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Kendall Square EcoDistrict Pilot  
This past May, a team of representatives from Kendall Square, including Alexandra Lee from KSA, Michael Owu 
and Dick Amster from MIT, and Susanne Rasmussen and Brian Murphy from the City of Cambridge, attended the 
three-day 2013 EcoDistricts Incubator in Portland, Oregon. During the Incubator the team met with 
sustainability leaders, was trained on the EcoDistricts framework and implementation tools, and drafted a 
strategic roadmap for Kendall Square. Inspired by the potential benefits that the EcoDistricts framework can 
offer this busy, mixed-use neighborhood, we, the team, would like to invite business owners, tenants, and 
property owners of Kendall Square to explore and support the development of a Kendall Square EcoDistrict. We 
hope the KSA will partner with the City of Cambridge and MIT to support an EcoDistrict pilot and to engage 
other stakeholders.   
 

This paper explains what an EcoDistrict is, why Kendall Square is a promising candidate for an EcoDistrict, and 
why you are encouraged to formally support the effort.  
 

What is an EcoDistrict? 
Developed by an organization called EcoDistricts (formerly the Portland Sustainability Institute), an EcoDistrict™ 
is a strategy to accelerate neighborhood sustainability through concrete improvements and innovations. It is 
governed by a group of neighborhood stakeholders who are invested in making their neighborhood more 
sustainable through collective action. Note that sustainability refers not only to environmental outcomes, but 
also to health, community and economic outcomes as well. Improvements to the neighborhood might include 
anything from creating district energy systems to hosting community events to planting trees to improving 
safety at street crossings. 
 

The EcoDistrict framework offers practical steps to guide the process, from organizational development through 
project implementation. One of the first steps is a neighborhood assessment, which allows the stakeholders to 
evaluate the neighborhood per a broad set of sustainability indicators. The EcoDistrict stakeholder group uses 
this assessment to collectively identify and prioritize opportunities that advance the interests of all stakeholders.  
The goal is to create a thriving and healthy neighborhood that is both resource-efficient and resilient—and the 
specific actions to achieve that goal are determined by the EcoDistrict stakeholders through the governance 
structure they establish. 
 

A key belief of EcoDistricts is that neighborhoods are an effective unit for accelerating sustainability—they are 
small enough to innovate quickly but big enough to have a meaningful impact in a larger context. As an 
EcoDistrict pilot, Kendall Square would join a growing number of EcoDistrict projects throughout the United 
States and beyond, from Seattle to Guadalajara. Closer to home is Boston’s Innovation District, established as an 
EcoDistrict in 2012. Portland, Oregon’s Lloyd EcoDistrict is one to watch in particular—like Kendall, it is a 
commercial neighborhood with a large commuter population and a mix of transportation modes.  
 

How this fits with the Community Compact for a Sustainable Future Both the Compact and the EcoDistrict aim 
to advance sustainability in Cambridge, but they approach it at different scales. The Compact takes a broader, 
citywide focus, utilizing partnerships and collaboration to address climate change and other sustainability 
matters across the entire city. The EcoDistrict operates on a fine-tuned, neighborhood scale, recognizing highly 
local conditions and priorities for sustainability—what works well in Kendall Square might not work across the 
whole city. While they are separate initiatives, they are friends: conceptually, the Kendall Square EcoDistrict 
would nest under the Sustainability Compact, and both would benefit from a two-way exchange of information 
and ideas.   
 



Why Kendall Square 
The City of Cambridge, KSA and MIT, each have a direct and mutual interest in the current and future health and 
well-being of the Kendall Square neighborhood. We believe the EcoDistrict framework may prove to be an 
appropriate and effective avenue to continually improve Kendall Square’s health and well-being through 
collective and voluntary actions. Furthermore, we believe that Kendall Square holds distinct advantages and 
opportunities as an EcoDistric pilot. Over the past 30 years, the neighborhood has grown from an austere and 
underutilized commercial district to a bustling, transit-oriented, mixed-use neighborhood that is internationally-
renowned for biotech and other innovation industries. An EcoDistrict naturally fits this dynamic environment, 
building on existing vitality and momentum for change. Those who live and work in Kendall Square have already 
made great strides toward sustainability, particularly by reducing car traffic while increasing development.  
 
But there are still significant opportunities, most notably through energy efficiency and smarter energy systems. 
Kendall Square is a dense neighborhood that hosts important educational, economic and research activities, 
which all require energy. There may be opportunities for innovative energy efficiency solutions that have an 
impact on local energy use, and make Kendall Square a leader in energy efficiency. A district energy assessment 
conducted as part of the EcoDistrict program can further parse energy data and identify possible actions to 
improve this outcome.    
 

Another goal for the Kendall Square EcoDistrict identified during the Incubator is to increase transit capacity. 
Given the neighborhood’s continuing growth and MBTA transit limitations, designing strategies to meet Kendall 
Square’s mobility needs without adding cars to the street is another key element for sustainability. Not only 
does this help reduce emissions, but it promotes a safe, lively, retail-friendly environment. 
 

Finally, there are opportunities to generate more community interaction and use of public space. In addition to 
such “hardware” elements as open space, multimodal street design, and ground-floor retail, the EcoDistrict can 
further engage the public with “software” elements, such as community events and marketing. 
 

Why You Should Become a Stakeholder 
The primary purpose of this letter is to gain the support of the KSA, however we also hope that you will 
encourage the organization you represent to also become a stakeholder in this project. Becoming an EcoDistrict 
stakeholder allows the organization you represent to engage in a two-way dialogue with other EcoDistrict 
participants. Although we identified possible opportunities for improving sustainability in Kendall Square during 
the Incubator, the direction of EcoDistrict efforts is not pre-determined. Instead, the actions taken depend on the 
input of stakeholders.  
 

Being an EcoDistrict stakeholder offers a formal channel for you or your organization to work with the 
EcoDistrict community to voice your concerns, preferences, and ideas regarding sustainable development in 
Kendall Square. The EcoDistrict is not merely a title or end-state goal. It describes an ongoing, democratic 
process of neighborhood improvement and community building that will be strengthened by your participation.  
  
 
 
 
 



Expectations of Stakeholders 
What is most needed right now to create a successful EcoDistrict is early participation from Kendall Square 
stakeholders. We need the KSA’s support in bringing additional stakeholders to the table, to help shape the 
EcoDistrict vision and priorities.  
 

There will be a meeting, tentatively set in October, to begin discussing a strategy for stakeholder engagement 
and organizational logistics. Your attendance at this meeting would be greatly appreciated. Additional 
expectations of stakeholders will be established by the stakeholder group itself as part of the planning process.  
It is likely that stakeholders will need to dedicate some staff time to actively participating in the planning 
process. For example, stakeholders may need to participate in a working group or task force that will address a 
specific assessment area. 
 

How to Get Involved 
You can pledge your interest and participation by contacting any of the current team members. We are happy to 
discuss this project further, and answer any questions you may have. 
 
City of Cambridge  
 

Brian Murphy, Assistant City Manager for Community Development 
bmurphy@cambridgema.gov 
617-349-4611 
 

Bronwyn Cooke, Sustainability Planner 
bcooke@cambridgema.gov 
617-349-4604 
 

Susanne Rasmussen, Director of Environmental and Transportation Planning 
srasmussen@cambridgema.gov 
617-349-4607 
 
Kendall Square Association 
 

Alexandra Lee, Deputy Director 
lee@kendallsq.org 
617-902-0565 
 
MIT  
 

Dick Amster, Director of Facilities, Campus Planning, Engineering, and Construction 
ramster@PLANT.MIT.EDU 
 

Michael Owu, Director of Real Estate, MIT Investment Management Co. 
mowu@mitimco.mit.edu 
 
 
 
No matter your interest level, please provide your email address so that we may keep you apprised of 
developments and request your feedback and participation as necessary. Your information will not be shared.   
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Additional Information about the Kendall Square EcoDistrict 
Since the EcoDistricts Incubator, we have continued to support development of the Kendall Square EcoDistrict 
through a variety of activities. Alexandra Lee and the City of Cambridge staff are serving on the planning 
committee for the 2013 EcoDistricts Summit, to be held in Boston from November 12th through the 14th. This has 
allowed us to form relationships with EcoDistricts staff and with our counterparts in other cities that have or are 
considering an EcoDistrict. 
 
We have also submitted a concept paper to the Barr Foundation, requesting funding for a two-year “proof of 
concept” project that will help launch the EcoDistrict and make it self-sustaining. We also plan to apply for 
designation as a Target City with the EcoDistricts organization, which would mean additional funding as well as 
access to professional support and technical assistance from EcoDistricts and its partners. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 


