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Sustainability in the Federal Government: 
The State of Green IT 

By Dr. Ramon Barquin  
 

The last two years have seen an explosion of interest and activity in “green IT” within the 
federal government. More broadly referred to as sustainability, it has opened substantial 
opportunities for consulting and business development that could be pursued, especially for 
business intelligence (BI) practitioners.  
 
Sustainability is a term borrowed from the development economists and ecologists and whose 
common usage stems from the early 1980s. In a much touted United Nations report prepared by 
the Brundtland Commission – named after former Norwegian Prime Minister Gro Harlem 
Brundtland – a new direction was postulated for bringing a level of prosperity to the poorer 
nations of the earth in a way that was both effective in addressing their economic needs while 
being respectful of the environment. The call went out for sustainable development or 
“development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs.” The concept has now spread to many other contexts and 
has resonated significantly in the wake of the climate change debate. 
 
Sustainable or "green" IT means different things to different people, but it has implications for 
the manufacture, management, utilization and disposal of IT. The objective is to minimize 
environmental harm in the process of engaging IT at all levels. If you are a hardware vendor you 
will be expected to be mindful of the environment and reduce the toxic chemicals used in 
manufacturing IT products and to focus on energy efficiency and recycling. If you are a user or 
consumer, sustainability has to do with buying energy-efficient IT equipment, as well as 
managing its power consumption, and enforcing an environmentally safe approach to disposing 
of that equipment at the end of its useful life.  
 
The private sector started to look at green IT some years back after being confronted by many 
statistics compelling responsible corporations to pay attention: Computer emissions are 
“comparable to the level of greenhouse gasses being produced by all the world’s airplanes” (CIO 
Magazine – Why Green IT is Better IT, 28 March 07). Today several impressive success stories 
are making the rounds and give testimony to what can be accomplished. (In last month’s article, 
we reported that in 2007, IBM conserved over 5 million gallons of fuel and avoided more than 
450,000 tons of CO2 emissions.) 
 
Aside from all the high-minded environmental reasons for adopting green IT, business and 
industry have discovered that there are quite substantial cost reductions to be accrued from 
sustainability policies. Energy efficiency in particular means lower utility bills; recycling has 
often meant finding alternate ways of disposing of equipment and adding to its end-of-life value; 
telecommuting can bring substantial savings in office space and other overhead costs. 
 

http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/13177
http://www.cio.com/article/100557/Why_Green_IT_is_Better_IT
http://www.cio.com/article/100557/Why_Green_IT_is_Better_IT
http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/12838
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The Federal government engaged sustainable IT later than the private sector but it has been 
moving quickly to reduce the gap. Here are some important notes on what has happened and the 
identification of resources to assist federal IT managers.  
 
The CIO Council, originally established by Executive Order 13011 (Federal Information 
Technology) and later codified by the E-Government Act of 2002, is the principal interagency 
forum to improve agency practices for the management of information technology. In January 
2009, it formulated six guiding principles (below) in its Transition Guide for Federal CIOs.  

• Empowering the government through information sharing  
• Protecting the networks and systems required to operate in the information age  
• Tapping the power of a collaborative citizenry  
• Leveraging scale-economies and combined expertise to achieve best practices and act as 

an “enterprise”  
• Ensuring the federal government is an “employer of choice”  
• Focusing on environmental responsibility 

As we can see, the last one specifically addresses green IT and provides the following guidance: 

“Reducing our environmental footprint is an imperative both ecologically and financially. Green 
computing is synergistic with best practices such as cloud computing, consolidation of networks, 
collaboration, telework, etc. There is a tremendous opportunity for a positive environment 
impact through the more effective use of information technology.”  

 
The CIO Council also provides some additional pointers on how to “preserve the environment 
while improving service delivery,” among them: 1) moving to the cloud and virtual computing 
environments; 2) advancing mobile computing and enhanced collaboration capabilities; and 3) 
adopting energy efficient best practices. 
 
The press has followed suit and Federal Computer Week, one of the prime IT journals addressing 
the government IT marketplace, now includes “green IT” as one of its hot topics and has a portal 
site dedicated to it.  
 
The Obama Administration has been moving aggressively. On October 5, 2009, the president 
issued an Executive Order mandating a series of environmental measures for Federal agencies. 
These included several specific items focused on IT such as ordering federal data center 
management to be run in an energy efficient manner and requiring agencies to use 
environmentally sound practices when disposing of excess or surplus electronic products. 
Agencies are also told to choose environmentally preferable products such as those certified by 
the Electronic Product Environmental Assessment Tool.  
 
Meanwhile, as interest in green IT grows, the different federal communities are organizing 
around it. The popular social networking site “LinkedIn” now features a Federal Green IT 
Group. If you are a member of LinkedIn, you can join the group. 

http://www.b-eye-network.com/view/13177
http://fcw.com/portals/green-it.aspx
http://fcw.com/Articles/2009/10/07/environmental-executive-order.aspx
http://www.linkedin.com/groupInvitation?groupID=1974241&sharedKey=424749344205
http://www.linkedin.com/groupInvitation?groupID=1974241&sharedKey=424749344205
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The GSA has taken the lead in much of federal sustainable IT. There are a series of GSA 
Environmental Initiatives – Go Green – that are relevant and have a sprinkling of green IT-
related items. These are centered on the “green buildings” concept as it relates to Federal work 
centers, but they are not focused on IT.  
 
What does this all mean for business intelligence and BI practitioners? Green IT has many 
implications for BI, but the first and most important one has to do with measuring its impact. 
What are the key metrics that we must track? If energy efficiency is so important, can we start to 
show how new acquisition or utilization programs are contributing to reducing costs? Or 
decreasing the carbon footprint of the average fed? Or how about just starting to track methods 
of disposal and rating them on some “green” scale? 
 
While there are many dashboards emerging all throughout the Federal IT environment, 
especially encouraged by the new Federal CIO, Vivek Kundra, I have not been able to identify 
one for monitoring and managing “green IT” or even “Federal green buildings.” This may 
provide an opportunity for us to explore. 
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Editor's note: More articles from Dr. Barquin are available in the BeyeNETWORK's 
Government Channel.  
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