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Report of the University Council on  
Environmental Sustainability 

 
 
 On November, 16, 2007, President Seligman established the University 
Council on Environmental Sustainability, writing in an open letter to the University 
of Rochester community that “. . . few issues present a more global challenge 
than environmental sustainability,” and, “what I ultimately seek are principles 
and initiatives that will both make the University of Rochester a leader in 
environmental sustainability and be well harmonized with our ongoing strategic 
planning initiatives.”  
 
 In preparation for the Council, the President commissioned the 
Sustainability Task Force in spring 2007, to inventory existing UR programs 
addressing environmental sustainability, and to recommend strategies that 
particularly focused on university operations. The Task Force report catalogued 
the University’s environmental sustainability initiatives going back to the 1980s, 
and proposed a systematic approach for the future, articulating a Statement of 
Commitment and Environmental Sustainability Principles and identifying specific 
initiatives in the areas of: energy, waste management and recycling, purchasing 
and business practices, land use and building design and construction, 
transportation and parking, and dining services.  
 
 The formation of the Council represents President Seligman’s intent to 
expand the conversation about sustainability, cast it University-wide, and 
encompass research and academics.  Its members include three trustees, the 
provost, the senior vice president for finance and administration, the senior 
academic dean of each of the six schools, faculty from throughout the 
University, student leadership, and members of the development and 
communications offices. The President provided the Council a three-fold 
charge: 
 

1. Develop a proposed University-wide vision for environmental  
sustainability that also addresses academic and research initiatives. 

2. Review the Task Force’s 25 initiatives and make recommendations 
regarding their implementation and sequencing. 

3. Endorse or modify the Task Force’s proposed Principles, based on its  
consideration of research and academic proposals.    
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The Council began its deliberations in December, 2007, organized into 
two working groups: Operations, charged with conducting cost analysis and 
establishing implementation priorities for the 25 Task Force initiatives; and 
Academic Vision, assigned to summarize best practices in sustainability at other 
educational institutions, conduct a preliminary survey of existing research and 
curricular activities in sustainability at the UR, and propose a draft of a university 
sustainability vision and action principles. A third working group, Sustainability 
Communications, was added in January, comprised of Council members and 
professional staff from University Communications, and charged with developing 
online and print media.  
 The outcome of the Council’s work, represented in detail in the enclosed 
pages, corresponds with the three-part charge and includes the 
communications initiative:  
 

1. A refined and prioritized list of the 25 operations initiatives in the  
Sustainability Task Force’s report, detailed here in Appendix A, along 
with three  recommendations: to implement the initiatives within a 
prescribed timeframe; to establish targets and develop metrics for 
gauging progress on current and future initiatives University-wide; and 
to link operational initiatives to academic programs through faculty 
supervised projects.  
 

2. A provisional vision for sustainability, providing a starting point for a 
longer-term, University-wide conversation, to result in an integrated 
roadmap for sustainability at the University of Rochester.  

 
3. Endorsement and modification of the 12 principles-based actions in 

the Sustainability Task Force report, adding nine more, most 
prominently the creation of a Sustainability Council to provide 
integrated advice on all aspects of sustainability: operations, research, 
curriculum, and community.  

 
4. A sustainability page on the UR website, as step one in a coordinated 

sustainability communications program, recommended by both the 
Sustainability Task Force and the Council’s Academic Vision working 
group, and launched at the end of January, 2008: 
http://www.rochester.edu/sustainability/overview.html 
 

 
The University of Rochester has a well-established record of commitment 

to sustainability in operations and development and was, notably, a 2006 
recipient of the United States Environmental Protection Agency’s Region 2 
Environmental Quality Award. Likewise, sustainability is percolating actively in 
academics at the University via two undergraduate degrees, a proposed 
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cluster, many related courses, a diversity of faculty across schools and 
departments with academic interests in sustainability and students engaged in 
research, symposia, curricular proposals and website development.  

 
While to date these efforts have been disparate and sometimes isolated, 

they are consistently excellent. In articulating a cohesive vision, and creating a 
vehicle for integration and communication, the Council believes the University 
of Rochester will be recognized as an academic leader in environmental 
sustainability.  
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Charge #1   Propose a Vision for Sustainability for the University of 
Rochester 
 

We propose that the following be the starting point for a University-wide 
conversation regarding sustainability at the University of Rochester: 

 

Few issues present a more global challenge than sustainably “meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to 
meet their own needs." 1  The University of Rochester aims to be a leader in 
promoting a sustainable society through our academic, educational, patient 
care and health programs, in the operation of our campuses and facilities, and 
in our interactions with the larger community of which we are a part.    

 

Mission as a Research University  

Our mission is to pursue research and promote education and, through 
these often multidisciplinary activities, to increase understanding of 
sustainable development in local, national, and global communities.  

Operational Stewardship 

We are committed to sustainable development and operating practices 
through the responsible management of building design, construction, 
and renovation, landscape practices, energy use, water and waste 
management, emissions, transportation, and procurement, within a 
framework of regulatory compliance and fiscal prudence.   

Community Responsibility 

As a major employer and home to the premier medical research 
institution and health care provider in upstate New York, the University of 
Rochester has a special responsibility to promote sustainability in its 
research, curricular, clinical, and outreach efforts and to play a proactive 
and collaborative role in contributing to an environmentally healthy 
community.   

 

 

                                                 
1 The Brundtland Report, (United Nations) 1987 
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Charge #2  Review and Recommend Implementation and 
Sequencing of the Sustainability Task Force Initiatives 
 
The Council has reviewed the 25 operational sustainability initiatives articulated 
in the 
Sustainability Task Force report and determined priorities for implementation.  
 

1.) After further consultation within the task force, including analysis of 
budget implications, we assigned priorities based on the following 
timeframe for implementation.  

 
1 Already done or will do within 12 months; 
2 Will do within 24 months; 
3 Will do beyond 24 months. 
 

We recommend pursuing each initiative as indicated on the schedule 
attached in Appendix A.   

 
2) We recommend that targets be established and metrics developed 

and implemented to monitor the impact of each of these and future 
initiatives, particularly with respect to environmental benefits.  These 
can be used to inform members of the University community of the 
progress being made in our sustainability programs.  The information 
will also assist decision making at the departmental and individual 
level.  For example, individuals should be made aware of the salutary 
effects of using Energy Star equipment, turning off electronic devices, 
adjusting thermostats, etc.  There is eagerness within the University 
community to have such information.   

 
Beyond the measurement of individual initiatives, targets should be 
established and metrics developed for the University’s overall progress 
in its campus-wide sustainability programs.  Performance measures 
should take into consideration widely accepted national standards as 
well as current information from peer institutions and other 
organizations. 

 
3) We recommend linking operational initiatives to academic programs 

by engaging students in projects under faculty supervision.  A current 
example is the Envirofootprint course taught by Katrina Korfmacher, 
Ben Ebenhack, Jack Fraser, and Maryann McCabe.  Students receive 
suggestions for projects that would be useful to operations and are 
encouraged to contact Richard Pifer, Associate Vice President for 
University Facilities and Services, if interested to pursue them. 
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Charge #3  Endorse or Modify the Task Force on Sustainability 
Principles 
 
The Council endorses the Task Force on Sustainability’s Statement of 
Commitment, including it in full in the Operational Stewardship statement 
of the proposed UR Vision for Sustainability. We also endorse the twelve 
principles for action enumerated with the statement, recognizing that 
they provide specific direction for realizing the commitment in a coherent 
way, in operations throughout the University (see Appendix B). 
 
We believe that to build on the University’s framework for sustainability 
initiatives in operations and facilities, we should establish ongoing 
leadership in the academic arena to bring the numerous excellent but 
often isolated research, teaching, and student initiatives into a more 
cohesive and synergistic whole.  
 
We recommend modifying the Task Force’s guiding principles by adding 
nine strategic actions to include academics in the commitment, and 
result in an integrated roadmap for sustainability at the University of 
Rochester.  
 
Recommendations:  
 

1.) Create a University Council on Sustainability, reporting to and 
supported by the Provost. This group would provide integrated 
advice on all matters related to sustainability: research, 
curriculum, campus operations, and community. Depending on 
its recommendations and implementation timeframe, this group 
may become a standing body, with resources as needed, 
responsible for ensuring continued progress.  

 
We recommend that the Council’s initial task be to: 
 

2.) Engage the University community in campus-wide development 
of a fully articulated vision for sustainability, in research, 
curriculum, campus operations and community, that builds on 
existing initiatives and strengths and is consonant with the 
University’s Strategic Plan.  

 
 
The Council should then: 
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3.) Develop a plan to insure that all members of the University 
community gain some understanding of the complexities of 
sustainability through a variety of mechanisms that might include 
seminars, workshops, conferences, project work, and community 
outreach in addition to coursework and research. 

 
 

4.) Articulate mechanisms by which the University can facilitate and 
support sustainability-related research, throughout its schools, 
departments, and other units, and promote integration of 
sustainability efforts related to campus, curriculum, and 
community. 

 
5.) Develop an annual “State of Sustainability at UR” report, to be 

presented to the Faculty Senate and the wider community, on 
the progress of sustainability efforts in the University as a whole, 
based on targets against which we assess our performance, and 
covering academic matters, medical institutions, campus 
operations, and community.  

 
6.) Recommend whether the University, currently a member of the 

American Association for Sustainability in Higher Education, 
should join any of the other associations related to sustainability 
in higher education, such as the President’s Climate 
Commitment or the National Council on Science and the 
Environment. 
 

7.) Consider whether, and if so, when and what, external review 
might better guide our efforts. 

 
8.) Establish and ensure ongoing maintenance of a comprehensive 

catalogue of sustainability initiatives at the University and 
develop a web site and other communications media and 
outreach programs to raise the University’s sustainability profile. 

 
9.) Consult as appropriate with the broader University community, 

including students, faculty, staff, administration, trustees, and 
surrounding community members and leaders. 
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