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Abstract

The twenty three campuses of the California State University (CSU) 

system represent a significant level of energy use and consumption of 

natural resources. Systemwide, they also represent a vital resource and 

learning opportunity for students ready to address the needs of a 

sustainable future. The CSU system has devoted itself towards wise 

resource use, energy efficiency, environmental education, ecological 

sustainability, as well as continued economic accessibility. This report has 

been compiled as part of an ongoing research effort to document and assess 

sustainability efforts at each of the CSU campuses. Specifically, this report 

addresses sustainability efforts at San Diego State University (SDSU). 

Though several aspects of each campus are rated, this report is not 

intended to be a comparison between each of the individual campuses. 

Instead, it is offered as a case study of progress being made in terms 

of sustainability and each of its different aspects statewide in order to 

evaluate the achievements that have been reached, future plans and goals 

that have been set or are in progress, and to identify the possible causes 

hampering advancement. As such, the completed report will represent a 

comprehensive documentation and analysis of the current state of 

sustainability in the CSU system. These findings may be used in setting 

future goals, redressing any reasons for current setbacks, furthering 
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coordination and exchange of ideas between the CSU schools, and 

identifying models for sustainable growth that may be duplicated at other 

campuses. This analysis incorporates several different metrics in 

recognition of the broad rubric encompassed by the label of sustainability. 

Included in the analysis is an assessment of energy use, natural resources 

use, waste management and solid waste diversion, sustainability related 

curriculum and research, student involvement in promoting sustainability on 

campus, cooperation between stakeholder groups in the development of 

sustainable initiatives on campus, and the level of interaction between 

campuses and the surrounding communities in meeting sustainability goals. 

San Diego State has made advanced progress in many of these areas 

and continues to set ambitious goals for continued progress. Notable efforts 

underway on campus include unique energy generation projects that meet a 

majority of the campuses heating and electrical needs, including high 

efficiency co-generation facilities and several installations of photovoltaic 

cells, ongoing ecological studies and research groups with a diverse range 

of foci and geographical specificity ranging from local environmental studies 

to global climate change research, student run sustainability groups, both 

extracurricular and within student government, ongoing dialog between 

stakeholder groups on campus, and ongoing, long term commitment from 

faculty, staff, and administration to achieve sustainability. The level of 

commitment and long term involvement from faculty, staff, and 
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administration, as well as the level of exchange and interaction ongoing 

between students and other core campus groups is possibly the largest 

reason for many of the successes the campus has achieved  and could serve 

as a model to other institutions as a way to further  facilitate  cooperation in 

meeting sustainability goals.
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General Campus Information

Founded in 1897, San Diego State University is the oldest university in 

the San Diego region. Initially formed as a school for training elementary 

school teachers, it had just 91 students who attended classes in the second 

floor above a drugstore in downtown San Diego. Since that era, San Diego 

State has become the largest university in San Diego and among the largest 

in California ("History of," n.d.). As of  Fall 2008, SDSU has 35,832 students 

in the undergraduate and graduate programs. The undergraduate program 

has 29,831 students and the graduate program has 6,351 students ("At a 

Glance," n.d.). Of the undergraduate student population 5,103 attend part-

time. At the graduate level 2,721 attend part-time ("College Portrait," n.d.). 

In addition to the regular student population, SDSU maintains an extensive 

certificate program in a variety of fields ranging from accounting to 

environmental studies and green building through its College of Extended 

Studies ("Certificates/Degrees," 2008). Each year, more than 45,000 

students take advantage of the programs offered by the college with the last 

year for which data is available being 2002 (Klein, n.d). The average age of 

degree seeking students is 22.2 years old ("At a Glance," n.d.). Fifteen 

percent of undergraduates are over the age of 25 ("College Portrait," n.d.). 

San Diego State is a diverse community. Caucasians make up the 

largest ethic group being 45 percent of the population. The largest minority 
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group on campus is Hispanics at 22% of the population followed by 

Asian/Pacific Islanders at 16%, African Americans at 4%, and American 

Indians at 1%. For 10% of the population the race or ethnicity is not known 

("College Portrait," n.d.). 

There is a total of 1,779 full-time and part-time faculty at SDSU. Nine 

hundred and seventy nine members of the faculty teach full-time. Of tenured 

and probationary faculty, 61.7% is male and 38.3% is female. The largest 

ethnic group among the faculty is Caucasian with a total of 614 members. 

The largest minority group is Asian representing 90 members of the faculty. 

Hispanics are third at 64 members followed by African Americans with 22 

members. Thirteen faculty members declined to state, 4 specifically are 

identified as Filipino, and 3 are Native American ("At a Glance," n.d.). 

The university offers 85 Bachelor's degree programs, 75 Master's 

degree programs, 14 Joint Doctoral programs, and 2 Independent Doctoral 

degrees ("At a Glance," n.d.). Additionally, the university has a large 

professional certificates program offering 47 professional certificates 

including several sustainability oriented programs: Environmental Studies, 

Green Building,  and Renewable Energy. Several Master's programs are 

offered totally online as well ("Certificates/Degrees," 2008).  At the end of 

the 2007-2008 school year 6,679 Bachelor's degree were awarded. The most 

degrees were awarded in Business Administration and Management. The 

second most popular program was the Psychology program with the third 



San Diego State University     7 

being Liberal Arts and Sciences. San Diego State was also the first 

institution to offer a transnational degree, a degree granted among studies 

in the US, Canada, and Mexico. Considered a Carnegie research intensive 

institution, SDSU awarded 1,773 Master's degrees and 46 Doctoral degrees 

at the end of the 2006-2007 academic year ("College Portrait," n.d.). 

Of the nearly 36,000 undergraduate students, 15% live on campus. A 

slight majority of the freshman live on campus with 63% spending their first 

year in campus residence halls, an increase from the previous year ("College 

Portrait," n.d.). Several residence halls are available including co-ed dorms, 

sorority and fraternity housing, single-student apartments, disabled 

housing, and several themed residences such as  Engineering, study 

oriented, and substance-use free. The campus itself, while not centrally 

located in San Diego's downtown, is a largely urban university bordered by 

freeways and dense residential housing. The 283 acre campus is roughly 8 

miles from San Diego's city center and has numerous transport links to the 

diverse regions of the city. 

San Diego State takes pride in several key aspects of its academic 

programs. One is that SDSU is classified as a research intensive 

organization with award winning faculty and top tier research facilities. For 

schools with fewer than 14 doctoral degree programs offered, SDSU is 

ranked number 1 in terms of productivity and since the turn of the century 

its research programs have attracted over a billion dollars in grants and 
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contracts. In the 2009 US News and Word Reports listing of America's best 

colleges, SDSU is ranked as one of the best national universities. Programs 

that are nationally recognized include: Rehabilitation Counseling, Business 

and International Business, Entrepreneurship, and Nursing. 

A second key point of academic pride is the international focus of 

many of its degree programs which it recognizes as a necessary step in 

preparing students for an increasingly global world. Its location makes 

SDSU an ideal gateway for studies in Latin America and regions around the 

Pacific. Nationally, it is ranked as one of the best institutions for students 

studying abroad, and its International Business Program is the largest 

undergraduate internationally focused program  of its kind in the country. It 

has offered the first transnational business degree program with studies 

taking place around the globe as well as the first degree offering combined 

studies at institutions in the US, Canada, and Mexico. Its MBA in Global 

Entrepreneurship is the first of its kind and works in conjunction with 

universities around the globe. Its transdegree programs in the Americas, 

also the first of their kind, have expanded to include programs in Brazil and 

Chile.

A third key point of academic achievement is its involvement with 

community affairs and advancement of social welfare and justice. In 

conjunction with several area high schools, it has developed innovative 

programs to improve academic performance with the promise of college 
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admission. Several of their programs focus on improving education in inner 

city schools and developing more effective educational methods for 

underperforming schools.  Other benefits the school provides the 

surrounding community is a Coastal and Marine Institute on San Diego Bay 

to research environmental problems as well as to educate students and the 

public on environmental issues and also a public broadcasting station for 

both radio and television that ranks as one of the top public broadcasting 

stations in the United States ("Significant Rankings and Distinctions," n.d.). 
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Environmental Policy and Planning

Since the beginning of the 2006 academic school year, San Diego 

State has been working to implement its “Shared Vision” plan, an outline for 

future planning and policy that guides decision making at the university. It 

is a plan that encompasses many different areas: academics and learning, 

research, diversity, commitment to globalism, and resource use.  The plan 

began as a process initiated by campus faculty and staff to help clarify goals 

and initiatives the campus had set, as well as to address emerging concerns 

felt among them. 

The process the development of the “Shared Visions” would follow was 

created by a core group of faculty and staff as well. The first step in 

determining the vision of the campus, was a series of collaborations, 

eighteen in total, among the San Diego State community, including 

students, administrators, faculty, staff, community leaders, business 

leaders, activists, alumni, and many others. Each meeting would generally 

address the concerns of about 50 people each representing their thoughts 

for the future of SDSU and each contributing their expertise. Each meeting 

was also recorded and made easily available online, and comments and 

additional  suggestions were solicited. The final result of this initial phase 

was that over 900 people contributed directly during the meetings, and the 

webpage hosting the recordings and requesting comments received over 
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10,000 views. 

In the spring of 1997, one hundred and thirty one San Diego 

stakeholders came together for a three-day conference to address the 

concerns and desires raised during the public discourse. Their goal was to 

organize the myriad and diverse thoughts that arose during the larger group 

discussions and to identify the critical themes the plan for San Diego State's 

future would need to address. 

They would ultimately decide on nine key issues. Sustainability was 

among them, directly in terms of energy efficiency and indirectly in several 

of the other categories. The nine critical issues identified were: 

academic excellence and research, educating the whole person, 

communication and connectivity, diversity, social justice, international 

interaction, technology, thoughtful approach to resources, and athletics 

("Shared Vision," 1998). Periodically these goals have been revisited and 

progress tracked and updated, the most recent being fall of 2003. Following 

the goals and visions that arose from this plan has led San Diego State to 

pursue and ultimately achieve several of its sustainability goals. 

One of the primary demands under consideration as part of the future 

development of SDSU, has been the expected growth in population of the 

student body. As the demand for college education grows and as the 

population grows, the number of applications to SDSU has consistently 

risen. Last year the number of applications rose 9% to 58,000 applications 
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for 9,300 openings. San Diego State is projecting that enrollment will grow 

approximately 3% annually until it reaches 35,000 full time equivalent 

students (FTES) from the current 25,000 FTES. To meet this expected 

demand, the current master plan for the university implements several 

projects including future student and faculty housing, transportation, 

campus extensions, and several key building projects ("Campus Master 

Plan, n.d.). 

The “Shared Vision” plan also outlines the desire to use resources, 

including human, natural, and financial, efficiently and sustainably.

This has led to improvements in energy efficiency on campus, emergence of 

conservation oriented programs, expansion of recycling programs, and it 

has spurred changes in the procurement policy of the University. 

Similar to the shared “Shared Vision” plan, the mission statement of 

the Contract and Procurement Management (CPM) office has included an 

emphasis on the “promotion and support of environmentally responsible 

policies,” ("Contract & Procurement Management," 2007). This aspect of 

their mission is routinely implemented. On campus the CPM office has 

promoted the CSU “Buy Recycled Program,” and articles on choosing 

products containing post-consumer content have been published in the 

newsletter frequently published by the CPM office. A recent article focused 

on the use of recycled paper, the campus' largest type of waste, and it 

included summaries of recycled papers that had been tested and found to be 
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satisfactory (Raymond, 2007). Additionally, the campus, through its meeting 

of goals set by California for choosing California Certified Small Businesses 

and California Certified Disabled Veteran Business Enterprises in choosing 

companies for contracts with the university, has supported local sustainable 

oriented companies with, for example, its purchase of green cleaning 

products , and the campus chose a green oriented cleaning company to 

prepare its recent trolley station addition for opening ("CPM Sense," 2007), 

("Clean Environments," n.d.).

In addressing its overall impact on the environment as well as 

strategizing ways to reduce that impact, SDSU, its faculty, staff, and 

administration participate in several programs. First, on campus there is a 

University Senate Committee on Sustainability which has signed the 

Academic Senate Sustainability Resolution, and the university participates 

in several key sustainability directed groups. It participates in the 

Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education 

(AASHE), United States Green Building Council (USGBC), and California 

Climate Action Registry (CCAR).

A student group on campus, through the Green Campus Program, also 

performs energy efficiency audits of departments and residence halls in 

addition to promoting general conservation efforts on campus. Green 

Campus is a program sponsored by the Alliance to Save Energy, and it is 

present currently in 12 campuses of both the California State and University 
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of California systems.

San Diego State is not yet a signatory to either the Taillores 

Declaration or the President's Climate Commitment. During a meeting of 

the “Green Lunch” program, which aims to facilitate discourse and 

cooperation between the students and faculty, staff, and administration in 

coordinated efforts to meet sustainability goals, the President's Climate 

Commitment was discussed as many of the students felt that it was 

imperative for President Weber to sign. The rationale given for President 

Weber not signing was that President Weber did not want to commit to an 

agreement without analyzing whether or not the terms could be met. It was 

felt that by approaching the commitment methodically that  the original 

intention of the agreement would be upheld. The committee decided to 

address these concerns and to report back whether it felt the obligations of 

the President's Commitment could realistically be met.
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Sustainability Related COursework, Research, and Extra-Curricular 

Activities

When asked about sustainability related coursework, Geoffrey Chase, 

Dean of Undergraduate Studies, mentioned how difficult this could be to 

determine as whether or not a course could be determined sustainable is 

very qualitative. An example brought up during the discussion was whether 

or not certain types of programs studying global issues of social justice, 

perhaps linked to environmental issues, would be considered, versus classes 

that directly related to sustainability, at least in terms of energy efficiency, 

such as SDSU's green building curriculum (Chase, 2008). Considering this, 

San Diego State's reputation as a research institution, and San Diego State's 

presence abroad, especially in the Americas, its curriculum offers several 

options for studying sustainability and environmental issues. 

As part of its research efforts, San Diego State has several research 

groups that actively monitor and quantify human impacts on the 

environment, regionally and globally. And there are several courses, majors, 

and certificates offered that study environmental issues, social and 

scientific, in particular, with advanced opportunities for students to 

participate in active research and other conservation programs. And though 

the programs dealing specifically with the environment are still relatively 

small, they are said to be growing.
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 Within the selection of majors offered there are several that deal 

specifically with the environment and sustainability and several more that 

include sustainability or other aspects of environmental studies within 

concentrations to the chosen major. 

The Anthropology major is described as “the far-reaching study of 

human beings as both biological and culturally adaptive organisms.” Related 

to the issue of sustainability and the environment, it prepares students for 

public service agencies including the National Park Service and state and 

local governments as well as environmental impact projects.  Though none 

of the courses offered within the department specifically deal with 

environmental topics, at least as judged by their course descriptions, the 

studies of culture and history as it regards human migration and interaction 

with the environment may have several important lessons of sustainability. 

The Biology major offers students more direct experience with nature, 

the environment, and sustainability. The biology program offers courses for 

the preparation of a career with government agencies whose task is 

environmental protection, as conservation ecologist and wildlife technicians, 

and as park managers. Included within the degree are classes offered for 

those seeking an emphasis  on ecology. 

More specifically related to environmental concerns is Environmental 

Science. Within the College of Sciences, “the program offers three 

emphases: ecosystem management, international environmental sciences, 
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and, jointly with the Department of Geography, watershed science.” The 

program is oriented towards the physical environmental sciences, but 

coursework in biology, computer science, geography, and statistics is 

included. The Watershed Science program combines courses of both 

Environmental Science and Geography in conjunction with the Department 

of Geography and in recognition of similarities between the two programs. 

Students within this emphasis take courses in geology, geomorphology, 

hydrology, ecology, and climatology ("General Catalog," 2008). 

Alternatively, within the Social Sciences major, an emphasis on 

Sustainability and Environmental Studies is offered. This degree path is 

intended for students interested in “a broad, sophisticated understanding of 

the many serious environmental issues facing the nation and the world 

today.” Issues it works to help students understand are “wildlife and 

wilderness preservation, land use, biodiversity loss, resource competition, 

global warming and sustainable development in ... political, cultural, and 

social context. As a course of study, it is designed to prepare students for 

careers or further study in environmental research, enforcement activities, 

environmental education, environmental law, social justice, environmental 

journalism, economics, environmental consultation, public health, and many 

others. It includes coursework in lower-division classes of Environmental 

Science and classes in biology, geography, urban planning, and public 

policy, and students are encouraged to design several aspects of their 
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course load. The degree program is also offered as a minor to other fields of 

study for those wanting or requiring an environmental background 

("Sustainability and Environmental Studies," n.d.).

In addition to the curriculum, the college maintains a field stations 

program, in addition to other research centers and institutes, to offer 

students an opportunity for applied learning. The program oversees and 

manages 9,000 acres of  San Diego and Riverside county. San Diego State 

currently has four active field stations: the Sky Oaks Field Station in the 

Chihuahua Valley, the Santa Margarita Ecological Reserve, a 4,464-acre 

reserve located along the Santa Margarita river, Fortuna mountain, a small 

reserve located near campus, and the Tijuana River National Estuarine 

Research Reserve. 

These reserves are unique in that their location is near the rapid 

urbanization of San Diego and is within biological hot spots and so are 

important to studying and understanding habitats under threat and the 

changes that habitat undergoes as society approaches. Research at these 

field station ranges from topics of global warming to regional issues of 

species diversity and ecosystem dynamics. Users of the field stations are 

primarily from the natural sciences, though opportunities are expanding for 

interdisciplinary work ("General Catalog," 2008). As well, the Sky Oaks 

Field Station, following damage due to wildfires, is being renovated as a 

“green” building and as a testbed for sustainable technologies ("Sky Oaks 
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Field Station," n.d.).

The Geography program also offers several other sustainability related 

courses and majors. The curriculum prepares students for work in 

environmental, urban, and regional planning, environmental impact 

assessment, urban planning, and park management. Several emphases are 

offered. An emphasis in Environmental Geography is offered and includes 

more specialized studies in either Environmental Analysis or Environmental 

Policy. 

Within the Geology department courses are offered in Earth Science 

addressing the interconnectedness of the environment as well as the effects 

of humans on the environment. Also offered is a course called Water and the 

Environment, which examines overuse of water resources, urbanization, and 

water pollution. Oceanography is offered as a minor within the Geology 

department, and the college oversees the Coastal and Marine Institute, a 

center for Oceanographic and Marine Science research ("General Catalog," 

2008). The center has several foci of research in addition to serving as a 

hands-on learning facility. Current topics of research include: Coastal GIS, 

which includes topics in coastal resource and watershed management; 

Wetlands Restoration, including ongoing efforts studying wetlands creation 

to analyze the use of constructed wetlands to limit pollution run-off into 

marine resources; Coastal and Marine Ecology, monitoring and 

investigation coastal flora and fauna as well as investigating ecological 
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impacts to the coastal environment and potential mitigation and remediation 

measures; and the Beach Water Quality Center, monitoring beach waters 

for pathogens. The goal of the center is to protect the coastal environment 

and to educate the next generation about issues of scientific research and 

environmental conservation and ecology ("Coastal Waters Laboratory," 

n.d.). 

The Center for Energy Studies (CES) is another research institute at 

SDSU  that addresses environmental topics. It was founded in 1981 with the 

goal of facilitating and supporting research of the study of energy and its 

impacts on society. In particular it has focused on the San Diego region and 

the border regions with Mexico. Its collection of materials and research 

includes topics relating to energy matters pertaining to the city of San 

Diego, as well as energy economics, energy policy and legislation, 

photovoltaics, geothermal, biomass, and other emerging energy 

technologies. As part of its ongoing research CES has completed several 

notable projects: California's first grid-connected solar powered house, 

analysis of energy use in San Diego as well as establishing a plan for future 

energy consumption, analysis of air pollution from heavy trucks entering 

California from Mexico, and studies of the environmental impacts of power 

plants in the Baja California region. It has associated with several key 

groups and commissions dedicated to understanding energy use including 

the California Energy Commission, with whom it complete the solar home 
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project, the San Diego Regional Energy Office, and the Southwest Center 

for Environmental Research and Policy ("Center for Energy Studies," 2003). 

Dr. Alan Sweedler, a partner in the recently formed National Energy Center 

for Sustainable Communities (NECSC) housed at SDSU, and director of the 

CES, has advised the United Nations on energy policy. The NECSC is 

designed to demonstrate energy-saving planning principles and 

technologies that will reduce the energy consumed by neighborhoods and 

cities (Nava, 2006).  

A third major research institute, one jointly sponsored by SDSU and 

the Mexican research group Centro de Investigaciones Biologicas de 

Noroeste, SC. (CIBNOR) with funds from the National Science Foundation, 

is the Global Climate Change in the Americas research group, a member of 

the Pan-American Advanced Studies Institute. This group monitors the 

impacts of climate change on established ecosystems, natural and managed. 

Its major themes for research are changes in the terrestrial landscape due 

to carbon flux, climate feedback and other aspects of climatology, and the 

social and political consideration for both ("Global Climate Change in the 

Americas," n.d.). Dr. Walt Oechel, director of the lab and a San Diego State 

University graduate, was one of the first to provide evidence of 

anthropogenic climate change. Dr. Oechel would late present his findings to 

congress, along with more than 50 other distiguished scientist, to encourage 

efforts to reduce green house gas emissions ("Red, Black, and Green," n.d.).
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 Advanced studies are also available in many of the undergraduate 

degree programs currently offered that have an environmental component. 

Both a Master of Arts and a Master of Sciences is available for both Biology 

and Geography, and a Master of Science degree is offered in Geological 

Sciences. As concentration of areas for research the Biology Master 

program offers research emphasis in areas of ecology, and the Geography 

program offers research opportunities in areas of watershed science. 

Extended studies are also offered at the doctorate level in Ecology and 

Geography ("General Catalog," 2008).

In addition to the regular curriculum, an extensive certificate program 

is available for those wishing to further their education and skill set without 

obtaining a degree. Included are several certificates with an emphasis on 

sustainability: Construction and Energy, Green Building Construction, with 

preparation for LEED accreditation and sustainable construction, 

Renewable Energy and Green Energy Management, recently added, and 

Environmental Studies. With the exception of Environmental Studies, which 

must be obtained through the SDSU open university system, these 

certificates are offered completely through online distance learning 

("Certificate/Degrees," 2008).  

Outside of the classroom are several extracurricular clubs dedicated 

to sustainability, including clubs that have been identified as having played 

a large role in developing sustainable initiatives on campus and have been 
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instrumental in engaging students in a dialog on sustainability. Some of 

these clubs are unique to San Diego State while some are chapters of larger 

organizations present at other campuses as well. There is also a group 

within the student government that is dedicated to promoting green 

programs on campus and within the student body. 

One student led group frequently cited as having been very active in 

promoting sustainability on campus is the Enviro-Business Society or club 

e3 for “ecology, ethics, and economics.” E3 “is a Non-Profit Organization 

[501(c)(3)] and environmental advocacy group at San Diego State 

University. Enviro-business society offers students of all majors a unique 

and beneficial way to make a positive environmental impact on campus, in 

the community and in the business world. E3 promotes modern business 

practices that maximize both profit and a sustainable future. We believe that 

at the core of this revolutionary new business model there are three pillars 

which must always be upheld: ecology, ethics and economics ("Enviro-

Business Society," n.d.).” 

The Enviro-Business society is the largest of the sustainability groups 

on campus. Its efforts to promote sustainability on campus so far have 

included working to implement a future bike lane program, encourage 

bicycle use with a bike crusade program, bring a farmer's market to the 

campus, improve paper recycling and the use of recycled paper on campus, 

promote on campus composting of waste, help pass a student referendum to 
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raise funds for sustainability, and sponsor Earth Day activities that brought 

together conservation oriented groups like the Surfrider foundation, other 

nonprofit organizations, and companies within the green industry with a day 

long festival that included concerts and information booths. 

Its major accomplishments, self identified, are implementing biodiesel 

and composting on campus, a biodiesel reactor that uses waste oil from 

campus shops to create fuel for landscaping equipment, improving recycling 

on campus, a program that started as recycling competitions between 

fraternities and sororities and that in its first contest recycled 6 tons of 

material, increasing bike ridership with a bike crusade to raise awareness of 

alternative transportation and to voice support for campus bike lanes, and 

overall raising student awareness and participation in efforts on campus, an 

example being the Earth Day celebration. The group is unique in that its 

executive members are graded on their performance as part of a class, 

though participation in the group is open to anyone. There are 22 executives 

working as organizers and an estimated 270 due paying members. The 

club's activities are funded by a combination of dues, grants, and 

fundraising. The group receives money from the President's Leadership 

Fund as well as from the Associated Student Government and the Business 

Student Counsel. Additionally, money was raised through corporate 

advertising and charging for booth space at the Earth Day celebration. The 

estimated total funds raised comes to a total of nearly $30,000 dollars. In 
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addition to success on campus, the group has garnered media attention, 

locally and nationally, having been the focus of a television segment on the 

USA cable network. The group's success may be attributed to capable 

advising, able marketing and fundraising, having built a reputation and 

rapport with school administration, and having a core group of students 

committed year round to the endeavors for which they will receive credit 

(anonymous, personal interview, November 13, 2008).

A second active group on campus, and one that is present on several 

campuses, is the Green Campus Program, an internship and membership 

organization for students that recruits students to monitor and reduce 

energy usage at their campuses. Green Campus interns work with university 

officials to create campus specific plans for energy savings. The Green 

Campus group at SDSU was initiated through student involvement with E3. 

Students serve a paid internship and work in raising energy awareness on 

campus and implementing programs to reduce energy use. Green Campus 

also functions as a club for students interested in energy conservation. On 

campus, the Green Campus Group has started a CFL exchange for incoming 

freshman, conducted energy audits of buildings and offices, produced a 

lecture series on energy usage, sponsored residence hall competitions for 

reduced energy usage, and held tabling events on campus to distribute 

energy conservation information. In collaboration with university faculty 

and staff, Green Campus interns at SDSU developed a sustainability seminar 
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to be offered to incoming freshman for their Freshman Success Program, 

and for developing a planned Sustainable Living Community. During an 

interview with Sarah Campbell, a current Green Campus intern, the 

residence hall competition was identified as a particularly successful event 

as it generated automatic and substantially reduced energy usage and the 

effect lasted beyond the initial competition. She also felt that it was a 

program that could propel permanent changes in behavior. Though the 

internships are paid, the interns are limited to working 30 hours per week 

between the three current interns. The group receives additional funds to 

sponsor activities on campus, estimated to be $500 dollars a semester. For 

many of the programs they sponsor on campus the materials are donated, 

for example the CFL light bulbs they exchange for incandescent. These 

activities are funded by the Alliance to Save Energy, a partnership of utility 

companies and the state of California (S. Campbell, personal interview, 

November 14, 2008).

In conjunction with the National, State, and Regional chapters of the 

Association of Environmental Professionals (AEP), a “multidisciplinary, 

professional association dedicated to the promotion of ethical practices, 

technical competency, and professional standards in the environmental 

fields,” SDSU has an active student chapter. “The purposes of this 

organization are to professionally develop our member[s] to consider the 

enhancement, maintenance, and protection of the environment in the 
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environmental field. Additionally, [to] provide opportunities for students to 

network with industry and [to] gain real world experiences from the 

environmental industry.” The club was recently formed with the goal to 

gather student suggestions for greener living on campus, to promote and 

market the green lifestyle, and to prepare student for jobs in the 

environmental industry ("AEP-SDSU Chapter," n.d.). 

On campus the group has helped student with networking events and 

has sought to act as a science based watchdog of other environmentally 

themes groups on campus. As current club president Toni Nguyen 

described, the goal is to “Keep it real.” An example would be monitoring the 

spending of the recently passed sustainability fee, a $20 dollar per semester 

fee students recently passed to help support the greening of campus. A 

voiced concern was that the funds would be missallocated or misspent on 

activities without a directly tangible benefit to the environment. A stated 

example was the Earth Day celebration, which some viewed more as an 

excuse to party than to make serious commitments on campus to 

sustainable living or promoting a sustainable lifestyle. 

The group's current project has been the “Clean Water Alternative 

Project,” a project which encourages students to reuse water bottles by 

having purified water available on campus. The organization has also paired 

students with professionals in job shadowing and has been involved with the 

San Diego Regional Sustainability Council. The club currently receives 
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funding from the school and the regional chapter of the Association of 

Environmental Professionals. From the schools funding for student groups it 

receives $250 dollars a year and from the regional chapter it receives $500 

dollars (T. Nguyen, personal interview, November 13, 2007). 

A fourth group on campus, one dedicated more to the scientific study 

of sustainability, is the Society of Environmental Sciences (SES). The SES 

was also founded just recently, within the last couple of years, and has 

grown to have 20-30 students actively involved. The SES is closely 

associated with the Environmental Sciences program at SDSU. Its activities 

have focused on engaging students in outdoor field work through 

partnerships with local conservation groups, most actively with the San 

Diego River Alliance, as well as organizing environmental science field trips. 

The advisor to the SES club, Dr. Matt Rahn, is also the director of the 

Field Stations Program, and so the club is working to develop program that 

bring students to explore the field stations and learn about the work and 

research happening there. With increased involvement, the club hopes to 

expand these opportunities for students. It is currently limited by a lack of 

funds, most efforts are student funded, and by the ability of students to 

commit the extra time needed to participate in several of its volunteer 

efforts (K. Moreno, personal interview, November 13, 2008).

Within the AS student government of SDSU is a strong commitment to 

sustainability in the Green Love initiative, an advisory committee to student 
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leadership formed in 2007 after the executive board had expressed a 

willingness to embrace greener standards. The group implements best 

practices for sustainability within the student leadership offices and has 

worked to raise awareness among students, faculty, and staff as well as 

commit resources to creating more sustainable buildings on campus. The 

group has set for itself several goals: raise awareness among Associated 

Students, improve operations to meet the highest standards feasible, create 

sustainability awareness across campus, encourage student groups to adopt 

sustainable practices, and assist SDSU in becoming a model university for 

sustainability. 

The group has had several notable accomplishments. It has 

transitioned all AS departments to 100% post consumer recycled paper; it 

identified all appliances in AS facilities not Energy-Star certified for 

eventual replacement; it has conducted energy audits of AS facilities, 

initiated recycled battery use, installed low-flow water fixtures, installed 

energy misers and other measures to limit the energy consumption of 

electronics not in use, and is in the process of replacing incandescent light 

bulbs with CFLs. Additionally, it has compiled sustainable living tips for 

interested students and acts as information source for students wanting to 

be involved with sustainability. 

Its future plans are ambitious and include installing lighting 

occupancy sensor switches, enrolling all AS buildings in the LEED existing 
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buildings program, purchasing carbon credits for travel, installing thermal 

hot water systems, increasing photovoltaic use, incorporating greener 

building materials into existing buildings, developing further recycling 

capability, developing a center for Sustainability and Energy Conservation, 

creating a bike rental program, and developing incentives for staff to 

purchase hybrid vehicles. Additionally, it has published tips for students to 

use in greening their own lives ("Green Love," n.d.).

In order to promote a general campus awareness of environmentalism, 

the Division of Undergraduate Studies, led by Dean Geoffrey Chase, also 

organizes sustainability related projects, lectures, and experiences for 

campus wide participation as well as serves as the most centralized 

resource for access to sustainability information. The division's website, 

http://sustainable.sdsu.edu, promotes upcoming sustainability related 

events, provides links to environmental clubs on campus, promotes 

opportunities for student involvement, links to sustainability in the news, 

publishes features on environmentalism on campus, including descriptions 

of courses offered with an environmental emphasis, and provides other 

general information for those interested in being involved either on campus 

or in the region. It also solicits requests and suggestions from students for 

publication and organizes events on campus including lectures and film 

showings under an effort entitled “The Common Experience,” which aims to 

encourage student involvement and participation in sustainability. Groups it 

http://sustainable.sdsu.edu/
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has brought to campus include Greg Mortensen, the author of “Three Cups 

of Tea,” and Robert Swan, clean energy promoter and developer of the 

Voyage for Cleaner Energy, a global tour by sailboat to deliver lectures on 

alternative forms of energy. The goal of this program, as Lisa Wortman, the 

current content manager of the sustainable website, says, is that “students 

leave with a new sense of sustainability.” The sustainable.sdsu.edu website 

currently appears to be the only centralized source of information for those 

desiring increased information on sustainability related issues easily 

accessible to students (L. Wortman, personel interview, November 14, 

2008).

All of these groups come together in the Senate Sustainability 

committee, a meeting between students, faculty, staff, and administration 

that arose from a previous group called “The Green Lunch Group,” initiated 

by Dean Geoffrey Chase. In his words, “Faculty, students and staff have 

begun to sit down together informally to talk about sustainability and to 

trade stories, and a group that aims to make connections across campus has 

emerged. As the conversations have taken place over the last couple of 

years, energy has grown and the group has become more cohesive.” This 

group helps disseminate information among the different stakeholder 

groups on campus as well as coordinates the many efforts the campus is 

pursuing. A recent meeting agenda includes an AASHE conference report, 

STARS sub committee report, continuing discussion on the President's 
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Climate Commitment, the Enviro-Business society bike lane proposal and 

several  issues raised by AS Green Love: encouraging President Weber to 

sign the President's Climate Commitment, developing a Center for 

Sustainability, converting university departments to recycled paper use, a 

university wide ban on styrofoam, bringing green products to campus, 

developing a sustainability oriented MBA, developing sustainability related 

University Seminars, making SDSU a member of SDRSP, bringing ZipCar to 

campus, and creating parking programs for hybrids and carpools. Finally on 

the agenda was creating a Sustainability Fact Sheet for the campus 

(personal communication).
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Green Building Data

San Diego State currently has one certified green building on campus 

and another in the early phases of being certified. Its first certified green 

building is Manchester Hall which was registered for the LEED Silver Level 

certification in June, 2005 ("CSU System Wide Sustainability," 2008). To 

achieve the certification campus policy was changed to meet the 

requirements of certification. Smoking bans within certain distances of 

buildings were increased ("Minutes: Environment and Safety," 2006). The 

Manchester Hall renovation reflected the CSU Chancellor's office urging to 

have as many buildings as feasible meet silver level standards. A second 

project on campus that is currently in planning, but will seek certification, is 

ECO house, a sustainable living themed student housing complex. 

Additionally, it is the current policy of AS student government at SDSU to 

enroll all SDSU buildings in the LEED EB program.

The first AS building to be enrolled in the LEED EB process, and also 

to seek additional certification for new construction added as part of a 

planned renovation, is the student union building, Aztec Center. The center 

will undergo an expansion and renovation beginning in fall of 2009. It is 

planned that “every effort is being made to ensure green design is 

incorporated in both the renovation and expansion.” The renovation will be 

built to LEED silver certifiable standards, and the addition will seek LEED 

certification ("Aztec Center," n.d.). 
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The other major projects currently planned on campus that will seek 

LEED certification are the renovation of the “Storm-Nasatir” lecture hall's 

structures originally built in 1957, a 132,000-square foot, $28.5 million 

dollar construction project and the new “Plaza Linda Verde,” a $130 million 

dollar mixed-use development project (L. Cooper, personal interview, 

November 14, 2008). 

The Plaza Linda Verde development will include student housing, 

retail outlets, and food services in a transit oriented, pedestrian friendly 

development built with sustainable building practices. It is being built as a 

neighborhood revitalization project and will include housing for 600-700 

upper classmen, 45,000 square feet of retail development with on-site 

parking, an organic foods oriented grocer such as Trader Joe's, Windmill 

Farms, or Whole Foods, as well as sit down restaurants. Construction will 

occur on land the university currently owns and is scheduled to begin in the 

summer of 2011 and to be completed by fall of 2013 ("SDSU announces," 

2008). 

An additional structure on campus that makes an innovative use of 

space is the 20 million dollar parking structure and sport deck that provides 

650,000 square feet of parking and athletic fields. Two levels of parking are 

available and on the top level is a natural turf soccer field used by the 

university's soccer teams. Complete in June of 2000, the project maximizes 

the use of space while meeting two of the pressing demands of the 



San Diego State University     35 

university ("Parking Structure 5," n.d.).

Other physical changes have been made to the campus as well to 

improve resource use. One example is that many area that were grass have 

been replanted with low-water succulent and native plants. Mowable 

acreage was reduced by half from 24 to 12 acres. In conjunction with this, 

other water saving and water resource conservation measures have been 

put in place. Many previously paved areas of campus have been replaced 

with porous pavers to help mitigate storm water runoff, and efficient 

irrigation systems were installed. For these efforts the university won a Best 

Practice Award at the UC/CSU/CC sustainability conference held this year. 

Additionally, low-flow fixtures have been installed throughout campus. A 

result of these efforts has also been decreased costs of maintenance due to 

less labor involved in maintaining property and the longer longevity of the 

porous surfaces. The campus has explored recycled-water reuse but has not 

been able to implement it due to the fact that there is no connection to the 

recycled water system nearby the campus (S. Lincoln, personal interview, 

November 13, 2008).

The campus has initiated several other green features as well. One of 

the first initiatives the campus undertook after the completion of the Shared 

Vision program was to improve public transport links to the university. In 

collaboration with the San Diego Metropolitan Transit System, a trolley 

station was constructed near the center of campus, and discount passes 
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were made available to students. In the beginning of the Fall 2008 semester 

4,609 transit passes were purchased by students, not including individual 

trip passes. This was an increase of 1,609 over the previous year ("SDSU 

Fall 2008 Traffic," 2008). 

Several buildings on campus make use of solar power to meet daily 

operational needs. The largest installed system on campus is the Mission 

Bay Aquatic Center, a partnership between the associated students of both 

San Diego State and University of California San Diego. The 40.7-kw system 

produces 100 percent of the facilities yearly electrical needs, preventing the 

release of 82,000 pounds of of carbon dioxide each year ("California State 

University," 2008).  

The campus also has been a testbed for different types of solar energy, 

heating, and lighting. Solar hybrid lighting was installed in the facilities 

offices as an initial test of the experimental lighting system that uses 

parabolic mirrors and bundles of fiber optics to turn direct sunlight into 

diffuse lighting. When the lighting available from the sun reaches a certain 

point, the already efficient fluorescent lighting is automatically dimmed 10 

percent, generating a savings of approximately 45 percent. Also being 

tested is an advanced solar project to generate hot water as well as 

electricity. The system uses concentrated solar energy to heat composite 

chips of gallium and arsenide. A heat exchange system transfers the heat of 

the chips to the hot water supply and is designed to provide 85 gallons of 
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185 degree water as well as provide 1KW of electricity. The campus has 

continually explored ways to use waste heat in cogeneration systems (Lekas 

2008). 

Several of these systems are scheduled to be operational in the new 

Sky Oaks Field Station. The original was destroyed by wildfire in 2003. The 

new building will make use of energy and resource efficient structurally 

insulated panel construction, and it will also make use of an EdTek, Inc. 

Cogen Solar Energy System ("Sky Oaks," n.d.). Since late 2006, the physical 

plant has also operated a photovoltaic system array that has produced 

137,094 kWh of electricity as of October 2008 ("SDSU Main Campus Solar," 

n.d.). 
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Resource Use, Waste Generation, and Conservation

San Diego State was an early proponent of self generation and energy 

efficiency, being one of the first universities to install cogeneration facilities 

in the state of California. The university initially installed a 3-megawatt 

cogeneration facility in 1985. The program has since been expanded to meet 

100 percent of the campus' electrical, heating, and cooling needs with 

recently installed high efficiency gas cogeneration turbines. The flexibility 

and efficiency of the system allows SDSU to meet its base load need of 6.8 

megawatts as well as peak demands of as high as 13 megawatts. The system 

will help the university meet the growing electricity demands due to rising 

enrollment and increased construction. The heat rate of the original plant 

was 13,000 BTUs/kwh while the new system operates at 10,500 BTUs/kwh. 

It is estimated by Bill Lekas, facilities energy manager and facilitator of the 

cogen system that the system saved the university $4 million dollars in 

reduced energy costs ("Red, Black, and Green," n.d.). 

In addition to ongoing efforts to audit buildings for energy efficiency, 

some energy retrofits have produced significant savings “in the range of 15 

percent in energy usage; parking structure lighting retrofit[s]...dropped 

energy consumption for lighting by 30 percent; and the retrofit of the 

existing marquee off of freeway 8 to a full color LED display...dropped 

demand from a max of 155KW down to roughly 35 KW with an improved 
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visual display and less glare at night.” The university continue to be a 

testbed for energy efficiency and savings, due to its ability to produce its 

own electricity, to closely monitor energy use (Lekas 2008).

The university has instituted several waste diversion measures as well. 

The university operates an on campus recycling center where it accepts all 

recyclables including ink jet cartridges and mixed recyclables. Additionally, 

recyclables collected from the more than 75 bins around campus are 

brought to the center for separating. The center was started with money 

from Allied Waste Services, which operates a Material Recovery Facility 

(MRF) and has generated $12,000 dollars in income since opening. Students 

can redeem recyclables in exchange for certificates that can be used at 

campus shops. Last year 12 tons of recyclable materials were collected. 

More than 50% of campus waste is recycled. The goal of the university is to 

eventually achieve zero waste. In most efforts so far the SDSU program has 

reduced the cost of trash disposal. Some are cost neutral, for example its 

construction demolition, which reuses building materials. The recycling 

program is a single stream recycling program. By reducing the amount of 

garbage picked through increased recycling the university has generated an 

annual savings of $42,847.00 dollars. 

Other recycling and waste diversion program are also offered on 

campus. Landscape waste is transported to composting facilities, which 

together with the university's grass cycling program has diverted 185 tons 



San Diego State University     40 

yearly of waste and generated a savings of approximately $9,000 in reduced 

landfill costs. The food waste diversion program on campus diverted 65 tons 

of waste and has saved 1,365 in landfill costs. Additionally, on campus 

dining facilities participate in a food waste composting program. Food waste 

is collected and disposed of in compacting bins before being transported to 

a nearby composting service. Used cooking oil on campus is turned into 

biodiesel to power landscaping equipment on campus. Other diversion 

programs include an automotive products collection service to divert tires, 

batteries, and automotive fluids from landfill disposal .
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Summary of Findings

San Diego State University is a campus that has set and achieved 

ambitious goals to achieve sustainability and is continuing to advance the 

standard of sustainability on CSU campuses. In particular, SDSU's 

achievements in energy generation, energy use reduction, water resource 

management, student led participation, and research into environmental 

and sustainability related issues have positioned the campus as a leader 

among the CSU system, and understanding the reasons for its success may 

provide models for success at other campuses as the CSU works to meets its 

sustainability goals.   

Reasons for SDSU's success include long term dedication and interest 

from key personnel in facilities, faculty, staff and administration, in 

instituting sustainable measures for energy and resource efficiency, thus 

positioning SDSU as an ideal campus for further experimentation and 

development, having realized gains from previous efforts to create a more 

sustainable campus, having a research base to advance the curriculum of 

learning in sustainability and to inform campus decision makers on 

advanced practices for sustainability, and the interconnectedness of the 

stakeholder groups on campus in addressing, researching, and 

implementing different sustainability solutions. Each of these strategies 

have come together to build a university that continues to think long term 
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about sustainability, to address its energy and resource use as demand 

grows, and to offer students a campus where research in sustainability 

topics occur in conjunction with the testing of different sustainability 

solutions. The involvement of the student body and the efforts designed to 

raise student awareness create the prospect that sustainability on campus 

will be achieved at SDSU through the continued and willing partnership of 

all on campus who care, a demographic which seems to be growing. 

    


