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International Ecocity Framework & 

Standards Initiative (IEFS) Workshop, 

Feb 9, 2012 in Vancouver, BC 

The International Ecocity Framework and Standards initiative seeks to provide an innovative 

vision for an ecologically-restorative human civilization as well as a practical methodology for 

assessing and guiding progress towards that goal (see Addendum 1).  

The initiative is sponsored by the BCIT School of Construction and the Environment 

(www.bcit.ca/construction) and is led by Ecocity Builders (www.ecocitybuilders.org) who is 

developing the IEFS in collaboration with a core advisory team and an international panel of 

experts (www.ecocitystandards.org).  There are fifteen conditions that establish the standards, 

and eight levels of performance. The framework helps the city assess its performance relative to 

the standards, with cumulative outcomes that range from unhealthy, through Green City 1, 2, 3 

to Ecocity 1, 2, 3 and finally Gaia.  The Gaia level represents a city that is in perfect alignment 

with the ecological function of its bioregion.  The assumption is that a city that is sustainable 

within its bioregion will also be sustainable in the global ecosphere.  This does not preclude 

trade but does require that trade be managed in a way that no-net negative impacts are incurred 

in either of the participating bio-region s. 

The workshop built on the outcomes of a previous workshop held in Vancouver in 2010.  At that 

time, the original concept of the IEFS was introduced and participants worked on establishing 

the fifteen conditions that now comprise the standards.  Participants also identified the need to 

develop a guiding framework.  

The 2012 workshop presents an opportunity to 

explore how the IEFS can be applied to the 

Vancouver context. Participants reviewed the 

progress made to date, including the first 

attempt by City of Vancouver staff, in 2011, to 

assess their City’s performance using the IEFS 

(see Addendum 2).  Important data gaps in the 

areas of soil fertility and food growing capacity were identified.  Feedback from that first exercise 

is that the IEFS can be used to assess the City’s performance, and the 2011 exercise helped to 

contribute to the ongoing development of ideas for how Vancouver can accelerate towards even 

greener goals.  

 

 

 

http://www.bcit.ca/construction
http://www.ecocitybuilders.org/
http://www.ecocitystandards.org/
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Table 1  

Ecocity Mapping Vancouver 

This table comprised mostly City of 

Vancouver staff along with representatives 

from TransLink and BCIT.  They practiced 

ecocity-mapping their metro area, moving 

from a sprawling urban agglomeration to an 

eco-tropolis, with tightly clustered nodes of 

development interspersed by naturally and 

agriculturally productive green space. They 

identified the region’s major centers, small 

town centers, and neighborhood centers that 

could over time attract more density, are 

connected via public transit, bike and 

greenways, and allow for restoration of 

agricultural land, habitat corridors, urban streams and parks between and around them. The 

participants at this table reflected on climate change and forecasted impacts for the region, 

including along the Fraser River. Transferring development out of community locations that don’t 

make sense to the areas identified for intense complete community development could be 

facilitated by a focus on development along notes and corridors that accommodate transit and 

jobs and connect along major trunks. Participants noted that a lot of this change is likely to 

happen naturally, e.g. given the forecasted challenges pertaining to climate change. 

Table 2 

Bio-Geophysical Conditions of the City and its Bioregion 

This table was facilitated by Sebastian Moffatt, Principal, Consensus Institute and an author of 

Eco-2-Cities.  The discussion focussed on the bio-geophysical conditions for the city as an 

organism.  This includes finding the best ways to track and assess the urban metabolism of air, 

water, food, and material flows both to-and-from the city and its surrounding bio-region as well 

as within the city.  Sebastian Moffatt presented his methodology of analyzing the material flows 

and forms through a Sankey diagram, an 

intuitive and accurate visual tool to measure 

exactly what goes in and what comes out of a 

complex system. Participants agreed that the 

use of flow metrics and tools such as the 

Sankey diagram would be valuable to ecocity 

development. There is also a need for 

simplified variables, especially due to issues of 

data quality. A challenge is that the material flows analysis and Sankey diagrams are good for 

analyzing the city’s current situation, but do not define whether a city is following ecological 

principles of development. 

http://www.ecocitystandards.org/ecocity-level-1-conditions/bio-geo-physical-conditions/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sankey_diagram
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Table 3 

Bio-Geophysical Conditions of the City’s Environment 

This table was co-facilitated by Richard Register and Bill Rees. Although the City of Vancouver’s 

development strategy is heading in the right direction, it is not possible to achieve the bio-

geophysical conditions within the city in the absence of its bioregion.  The City’s intense urban 

development means it is not possible for most people to secure the food and other resources they 

need within the local area.  Therefore, carrying capacity and distance are very important 

concepts. Lifecycle Assessment (LCA) is a tool that can be used to examine trade-offs between 

intensified development and resource dependencies that require trade with regional and 

international partners.  A systemic approach to the analysis is needed, rather than just picking 

arbitrary initiatives or strategies, e.g. renewable, recyclable.   

How might the framework within the IEFS apply? Sometimes the LCA data reveals counter-

intuitive results.  Total cost assessment is needed as the larger framework in which LCA should 

be undertaken.  We would need a combination of lifecycle assessment and economic tools to 

help drive development and consumption patterns in the right direction. Global forces will help 

us move in the direction we want to go. Politicians and others will need to use this to accelerate 

the shift towards sustainability. Many incentives will automatically appear: suburbs will no longer 

be viable.  

It is also important to establish 

benchmarks.  For example, global 

ecological carrying capacity is important 

to know, as well as local carrying 

capacity.  Just because things might look 

good at the local level doesn’t meant that 

it is so globally. Similarly, full-cost 

pricing without substitution (i.e. strong sustainability) is important when assessing carrying 

capacity.  Perhaps we should be considering the relocation of manufacturing (i.e. re-localization).  

We need to focus on what moves through our economy and how to reduce that flow-through.  
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Table 4 

Socio – Cultural – Eco Citizenship 

This table was facilitated by One Earth Initiative's Executive Director Vanessa Timmer.  

Discussion focused on the socio-cultural component of the ecocity — ecocitizens!  

“We all agreed that the best indicator for 

the state of eco-citizenship is the strength of 

the community bond.  While each 

community has their own particular culture 

and customs, common themes revolved 

around food, art, creativity, public spaces, 

education, easy access, and affordable 

housing.”  

It's important to remember that socio-

cultural conditions are very much 

interrelated with physical conditions.  For 

example, it's hard to engage with your 

community when there are no pedestrian areas and public spaces, but how do you get support for 

such infrastructure changes when everyone is used to driving their cars from their jobs to their 

garages?  The answer is that you have to have temporary trials to show how much more fun and 

fulfilling life can be in closer contact with your neighbors.  Convert one parking spot into a 

parklet and people will understand what it means to hang out in the street.  Close down a street 

for a day and business owners will realize that it brings more people into their stores. In order to 

build growing eco-citizenship, changing physical spaces has to go hand-in-hand with changing 

mental spaces. 

- Build community through architecture, planning and art that incorporates an element of 

surprise, special events, festivals and community events, create places where children 

can play (if people see it they will want more)  

- Making the connection to place through history, culture. Planners and architects can 

engage people in the streets spontaneously as part of a community event. 

- Enforceable design needs to be considered in light of relevance within the community – 

note one shoe fits all; adapt to different challenges 

- Leadership and role models are needed across the board (e.g., economic, business, 

academic, political)  

- Trust in indicators – e.g., Gross National Happiness indicators. Indicator qualities: 

credible, integrity, legitimacy. Need to capture interest by mainstream, not just more 

talking to converted. 

- Education – alert to principles and concepts – integrate with schools 

- How do we create affordable housing to support this? 

 

http://oneearthweb.org/
http://www.ecocitystandards.org/ecocity-level-1-conditions/socio-cultural-features/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parklet
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Table 5  

Assessment Metrics 

This table was tasked with evaluating how the City of 

Vancouver — which has done an initial data search based 

on the 15 IEFS conditions (see Addendum 2) had fared in 

its assessment so far. An important learning from the 

City’s early engagement in the IEFS is addressing the gaps 

as well as new insights that could be shared with other 

cities in the region.  For example, data about soil fertility 

within the City is not well understood.  

Economy-Ecology linkages are important. How could we make the relationship friendlier? We also 

need a way to measure and verify these factors. Perhaps we need to borrow some of the ideas 

currently brought forth by the economy? 
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ADDENDUM 1 – Annual Report to BCIT-SOCE 2012
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ADDENDUM 2 – Vancouver IEFS Assessment
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