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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

In early 2015, the City of Coral Gables (“City”) underwent a preliminary assessment of their current level of 

sustainability using the Sustainability Tools for Assessing and Rating Communities (“STAR”) process.  STAR 

is the first national third-party certification program that recognizes sustainable communities and 

provides a tool for evaluating a community’s level of sustainability.  STAR is both a framework and formal 

certification program.  Originally released in October 2012, STAR is intended to provide communities with 

a method for identifying, validating, and supporting the implementation of best practices that improve 

sustainable community conditions.   

 

STAR provides local leaders with a framework for assessing their 

community’s current level of sustainability, setting targets for moving 

forward, and measuring progress along the way.  STAR consists of 7 

main goal areas broken down into 44 objectives, 109 outcome level 

measures, 408 local actions, and 526 indicators to assist local 

governments and communities in more effectively strategizing and 

defining sustainability planning efforts (Figure 1: STAR Evaluation 

Framework).  The STAR goal areas include: Built Environment, Climate 

& Energy, Health & Safety, Natural Systems, Economy & Jobs, 

Education, Arts & Community, Equity & Empowerment, and a bonus 

Innovation & Process goal area.   

 

Because each community addresses sustainability differently, there 

are three (3) levels of STAR subscription: 1) Participating STAR Community; 2) Reporting STAR Community; 

and 3) Leadership STAR Community.  Participating STAR Communities – like the City of Coral Gables – are 

those that conduct a preliminary assessment of their sustainability and establish a “baseline” sustainability 

score.  This introductory level allows the municipality to assess current conditions and set goals and 

priorities for becoming more sustainable after seeing where they currently stand on the sustainability 

continuum.  Conducting a preliminary assessment results in a preliminary score, ranging from 0 to the 

maximum 720 points.  There are four (4) STAR certification levels: 5-STAR Community (600-720 points), 4-

STAR Community (400-599 points), 3-STAR Community (200-399 points), and Reporting STAR Community 

(<200 points).  

 

Results of the preliminary assessment performed for the City revealed a score 

of approximately 323.5 points out of the 720 total points available.  This 

equates to a 3-STAR Community ranking under STAR (Figure 2: Coral Gables 

Preliminary STAR Rating -  

3-Star Community.  Note however that according to STAR, final certified 

scores decrease on average 60-100 points after formal STAR technical staff 

review due to data discrepancies.  Communities then have the opportunity to 

resubmit additional information to address data gaps in an attempt to 

increase their final scores, but it is important to note that preliminary scores 

are higher than final certified scores on average.  Because of the preliminary 

score indicated by this research, if the City ever pursues formal STAR 

certification, it will be critical to ensure accuracy and completeness in all data 

submitted for review.  We believe a 3-Star Community ranking is achievable 

FIGURE 1: STAR EVALUATION FRAMEWORK 

FIGURE 2: CORAL GABLES 

PRELIMINARY STAR RATING -  

3-STAR COMMUNITY 
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should the City decide to become a Reporting STAR Community.  A breakdown of the City’s preliminary 

score by goal area is depicted in Table 1. 

 
TABLE 1: CORAL GABLES PRELIMINARY STAR SCORE BY GOAL AREA 

STAR Goal Area Points Earned Total Points 

Available 

% of Points 

Attained 

Built Environment 38.3 100 38.3% 

Climate & Energy 61.3 100 61.3% 

Economy & Jobs 58.2 100 58.2% 

Education, Arts & Community 43.5 70 62.1% 

Equity & Empowerment 10.5 100 10.5% 

Health & Safety 61.7 100 61.7% 

Natural Systems 40 100 40% 

Innovation & Process Credits 10 50 20% 

TOTAL 323.5 720 44.9% 

 
The City’s preliminary score of 323.5 out of 720 points is high for a community of its size. For comparative 

purposes, the scores of other similar communities across the nation that also received certified scores 

within the 3-STAR Community range were reviewed are illustrated in Table 2.   

 
TABLE 2: NATIONAL BENCHMARK STAR COMMUNITIES AND SCORES 

Community Population STAR Score Date Certified 

Albany, NY 97,000 215.2 6/1/2014 

Woodbridge Township, NJ 99,585 219.5 2/2/2015 

Reading, PA 87,893 234.1 5/4/2015 

Monroe County, FL 76,351 261.4 6/23/2015 

Fayetteville, AR 75,000 271.9 8/10/2014 

El Cerrito, CA 23,549 274.6 5/27/2014 

 

Additionally, other communities within the State of Florida were reviewed for comparative purposes to 

illustrate how the City ranks against other local municipalities. A current status of all other Florida 

municipalities currently pursuing STAR on some level is provided in Table 3. In Florida, Broward and Monroe 

Counties have received STAR Ratings, as has the City of Palm Bay. Sarasota County and the cities of West 

Palm Beach, St. Petersburg and Marathon are in the midst of the certification process. The cities of Bonita 

Springs, Hollywood and the Village of Islamorada are at the same stage as Coral Gables, having completed 

a preliminary community assessment using the STAR framework.   
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TABLE 3: FLORIDA BENCHMARK STAR COMMUNITIES AND SCORES 

Florida Community Population STAR Score STAR Rating Date Certified 

Broward County 1,748,066 436.7 4-STAR Community 2/11/2014 

Monroe County 76,351 261.4 3-STAR Community 6/23/2015 

City of Palm Bay 106,714 222.6 3-STAR Community 5/11/2015 

City of West Palm Beach 100,000 Pending Reporting Community Not yet certified 

Sarasota County 383,664 Pending Reporting Community Not yet certified 

City of St. Petersburg 252,372 Pending Reporting Community Not yet certified 

City of Marathon 8,708 Pending Reporting Community Not yet certified 

Village of Islamorada 6,279 Unreported Participating Community Performed prelim. 

assessment 

City Bonita Springs 46,000 Unreported Participating Community Performed prelim. 

assessment 

City of Hollywood 143,000 Unreported Participating Community Performed prelim. 

assessment 

 

Generally, the City scored highest in the Health & Safety, Education, Arts & Community, and Climate & 

Energy goal areas.  A breakdown of the all the goal areas, with areas of strength and weakness specific to 

the City are provided below.  

 

HEALTH & SAFETY 
This goal area includes initiatives focused on active living, community health, emergency prevention and 

response, food access and nutrition, indoor air quality, and safe communities.  The City scored highest in 

the safe communities, community health and active living subgoals.  With safe communities, the City 

earned points for its low violent crime rate, violence prevention efforts in the community and school 

system, and offender reentry programs.  The City earned points in the community health subgoal for its 

local health system quality, performance with behaviors that impact health, and efforts to conduct health 

assessments and a community health plan.  For active living, the City earned points for its efforts to 

increase the percentage of high school students who are physically active, provision of active recreational 

facilities, and improvements to bicycle and pedestrian amenities community-wide.  Additional efforts that 

the City could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score include: 

 

 Create policies to promote active living within the community; 

 Achieve recognition as a Bicycle Friendly Community or Walk Friendly Community; and 

 Increase efforts to reduce or eliminate toxic pesticides in City-owned buildings.  

 

EDUCATION, ARTS & COMMUNITY 

This goal area includes initiatives focused on arts and culture, community cohesion, educational 

opportunity and attainment, historic preservation, and social and cultural diversity.  The City scored 

highest in the educational opportunity and attainment, historic preservation, and social and cultural 

diversity subgoals. For educational opportunity and attainment, the City earned points for its incremental 

improvement in high school graduation rates and available Head Start and other programs for low-

income students.  For historic preservation, the City earned points for its historic preservation ordinance, 

land use regulations reinforcing community character, and incentives and assistance to rehabilitate and 

preserve historic structures.  With social and cultural diversity, the City earned points for its efforts to 
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celebrate diversity through public events and programs that support the development of strong youth 

leaders.  Additional efforts that the City could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score include: 

 

 Create policies and programs to protect arts and culture and provide public access to existing arts 

and cultural facilities; 

 Increase efforts to support community cohesion through neighborhood plans, advisory groups and a 

staff liaison; and 

 Conduct an assessment of social and cultural diversity and create policies and programs to further 

encourage diversity in the community. 

 

CLIMATE & ENERGY  
This goal area includes climate adaptation, greenhouse gas (“GHG”) mitigation, greening the energy 

supply, industrial sector resource efficiency, resource efficient buildings, resource efficient public 

infrastructure, and waste minimization.  The City gained the most points in the waste minimization 

subgoal, earning points for Miami-Dade County’s progress towards waste reduction by 2050 and waste 

management plan.  Additional efforts that the City could implement to increase its STAR sustainability 

score include: 

 

 Expand recycling programs available within the City  (partially accomplished through this project);   

 Further its efforts to increase sustainability and reduce GHG emissions City-wide (partially 

accomplished through this project); 

 Adopt a climate adaptation plan; 

 Increase efforts to consider current climate science in local government decision-making; 

 Adopt energy efficiency regulations for buildings;  

 Increase regulations and efforts to increase renewable energy into private and public infrastructure 

(through regulations and incentive program); and  

 Increase efforts to set and meet waste reduction targets in the City (partially accomplished through 

this project). 

 

NATURAL SYSTEMS 
This goal area includes initiatives focused on green infrastructure, invasive species, natural resource 

protection, outdoor air quality, water in the environment, and working lands.  The City gained the most 

points in the outdoor air quality and water in the environment subgoals.  For outdoor air quality, the City 

earned points for meeting attainment levels for all criteria air pollutants.  For water in the environment, 

the City earned points for the South Florida Water Management District’s regional water conservation and 

protection efforts and the South Dade Wetlands Restoration Program.  Additional efforts that the City 

could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score include: 

 

 Create a community-wide green infrastructure plan and encourage proactive green infrastructure 

practices; 

 Increase efforts to control, manage and eliminate invasive species within the City; and 

 Increase regulations to protect natural resources, including wetlands and buffers, and incentivize 

long-term land conservation. 

 

BUILT ENVIRONMENT 
This goal area includes initiatives focused on ambient noise and light, community water systems, compact 

and complete communities, housing affordability, infill and redevelopment, public spaces, and 
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transportation choices.  The City gained the most points in the community water systems and public 

spaces subgoals.  In community water systems, the City earned points for its compliance with 

Environmental Protection Agency drinking water standards, policies to conserve water, and water and 

wastewater system improvements.  For public spaces, the City earned points for its Parks and Recreation 

Master Plan and open space requirements established in the City’s Zoning Code.  Additional efforts that 

the City could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score include: 

 

 New policies and increased regulation of ambient light and noise within the City; 

 Develop a comprehensive housing strategy; 

 Create affordable housing incentives to preserve and maintain affordable housing in the City; 

 Adopt a complete streets policy that addresses all users, including pedestrians and cyclists;  

 Increase mileage of sidewalks and striped or buffered bicycle lanes (accomplished through this 

project); and 

 Establish a community-wide bicycle share program. 

 

ECONOMY & JOBS 

This goal area includes business retention and development, green market development, local economy, 

quality jobs and living wages, targeted industry development, and workforce readiness.  The City gained 

the most points in the business retention and development and quality jobs and living wages subgoals.  

For business retention, the City earned credit for its increased annual business sales over time, increased 

employment over time, Economic Development Board, and established Business Improvement District.  

For quality jobs and living wages, the City earned points for increasing its median household income over 

time, family-friendly workplace policies and collective bargaining relationships with public employee labor 

organizations.  Additional efforts that the City could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score 

include: 

 

 Develop policies to increase demand for green buildings and materials; and 

 Implement an environmentally-preferable purchasing program and green purchasing policy within 

the City. 

 

EQUITY & EMPOWERMENT  

This goal area includes civic engagement, civil and human rights, environmental justice, equitable services 

and access, human services, and poverty prevention and alleviation.  The City gained the most points in the 

human services subgoal, earning points for Miami-Dade County’s Community Action and Human Services 

Department programs and outreach activities that are applicable to the City.  Additional efforts that the City 

could implement to increase its STAR sustainability score include: 

 

 Increase efforts to encourage voter turnout and participation and volunteerism within the City; 

 Increase consideration of environmental justice through policies, programs and  outreach; and 

 Adopt and equity plan and equity and social justice policies to promote and encourage diversity. 

 

INNOVATION & PROCESS  

This goal area provides bonus points for a community’s innovative efforts regarding best practices and 

processes (in comprehensive planning, public engagement or codes and ordinances), exemplary 

performance, local innovation or regional priorities.  For the regional priorities, points may be possible for 
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the City because of the County’s climate change, drainage/water quality, and/or transportation initiatives.  

This bonus goal area serves to encourage coordinated regional action on the sustainability issues of greatest 

importance to the region in which the jurisdiction resides, and the City’s formal sign on and participation in 

the regional Southeast Florida Regional Climate Change Compact to address and plan for sea level rise may 

suffice.   

 

While the City’s preliminary STAR score suggests progress in several areas of sustainability, including 

social and economic sustainability, there are many initiatives yet to be implemented by the City.  Within 

each goal area, there is room for the City to continue its commitment to overall community sustainability.  

Continued City commitment, with an increased focus on environmental sustainability, will translate to a 

more sustainable City of Coral Gables and ultimately to a higher STAR rating score.
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