind generation if the town contributes to a fund to 
support renewable energy. 
 
Vermont: VT S0021 – Introduced in 2017 
An act relating to a study on whether to mandate large buildings to install solar panels. 
 
New York: NY A07648 – Introduced in 2017 
An act to amend the public buildings law to require the state to install alternative energy infrastructure on 
the roofs of all state facilities where practicable. 

 

https://lis.virginia.gov/cgi-bin/legp604.exe?091+ful+CHAP0017
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB71
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB71
http://www.legis.ga.gov/legislation/en-US/Display/20152016/HB/57
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/190/H3390
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/190/H3390
https://www.billtrack50.com/BillDetail/860301
https://www.billtrack50.com/BillDetail/860301
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S2500/2276_R1.HTM
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S2500/2276_R1.HTM
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S1000/984_I1.HTM
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/S1000/984_I1.HTM
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A01705&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A01705B
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A01705&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A01705B
https://legislature.vermont.gov/assets/Documents/2018/Docs/BILLS/H-0359/H-0359%20As%20Introduced.pdf
https://legislature.vermont.gov/assets/Documents/2018/Docs/BILLS/H-0359/H-0359%20As%20Introduced.pdf
https://legislature.vermont.gov/assets/Documents/2018/Docs/BILLS/S-0021/S-0021%20As%20Introduced.pdf
https://legislature.vermont.gov/assets/Documents/2018/Docs/BILLS/S-0021/S-0021%20As%20Introduced.pdf
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A07648&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A07648


4. Permeable Pavements 10 
 

Permeable pavements provide ambient cooling, flood control and stormwater 
management, and last longer than conventional paving.  

 
State Policy Examples: 
 
Illinois: IL HB2625 – Introduced in 2017  
An act allowing municipalities to provide a $20 property tax exemption on a square foot basis for 
commercial properties installing permeable pavements.   
 
New Jersey: NJ SB1768 – Introduced in 2018 
This bill requires the Department of Transportation to prioritize green stormwater infrastructure, including 
permeable pavement, in the design, construction, reconstruction and repair of public highways.  
 
New York: NY S05458 – Introduced in 2017  
An act to amend the tax law to provide tax credits for homeowners and business who invest in green 
infrastructure including permeable pavements for fifty percent the cost of construction, not exceeding five 
thousand dollars. 

 
 
5. Reflective / Cool Pavements 11 
 

Reflective pavement technology provides ambient cooling, improving air quality. 
 
State Policy Examples: 
 
California: CA AB296 – Became law 2012 
Encourages the use of reflective paving materials to fight Urban Heat Island Effect. Directs the EPA to 
work with partners to incorporate reflective materials in cities.    

 
 
6. Urban Trees / Urban Forestry 12 
 

Urban trees provide thermal comfort and cooling, improving air quality, managing 
stormwater, sequestering carbon, and releasing oxygen.  

 
State Policy Examples: 
 
California: CA AB1530 – Became law in 2017 
The act authorizes the Department of Forestry and Fire Prevention to implement a program in urban 
forestry to encourage better tree management and planting in urban areas. 
 
California: CA SB5 – Became law in 2017 
Allocates $50 Million to the Department of Forestry and Fire prevention and allows not more than 30% of 
that sum be allocated to urban forestry efforts.  

 

                                                 
10 For more resources on permeable pavements see the American Society of Landscape Architects’ resource, “Using Low – Impact Materials: 

Permeable Surfaces.” 
11 For more information on cool roofs and cool pavements see The Global Cool Cities Alliance primer, “A Practical Guide to Cool Roofs and 

Cool Pavements.” 
12 For more information on the benefits of urban trees see USGBC education course, “Designing Trees into the Urban Landscape & Integrating 
Stormwater.” 

http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/100/HB/10000HB2625.htm
http://www.ilga.gov/legislation/100/HB/10000HB2625.htm
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2018/Bills/S2000/1768_I1.PDF
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=S05458&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#jump_to_Summary
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201120120AB296
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201120120AB296
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB1530
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB1530
http://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180SB5
https://www.asla.org/permeablematerials.aspx
https://www.asla.org/permeablematerials.aspx
http://www.coolrooftoolkit.org/wp-content/pdfs/CoolRoofToolkit_Primer.pdf
http://www.coolrooftoolkit.org/wp-content/pdfs/CoolRoofToolkit_Primer.pdf
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/designing-trees-urban-landscape-integrating-stormwater-management-9885558
https://www.usgbc.org/education/sessions/designing-trees-urban-landscape-integrating-stormwater-management-9885558


7. Studying and Financing Green Infrastructure  
 

Often state’s will study the holistic impacts of green infrastructure before designing a 
policy and allocating funds through innovative financing mechanisms to take 
advantage of the increasing opportunities to install green infrastructure.  

 
State Policy Examples: 
 
New Jersey: NJ A2236 – Introduced in 2016  
Establishes a Solar Equipment Purchase and Installation Program allocating 20 percent to support 
programs designed to reduce electricity demand in urban areas including efforts to address heat island 
effect.  
 
Hawaii: HI HB2545 – Introduced in 2018 
Directs and appropriates funds for the state sustainability coordinator to complete a holistic and 
comprehensive study and plan for green infrastructure opportunities in the State.  
 
Hawaii: HI HB1593 – Introduced in 2018  
Reduces oversight over the green infrastructure loan program to encourage more rapid development of 
loans for green infrastructure for low income residents to take advantage of energy efficient and clean 
energy technology.  
 
Ohio: OH SB112 – Introduced in 2017  
Creates a green infrastructure fund providing financial, technical and administrative assistance for large 
scale green infrastructure improvement projects on public land.  
 
New Jersey: NJ SB1607 – Introduced in 2018 
Establishes a green infrastructure financing program that provides low cost financing for green 
infrastructure projects to New Jersey’s electric and gas public utility customers.  
 
Massachusetts: MA HB1726 – Introduced in 2018 
Establishes the Green Infrastructure Fund to support investments in transportation, resiliency and clean 
energy that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and prepare for climate change impacts.  
 
New York: NY A08270 – Introduced in 2016  
Enacts the New York State climate and community protection act. The bill would create a climate justice 
working group, specifically targeting disadvantaged areas most vulnerable to heat islands. 
 
 
 
For more information on green infrastructure as well as further opportunities for implementing state green 
infrastructure policy, please explore USGBC’s policy/advocacy related articles and resources, and do not 
hesitate to let us know if USGBC can support you in your work.  Email us at publicpolicies@usgbc.org.  
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/A2500/2236_I1.PDF
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2016/Bills/A2500/2236_I1.PDF
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session2018/bills/HB2545_SD1_.HTM
https://www.capitol.hawaii.gov/session2018/bills/HB1593_SD1_.HTM
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/legislation-summary?id=GA132-SB-112
https://www.legislature.ohio.gov/legislation/legislation-summary?id=GA132-SB-112
http://www.njleg.state.nj.us/2018/Bills/S2000/1607_I1.PDF
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/190/H1726
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A08270&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A08270B
http://assembly.state.ny.us/leg/?default_fld=&bn=A08270&term=2017&Summary=Y&Actions=Y&Text=Y&Committee%26nbspVotes=Y&Floor%26nbspVotes=Y#A08270B
https://www.usgbc.org/articles/grid/advocacy-and-policy
https://www.usgbc.org/resources/grid/advocacy-policy
mailto:publicpolicies@usgbc.org

