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A. Executive Summary  

In the spring of 2009 and in conjunction with the New York State Governor‟s Green Hospitality & 

Tourism Partnership (the Partnership), NYS Pollution Prevention Institute (NYSP2I) initiated a 

pilot test of a green certification program for the NYS hotel industry, using the Audubon 

International Green Leaf™ Eco-Rating Program as the third party certifier. To this end, the 

“Green Hotel Pilot Project” was created. The project‟s goal was to test a program aimed at 

assisting lodging properties in reducing their environmental footprint and improving their 

competiveness while saving operating costs and increasing revenue by attracting 

environmentally conscious tourists. In addition to the participants demonstrating the certification 

process, they would increase the population of green certified hotels and be featured in green 

tourism marketing. 

 

Working with the Partnership, NYS lodging properties were solicited to apply for participation in 

the project. Applications were received from 79 properties. Of those, 44 properties were 

selected based on criteria set by the Partnership. A total of 42 properties completed the pilot 

project. Using the Audubon International‟s Audubon Green Leaf™ Eco-rating program, each 

property received a rating of 1 to 5 leaves (5 being the highest rating) indicating their level of 

environmental performance. The rating process included completion of a 52-page survey which 

represents the current state of their environmental practices, a site visit by Audubon 

International or NYSP2I for verification of the survey, calculation of the environmental score 

using Green Leaf proprietary software, and a Green Leaf Rating and Recommendation report. 

 

As a result of the ratings, 15 properties (36%) received a Green Leaf rating of 2 while 24 (57%) 

received a rating of 3, and 3 properties (7%) received a 4 leaf rating. None of the participating 

properties received a Green Leaf rating of 1 or 5.   

 

Certification has the potential to enhance New York‟s lodging industry by boosting the tourism 

sector‟s economic and environmental performance in the areas of pollution prevention, water 

conservation, waste reduction, resource conservation and energy efficiency. Stemming from 

Florida and Maine‟s environmental performance tools, NYSP2I developed a metrics collection 

tool to capture environmental measurements and track improvements incorporating occupancy 

rates. The baseline metrics collected in September 2009 will be compared to measurements a 

year after project initiation. This will enable properties to track their performance and target their 

improvement efforts. These metrics will be reported to NYSDEC in the Fall of 2010 to allow for a 
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complete year of metrics collection to recognize fluctuations in occupancy rates and seasonal 

changes. 

 

This report provides a summary of the Green Hotel Pilot Project, including accomplishments, 

challenges and recommendations for the NYS hospitality certification program going forward. 

 

B. Background  

New York State is promoting a green hotel certification program as part of a larger initiative to 

support and market sustainable tourism throughout New York, highlighting the state's diverse 

natural resources as tourism destinations, connecting travelers to green businesses and 

assisting New York's tourism businesses to go green. The New York State Green Hospitality 

and Tourism Partnership (the Partnership) is comprised of the NYS Department of 

Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC), NYS Hospitality & Tourism Association (NYSH&TA), 

NYS Restaurant Association, I Love NY, NYS Department of Agriculture & Markets, NYS 

Department of Labor, NYS Office of Parks & Recreation, NYS Energy Research & Development 

Authority (NYSERDA), and the NYS Pollution Prevention Institute (NYSP2I).  The Partnership 

worked together to initiate the hotel certification program.  

 

Because creating a State-run certification program was not an option in NYS, the Partnership 

decided to pursue a green hotel certification program using third-party organizations. NYSDEC 

staff extensively researched and analyzed green tourism certification programs in existence and 

presented findings to the Partnership. The “Green Hotel Pilot Project” was created to test the 

viability of the third-party approach. 

 

For the purposes of the Pilot, various certification programs were invited to discuss pricing 

options with NYSH&TA. (NYSH&TA is America's oldest lodging association, offering programs 

and services to help add value to their 1,400 members in the hospitality industry and their 

properties. NYSH&TA also protects their members' interests by representing them as their 

legislative voice before state government.) Although the Partnership does not plan exclusive 

recognition of one certification program, one program would be utilized for piloting purposes. 

The Audubon Green Leaf™ Eco-Rating program was selected as it presented the best pricing 

scenario and viable certification process. 
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The New York State Pollution Prevention Institute (NYSP2I) was asked to pilot the program and 

provide feedback to assist the State in determining a direction for the program going forward. As 

such, NYSP2I led and provided funding for the pilot project. The goal of this pilot was to test a 

third-party program aimed at assisting lodging properties in reducing their environmental 

footprint and improving their competiveness while saving operating costs and increasing 

revenue by attracting environmentally conscious tourists. 

 

C. Pilot Project Rating Overview 

I. The Audubon Green LeafTM Eco-Rating Program 

The Audubon Green LeafTM Eco-Rating Program is a three year program, which combines 

environmental awareness and education with best management practices tailored to hotels, 

motels, inns, and Bed & Breakfasts (B&Bs). For purposes of the pilot project, the Eco-Rating 

portion of the program was accelerated. 

 

The rating process was as follows: 
 

1. Participants became a member of the Audubon Green LeafTM Eco-Rating program 
by paying the first year membership fee to Audubon International. 

2. Participants completed the 52 page survey. 

3. GreenLeaf Environmental Communications, Inc. reviewed the survey and prepared 
an environmental performance report recognizing the hoteliers‟ efforts and provided 
suggestions for improvement. 

4. An eco-rating was awarded based on the survey score.  

5. A site visit was conducted by either NYSP2I or Audubon staff to verify and assess 
the participant‟s environmental practices. 

 

Per Green LeafTM Eco-Ratings guidelines, ratings are defined as: 
 

1 Leaf:  Hotel shows they have identified and acted on some environmental best 
practices such as reducing energy and water use. 

2 Leaf:  Hotel has moved beyond basic awareness of environmental issues to a 
commitment to improvement accompanied by good progress in reducing 
impacts of its operations. 

3 Leaf:  Hotel has made excellent progress in adopting industry best practices for 
energy, resource conservation, and pollution prevention in all areas of its 
operations and management and score higher than 50 points. 

4 Leaf:  Hotel is fully implementing best practices and is a leader for initiatives and is 
having exemplary success and score higher than 70 points. 

5 Leaf: Hotel is a world leader in eco-efficiency continually introducing new 
environmental policies and best practices that serve as a goal and target for the 
industry and score higher than 90 points. 
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On behalf of the entire New York State lodging industry, NYSH&TA negotiated a three year 

reduced rate for taking part in the pilot project.  In addition, NYSP2I covered a significant portion 

of the 1st year membership fee for participating properties. These properties will also benefit in 

the 2nd and 3rd years from the negotiated three-year price structure as follows (Table 1): 

 

Hotel Room 
Size 

NYSH&TA 
Negotiated 

cost  

NYSP2I  
1st year 

Contribution 

1st year 
Hotel cost 

2nd year  
Hotel cost 

3rd year 
Hotel Cost 

1-50  $300 $225 $75 $150 $150 

51-100  $425 $300 $125 $220 $220 

101-200 $475 $325 $150 $240 $240 

201+ $700 $475 $225 $350 $350 
Table 1: Audubon International membership 3 year negotiated cost structure 

 

D. Methodology  

I. Project Timeline 
A summary of the project timeline since its initiation is as follows: 

 May 18, 2009 NYSH&TA sends solicitation for applications to the Pilot Project 

 June 30, 2009 Hotel application deadline for request to participate 

 July 1, 2009 Hotels selected by NYS Governor‟s Green Hospitality Partnership 

 July 22, 2009 Deadline to send Survey to the hotels 

 Aug. 12, 2009 Site Verifier Training 

 Sept. 30, 2009  Hotel Survey submission deadline 

 Jan. 29, 2010 NYSP2I assigned site visits completed 

 Feb. 28, 2010 Audubon International assigned site visits completed 

 March 11, 2010 All hotel ratings completed, all site visits completed, all marketing efforts 
completed. 

 April 12, 2010 Re-rating for Earth Day submission deadline 

 April 16, 2010 Project completed 

 June 2010 Final Report Completed 
 

II. Participant Selection 
NYSH&TA‟s participation in this program provided a strong link with the hotel industry. A letter 

was crafted, as shown in Appendix A, to solicit NYSH&TA‟s bank of members to volunteer to 

participate in the Green Hotel Pilot Project. The letter was also emailed to the NYS Tourism 

Promotion Agencies.  Cold-calls, emails, and faxes were also made to non-NYSH&TA member 

properties to gain their interest in the Project. To apply for participation, properties were required 

to complete an online SurveyMonkeyTM questionnaire, prepared by Audubon International, 

providing answers to questions regarding their current environmental efforts, size and location 

of their property. (See Appendix B for questionnaire.)  
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Seventy-nine (79) lodging properties completed the online questionnaire. Despite the economic 

climate that the pilot project was conducted in, the level of participation from the properties is 

particularly compelling. 

 

The goal of the Partnership was to select 4 properties from each of the 11 tourist regions in the 

state for a maximum total of 44 properties that comprised as heterogeneous a group of hotels 

as possible. Each of the 4 slots would be filled based on the properties size. A small property 

has between 1-49 rooms and a small-medium property has 50-99 rooms. A medium-large 

property has 100-199 rooms and a property with 200+ rooms is considered large. The 

Partnership also wanted to include “learners” and “leaders” to get a cross-section of 

environmental performance. “Learners” are classified as properties who according to the 

questionnaire, appeared to be at the beginning phases taking environmental actions. The 

“leaders” were classified as those properties that have policies, procedures or teams in place 

and have been already taking steps to reduce their environmental footprint.  In the event no 

hotel was available to fill a slot, the Partnership moved to the next closest room size category 

and used the facility closest in size to the category with the open slot. The property earned 

points based on the criteria established by the Partnership as follows (Table 2): 

 

Criteria Scoring 

1. Food and beverage yes=1, no=0 

2. Environmental policy yes=4 

3. Environmentally preferable products  yes=2 

4. % energy efficiency lighting  all=2, greater than 50%=1, none= -1 

5. Water efficiency  yes = 2 

6. Towel/linen reuse yes = 2 

7. Recycling in guest rooms yes = 2 

8. Use of pesticides/herbicides  yes = 0, no = 2 

9. Organic/local foods  yes = 2 

10. Staff/room size higher the number = 1 

11. Unique property/characteristics  yes = 1 

12. Property adds to diversity of geography yes = 1 

13. Length of service by management  higher the number = 1 

14. Willingness to be an ambassador  yes = 1 

15. Position of survey respondent higher the number = 1 

Table 2: Participant selection scoring criteria 
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The score was used to indicate whether each property was a “learner” or a “leader” to ensure 

the inclusion of both in as many Tourism Regions and size classes as possible. A higher score 

did not result in a property being selected over one with a lower score, unless that particular 

Tourism Region was missing a “leader”. For questions 10, 13 and 15, properties received 1 

point if they had more rooms, management had been employed for more years and the survey 

score was higher than other properties in the same room size category. Through the selection 

process, every effort was made to select 4 hotels in each of the 11 regions. One hotel was 

originally selected in the Chautauqua-Allegheny Region and one hotel in the New York City 

region was selected but chose not to participate. Three alternative properties were selected as 

replacements based on their contribution to the diversity of the group of Pilot hotels.  

 

NYSP2I notified the selected properties via telephone to congratulate them for being chosen for 

this state-wide project. In addition to the phone call, each participant received a Congratulations 

Letter and was required to complete a Pledge Card (Appendix C), showing their commitment to 

participate in the GreenLeaf™ survey process for a period of three years, and their agreement 

to be an ambassador for the program. They also received an Environmental Performance 

Worksheet (Appendix D) to measure and track their environmental and economic metrics. 

NYSP2I followed-up with the selected properties to ensure the Pledge Card would be returned.  

 

The final list consisted of the following number of properties in each region (Table 3): 

# of Properties Region 

6 Adirondack 

4 Buffalo-Niagara 

5 Capital-Saratoga 

2 Catskill 

4 Central-Leatherstocking 

8 Finger Lakes 

6 Hudson Valley 

2 Long Island 

3 New York City 

3 Thousand Island 

0 Chautauqua-Allegheny 

43 TOTAL 

  Table 3: Number of properties committed for each of the 11 regions of NYS 
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(Note: A few months into the project, one property in the Adirondack region requested to be 

removed from the project due to the health concerns of a key staff member, leaving 42 

properties to participate.) 

 

III. Process for Rating Properties 
Audubon International‟s role was to administer the Audubon Green LeafTM Eco-Rating Program 

and serve as the main point of contact for the properties. They were responsible for 

dissemination of the Audubon Green Leaf™ Eco-Rating Survey and providing assistance with 

the survey via telephone if requested. They were also responsible for collection of membership 

fees from the participating hotels. Scoring of the surveys and assignment of the eco-rating was 

to be provided by Audubon International‟s partner in the Green Leaf Eco-Rating Program, 

GreenLeaf Environmental Communications, Inc. Once the rating was assigned, GreenLeaf was 

responsible for generating a report recognizing current environmental efforts and providing 

recommendations for capital improvements as well as little to no cost improvements. 

 

A verification site visit was required for each hotel. The site visit would take anywhere from 3 to 

6 hours depending on the size of the property and the services provided.  During the visit, the 

verifier(s) would meet with the General Manager or Operations Manager for the property and 

explain the type of information they needed to obtain.  The verifier(s) would then meet with 

department managers and visit all areas of the property including guestrooms (2 at random), 

shipping & receiving, heating and hot water, recycling and solid waste area, offices, conference 

or meeting rooms, kitchen and/or restaurant, laundry, grounds and parking and all other areas 

of the operation to verify the information reported in the survey. Audubon International and 

NYSP2I would share the responsibility for site visits. Regions were assigned as follows: 

 

Audubon International: Adirondacks, Capital-Saratoga, Catskills, Central-Leatherstocking, 
Hudson Valley, Long Island, New York City 

NYSP2I: Finger Lakes, Greater Niagara, Chautauqua-Allegheny, Thousand Islands-Seaway 

 

Audubon International was also responsible for adding each rated property to the Audubon 

International web-site (http://greenleaf.auduboninternational.org) and sending press releases to 

local media and trade publications.   

http://greenleaf.auduboninternational.org/
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IV. Rating Process Execution 
Survey Dissemination 

Audubon International mailed each participant a printed copy of the 52-page Green Leaf Eco-

Rating Survey, which required the hotel to report on environmental management, water use, 

waste, pollution prevention and use and handling of hazardous substances. Shortly thereafter, 

an electronic version was created and distributed. Hotels were able to submit their completed 

survey either electronically or hard copy. Participating properties were asked to complete the 

survey and submit by September 30, 2009. 

 

Training 
GreenLeaf Environmental Communications, Inc. provided a full day, hands-on site audit training 

which included an audit of the Crowne Plaza hotel in Albany, where the training took place. The 

training was initially scheduled for July 22, 2009; however issues with the trainer entering the 

USA from Canada pushed the date to August 12, 2009. The training session consisted of a 

presentation on what to look for as site verifiers when observing the property for the information 

submitted on the survey. After the discussion, attendees walked through the restaurant, kitchen, 

boiler room, pool and fitness area, offices, laundry and viewed several guest rooms. The goal of 

the training was to gain knowledge of critical information to gather during a site visit of the 

participating properties to allow an accurate and credible eco-friendly rating. A number of DEC 

employees and NYSP2I staff attended the training. 

 

Site Visits 
Site visits, often called audits, were an integral part of the pilot program and are intended to 

validate information completed in the survey. In carrying out the site visits, Audubon 

International and NYSP2I took 2 different approaches. Audubon International provided site visits 

after the survey was submitted by the lodging properties and after the rating and 

recommendations were generated based on the standard procedure followed by GreenLeaf 

Environmental and most other third-party certifying organizations. If a site visit reveals that 

inaccurate information was reported on the survey, the property would be re-rated without 

added cost to the property. However, there can be a lag of months between rating and site visits 

as the visits are grouped to reduce associated travel costs.  

 

Because, it is commonly understood that the credibility of analysis (in this case resulting in a 

rating) is dependent upon validated data, NYSP2I conducted site visits after the survey was 

submitted by the lodging properties, but before the rating and recommendations report was 
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generated by GreenLeaf Environmental. This sequencing ensures an accurate initial rating and 

in turn, avoids the potential need to re-rate the properties based on corrections to the 

information provided in the survey.  

 

Both organizations grouped site visits base on geographical location to minimize travel. The 2 

processes followed are shown below in Figure 1: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1: NYSP2I steps taken to award green hotel certification on the left side,  

and Audubon International steps on the right side 

 

Audubon International and NYSP2I developed a comprehensive site verifier guide which was 

essentially a checklist designed to follow the flow of the survey. (See Appendix E) This 

document was completed by the site verifier during the site visit. NYSP2I submitted the guides 

to Audubon International to be included with the surveys when sent to GreenLeaf Environmental 

for scoring purposes.  

 

Across NYS, Audubon visited 27 properties in the Adirondack, Capital-Saratoga, Hudson Valley, 

NYC, Long Island, Central Leatherstocking, and Catskill regions. NYSP2I made site visits to 15 

properties in the Buffalo, Finger Lakes, and Thousand Island regions. NYSP2I completed their 

site visits by January 29, 2010 while Audubon International completed their site visits by 

February 28, 2010.  
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V. Rating and Reports 
Ratings were assigned based on the survey and site verifier guide information received by 

GreenLeaf Environmental to recognize steps the property is currently taking to reduce their 

environmental impact. Each participating property received a rating per Green LeafTM Eco-

Ratings guidelines as defined in Section C above. In addition, a report was created for each 

property which included suggestions as to where the property could place more effort to 

improve their environmental performance. (See Appendix F for a sample report.) 

 

VI. Marketing 
Once rated, each property was listed on the Audubon International web-site 

(http://greenleaf.auduboninternational.org). The names of the properties were also included on 

the NYS Department of Environmental Conservation website in recognition of their participation 

in this pilot project.  The properties receiving a 3 leaf rating or higher were recognized further in 

a listing on the „I LOVE NY‟ website. Also, during the pilot program AAA and Travelocity stepped 

forward and are recognizing the participants in their listings with an environmentally friendly 

icon. 

 

VII. Metrics Collection 
NYSP2I created and distributed an Environmental Performance Worksheet (Appendix E) to all 

participating properties. This worksheet provides metrics to NYSP2I regarding energy and water 

use, along with solid and hazardous waste disposal. It also allows hoteliers to track their 

historical usage and compare it to their current usage and utilize the data from this worksheet as 

a decision making tool for future improvements. The collection of this data is on-going to match 

the 3 years the properties participate in the Green Leaf program.  Reminders and assistance 

from NYSP2I will be provided to the properties in an effort to collect the data over this time 

period and show the effect that any implementation of recommendations had on their 

environmental performance and impact on their bottom line. 

 

Using the Environmental Performance Worksheet, hoteliers are requested to collect baseline 

metrics from 1 year prior to initiation of the pilot program, as well as current metrics during the 

program. Due to the pilot project launch date, the properties‟ baseline data will run September 1, 

2008 through August 31, 2009 and the current metrics data will run through the pilot program 

timeline from September 1, 2009 to August 31, 2010. This time period allows hoteliers to 

capture one year of metrics influenced by seasonal changes and occupancy rates. Without 

considering the occupancy rate it would be unclear if changes in usage or cost are due to 

occupancy or any of the improvements the properties implement. The Environmental 

http://greenleaf.auduboninternational.org/
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Performance Worksheets will continue to be completed by the properties through August 2010 

to provide data for the pilot project time period. 

 

NYSP2I conducted an initial webinar on February 3, 2010 to answer questions concerning the 

Environmental Performance Worksheet and guide the hoteliers through the process towards 

completion.  Golden Arrow Resort, the only 5 Green Leaf Eco-Rated property in the United 

States, conducted a test run of the tool and planned to participate in the webinar but 

unfortunately was unable to attend.  However, they did offer their feedback and hands-on 

experience which was communicated by NYSP2I to the webinar participants.  Another webinar 

is planned before August 2010 to ensure hoteliers continue to complete the worksheets and 

answer any questions that may have developed.  

 

E. Results  

The Green Hotel Pilot Program was scheduled to be completed by March 11, 2010. However, 

the Partnership decided to extend the project in order to accommodate the I Love NY Earth Day 

marketing campaign. Based on the Partnership‟s threshold of 3 leaves to be considered “green”, 

the I Love NY team required a 3 Leaf rating or higher for a listing in their Earth Day campaign. 

Therefore, NYSP2I amended its agreement with Audubon International to extend an opportunity 

for 10 properties just under the 3 leaf threshold to increase their score in time for the campaign. 

As part of this effort, Audubon International contacted all hotel pilot properties with a 2 leaf 

rating that received a minimum raw score of 38% to give them the opportunity to increase their 

rating from a 2 to 3 leaf. This was the percentage deemed close enough to the 3 Leaf threshold 

of 40, whereby properties could reasonably implement a few additional environmental steps 

within the timeframe and move up to the level 3 rating. Audubon International provided the 

properties with the following goals identified by GreenLeaf Environmental as additional steps 

that would boost them to a 3 leaf rating:  

 

 A written and posted Environmental Policy (required),  

 A written Environmental Purchasing Policy (required) 

 Proof of use of a minimum six environmentally preferable products (required) 

 Baseline data provided to NYSERDA for Energy benchmark (optional) 

 

The properties were required to submit documentation to Audubon International proving that the 

additional steps had been completed by April 12, 2010.  Audubon International reviewed the 

documentation from the properties and upon satisfactory approval, the properties were re-rated 
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by GreenLeaf Environmental. Audubon International notified NYSP2I of the properties who 

increased their rating from a 2 to 3 leaf rating. When given the opportunity, six of the ten 

properties succeeded in reaching the 3 leaf rating. 

 

The pilot project was completed on April 16, 2010. Table 4 below displays all participating 

properties and the corresponding Green Leaf Eco-Rating they received.   

Property 
Green Leaf 
Eco-Rating 

 
Property 

Green Leaf 
Eco-Rating 

The Glen Lodge B&B 3  B&B Wellington 3 

Elk Lake Lodge 2  Turtle Dreams 2 

Shaheen's Motel 3  Aurora Inn & E. B Morgan 3 

Holiday Inn 2  Bristol Harbour 2 

Silver Bay YMCA 2  La Tourelle 3 

Asa Ransom 2  Radisson Hotel 2 

Super 8 2  Sheraton Syracuse 3 

Days Inn 2  RIT Inn 3 

Adam's Mark 3  Fox Hill B&B 3 

Saratoga Farmstead 3  The Rhinecliff 3 

74 State 3  Bear Mountain Inn 2 

Hyatt Place Saratoga 3  Ritz Carlton 3 

Gideon Putnam 3  Tarrytown House 2 

Crowne Plaza 3  Mohonk Mtn 4 

The Fairlawn 3  The Stirling House 3 

Glen Falls House 2  Gurney's Inn 2 

Amsterdam Castle 3  Beekman Tower 3 

Berry Hill B&B 3  Westin NY 4 

Holiday Inn Utica 3  Grand Hyatt NY 4 

The Otesaga  2  White Pillars 3 

Best Western Carriage House 3  Capt. Thomson's 2 
Table 4:  Participating hotels and the Green Leaf Eco-Rating they received 
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As shown in Table 5, of the 42 properties, 15 properties (36%) received a Green Leaf rating of 

2, while 24 (57%) received a rating of 3, and 3 properties (7%) received a rating of 4. None of 

the participating properties received a Green Leaf rating of 1 or 5.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5:  Green Leaf ratings 1 through 5 and how many properties received each 

 

Thanks to the efforts of the Partnership and the initiation of this program, within just one year, 

there are now 42 Green Leaf certified hotels in New York State.  

 

F. Pilot Project Findings & Recommendations  

As any pilot project is intended to test and potentially improve the design of a program prior to 

full-scale implementation, the Green Hotel Pilot Project allowed NYSP2I to identify what went 

well and areas for improvement. Pilot Project successes, challenges, and recommendations are 

described below. 

 
I. Communication 
NYSP2I contracted with Audubon International as the third party certification vendor for the pilot 

project. NYSP2I served as the project lead and worked side-by-side with Audubon International 

to execute the project. The ease of communication between Audubon International‟s office and 

NYSP2I made the project run smoothly. Phone and email communications were sufficient but to 

increase real time sharing of information, Audubon International created a file on 

DabbleDB.com. This online database provided a location for Audubon International to share up-

to-date information on each property with NYSDEC and NYSP2I including the hotel name, 

number of rooms, region, contact name, phone number, email address, dates surveys were 

returned, when site visits were scheduled, and the Eco-rating and percentage received.  The 
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Partnership was kept informed of project progress by both NYSP2I and Audubon International 

at monthly Partnership meetings. Using technology to provide real-time information and holding 

regular project update meetings kept the project on track and all relevant parties informed of 

challenges and successes as they arose. 

 

Another success was the webinar conducted by NYSP2I for the properties to provide assistance 

with metrics reporting. Participants were able view the worksheet online and ask questions real-

time. Using this medium, NYSP2I was able to guide the hoteliers through the process towards 

completion. As previously mentioned, in response to the interest from the first webinar, another 

is planned for the end of August 2010. The goal is to ensure hoteliers continue to complete the 

worksheets and provide a forum to ask any questions that may have developed. 

 

During the pilot, NYSP2I staff also attended a series of EPA webinars specific to hospitality 

initiatives and one sponsored by the Northeast Assistance & Pollution Prevention Roundtable. 

These sessions proved to be very informative and provided links to resources which NYSP2I 

staff was able to pass on to the pilot participants. 

 

II. Participant Selection 
When selecting participants for the project, the operating season was not taken into 

consideration. Four hotels operating seasonally created challenges in performing the site visit. 

Although this was not a major issue, it made the site validation visit somewhat difficult. The 

purpose of the site visit is to physically view the administrative operations and rooms.  However, 

when the lodging staff is limited and guest rooms are not being used, many of the items site 

verifiers need to check for were not applicable during the off season. For example, entering into 

a room, the site verifier notes the room temperature, whether the lights are on, and whether the 

curtains are open or closed. Walking into a seasonal property, in some cases, the power and 

water were off. Interview comments were noted on the site verifiers‟ guide and taken into 

consideration by Green Leaf during the scoring. For future site visits to seasonal properties, it is 

recommended to schedule the visit during the working season. 

 

III. Rating Process Sequencing/Site Visits 
Prior to the start of the pilot project, it was anticipated by NYSP2I that properties would over-

report their environmental efforts.  Based on the site visits, some of the survey responses were 

clarified or corrected. However, both NYSP2I and Audubon International discovered that most 

properties under-reported the great things they were doing. Since additional information was 
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collected and considered in the rating process from the site visit, it can be concluded that by 

providing the site visit before the rating and recommendations report according to the process 

NYSP2I followed for the pilot project, this information could be used to ensure the initial rating is 

accurate. (See NYSP2I steps - Figure 1) 

 

The site visits also connect the hoteliers to a face in the certification program. Hoteliers were 

found to be enthusiastic to have the opportunity to show off their environmental efforts. Other 

certification programs that do not provide site visits miss out on this opportunity to increase 

pride in ownership.  

 

IV. Training  
GreenLeaf Environmental Communications provided site verifier training at the Crowne Plaza in 

Albany. As part of the training, a hands-on site audit was performed. Having the opportunity to 

conduct the site audit with the trainer was a great learning experience, including the concept of 

training the eye to look for details. One potential process improvement discovered during this 

training session was the need for a guide or checklist of items to be observed. This would be 

helpful to the verifier and would provide assurance that the site visit was consistent and 

complete for every property. As a result, NYSP2I created a site verifier guide which was used 

for the pilot project by both NYSP2I and Audubon International.  

 

V. The Survey 
The Green Leaf Survey proved to be a challenge for a number of reasons: 1) the survey was 

originally available only in paper form, 2) the length of the 52-page survey, and 3) the format of 

the survey. 

 

In an effort to be environmentally conscience, Audubon International took the initiative of 

transferring the Green Leaf Survey into an electronic format. The transition from using a paper 

copy to an electronic version was the biggest hurdle and created challenges. Several properties 

had difficulty filling in some response fields that were not dedicated writeable fields. Others had 

difficulty saving the file in a proper .doc format. Others had difficulty emailing it back to Audubon 

International since a step was involved beyond clicking a „mail‟ button. This lead both NYSP2I 

and Audubon International to make multiple phone calls to participants to walk them through the 

Save As or Email File process to ensure the surveys were returned.  

 

These difficulties led NYSP2I to create specific instructions which were distributed to hoteliers in 

an effort to avoid continued struggles and participant frustration. Although the instructions 
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helped some properties, it was not useful for others. It was discovered that the problem 

stemmed from the version of Microsoft Word that was being used. Some participants ended up 

printing the file. Some thought they emailed it by clicking the Email button on the form but it was 

not sent from the „outbox‟ box. While others were able to recover a copy from their Sent Folder 

in the email, others were not able to recover the file and had to complete the 52-page survey 

multiple times.  

 

NYSP2I offered assistance to four properties to transfer the hand written version into an 

electronic version, then sent the electronic version to the hotelier for review and instructed them 

to submit it to Audubon International. Although this was extremely time consuming for NYSP2I, 

the service was provided to hoteliers to reduce frustration and encourage continuation with the 

program. Due to this difficulty with the electronic version of the Survey, two properties in the 

Finger Lakes regions had their site visits performed prior to the Survey being reviewed by 

NYSP2I staff.  

 

The second major challenge with the survey was its length. Hoteliers begin the certification 

process with the 52-page survey that for some takes hours to complete. While a comprehensive 

survey such as Audubon International‟s is important, redesigning the survey to capture the 

information in a more concise format would be well-received. One way to accomplish this would 

be to structure the flow of questions differently. The current format divides the questions into 4 

main criteria including, energy efficiency, resource conservation, pollution prevention, and 

environmental management instead of by hotel department (e.g., offices) or area (e.g., guest 

room). For example, the current format causes the hoteliers to move through the property to 

answer questions regarding energy in one area of the property then into another area. As they 

move onto the next topic (e.g., resource conservation) in the survey, they are revisiting areas or 

departments they already visited to answer questions regarding energy. The grouping of these 

criteria is useful for an environmental person but not logical for hoteliers. Based on hoteliers‟ 

feedback, a more effective method of gathering the information is to organize the survey 

questions by each department rather than the current environmental criteria. Questions grouped 

by the area or department allow hoteliers to walk through the property and respond to the 

questions based on the area they are standing in. Besides providing a more user-friendly 

format, this would also reduce repeated questions, thus shortening the survey. 
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VI.  Rating Criteria 

One of the drawbacks of using a third-party verifier was lack of transparency. There are several 

states running their own green hotel certification programs similar to Green Leaf Eco-Rating 

Program. The difference is, the Green Leaf rating process is considered proprietary and does 

not provide a transparent rating system. Lack of transparency caused hesitation for some 

properties that initially showed interest in applying for the pilot project. In fact, a few of the 

properties did not apply because survey questions and scoring criteria were not available. Lack 

of transparency of the questions being asked as well as the weighted significance of each 

question towards the rating can be a deterrent for future participants. 

 

Transparency would also provide hoteliers with a greater understanding and enthusiasm as to 

which steps they could take to achieve the next level rating. In addition, transparent weighting 

and scoring will allow the State to see how the information is evaluated and ensure acceptance 

of the third-party verifier‟s weighting of various environmental parameters. For example, 

regulations regarding chlorine use for pools, use of UV lights for pools and other restrictions 

from the FDA apply in NYS but not in Canada, making some recommendations in the Green 

Leaf report not relevant to US hoteliers. Points are awarded if recommendations are utilized 

however; points are not deducted if they are not implemented. 

 

Furthermore, it was discovered that the Green Leaf level achieved does not incorporate some 

critical factors and upgrades that properties have invested in to reduce environmental impact. 

For example, Green Leaf survey asks if properties purchase environmentally certified products 

or recycled content but does not reflect how many devices that are Energy Star labeled, how 

many products contain recycled content, or how many programmable thermostats are used. 

The survey does consider the percentage of compact fluorescent lighting (CFLs) overall but 

does not expand the philosophy into these other vitally important areas. One out of five Energy 

Star appliances receives the same amount of points as another hotel that has five out of five 

Energy Star appliances or desirable items. The idea of a percentage for CFLs can be expanded 

to the number of appliances that are Energy Star rated and the number of items that contain 

recycled content against the remaining items purchased that don‟t contain it even though it is 

available. 
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G. Conclusion  

Although some modifications are recommended, the Audubon Green Leaf Eco-rating program 

serving as a third-party certifier provided an adequate rating process for a New York State 

green hotel certification program. Audubon Green Leaf is one of many hotel certification 

programs. In determining which third-party rating programs to acknowledge for the New York 

State program, a transparent rating system is recommended. In addition, it was confirmed that 

site visits are an essential component to a credible program. Ideally, the site visits would be 

conducted prior to the rating assignment to ensure accuracy of the initial rating received. In 

addition, to reduce the environmental impact and costs associated with travel, it is suggested 

that the certifier designate a period of enrollment for each region, allowing travel for site visits to 

be clustered and consolidated accordingly. It is also recommended that the State review the 

third-party certifier‟s data collection tool (in this case, Green Leaf‟s survey) to ensure all 

environmental elements are tracked and their measurements and weightings align with the 

state‟s objectives.  

 

As an alternative option, the State may wish to develop their own custom rating system, 

including a transparent survey and scoring methodology. In this case, it is recommended that 

the lessons learned through this pilot project are incorporated into the program. A third party 

vendor could potentially be hired to administer the customized program. However, through this 

pilot project, NYSP2I did not find evidence to dissuade the use of existing green tourism 

certification programs. 

 

H. Future Assistance  

NYSP2I will continue to offer assistance to hoteliers for completing the Environmental 

Performance Worksheet. This worksheet provides metrics to NYSP2I regarding energy and 

water use, and solid and hazardous waste disposal. It allows hoteliers to track baseline usage 

and compare it to current usage and utilize the worksheet as a decision making tool for future 

improvements. The collection of this data is on-going and dependent on NYSDEC funding to 

continue for the 3 years the properties participate in the Green Leaf program. Periodic 

reminders and assistance will be provided to the properties in an effort to collect the data over 

this time period and show the impact of the environmental improvements on their bottom line. 

 

All of the participants of the pilot program asked the question “what can we do next?” After 

obtaining the Green Leaf rating and report of recommendations, properties are anxious and 
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excited to take the next steps and suggestions in the report. However, at times, they are unsure 

of how to implement the recommendations or where to find the types of products needed, such 

as environmentally friend shampoo dispensers, packaging or detergents. They are requesting 

guidance and assistance to aid them through the next phases.  
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Appendix A: 

Letter requesting participants: Page 1 
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Letter requesting participants: Page 2 
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Appendix B 
 

SurveyMonkey
TM

 Questionnaire: 

 
1. Property name 

2. City 

3. Region 

4. Room category (small, small-medium, medium-large, large) 

5. # of rooms 

6. Food & beverage 

7. Does your property have an environmental policy 

8. Does your property purchase environmentally preferable products 

9. Has your property changed over to energy efficient lighting? What percentage has been changed? 

10. Does your property have water conserving appliances (low flow shower heads and low flush toilets)? 

11. Does your property have a towel or sheet re-use program? 

12. Does your property have recycling bins in guest rooms? 

13. Does your property use pesticides or herbicides 

14. Does your property serve organic, locally produced food? 

15. How important is the environmental performance of your facility to you? 

16. Why are you interested in participating in the pilot phase of the Audubon Green Leaf Eco-Rating Program? 
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Appendix C: 

Sample Congratulations Letter: 
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Page 2 of the Congratulations Letter 

Pledge Card: 
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Appendix D: 

Sample of the Environmental Performance Worksheet representing Solid Waste 

Disposal (each tab on the worksheet has been developed for the various environmental 

media; i.e. – water consumed, electric use, fuel use, etc.) 
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Appendix E:  

Site Verifier Guide 
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Site Verifier Guide – Page 2 

 

 



 

 

29 
 

Site Verifier Guide – Page 3 

 



 

 

30 
 

Site Verifier Guide – Page 4 
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Site Verifier Guide – Page 5 
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Site Verifier Guide – Page 6 
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Site Verifier Guide – Page 7 
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Site Verifier Guide – Page 8 
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Appendix F:  

 

Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report - © Audubon International 2010 
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Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report – Page 2 
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Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report – Page 3, 4 
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Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report – Page 5, 6 
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Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report – Page 7, 8 
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Sample of a Green Leaf Eco-Rating Report - Page 9, 10 

 

 


