
The term “sustainability” was coined by the 

Brundtland Commission of the United Nations 

in 19871 and since then has permeated 

every industry sector, both private and public, to push 

and pursue various agendas. Higher education, as 

an “industry sector,” was slower on the initial uptake 

compared to other industries. Sustainability was not 

exactly something that could be easily expressed in 

financial terms nor seen as an item of tradable value or 

exchange, so it did not garner the support needed at 

the board of regents’ level. Sustainability was therefore 

relegated to the world of academia for a decade or more 

before campus operations were forced to acknowledge 

its existence by other external forces.

Attitudes began to change in 1994, when John Elkington2 

coined the term the “triple bottom line,” which expanded 

the traditional reporting framework to take into account 

ecological and social performance in addition to financial 

performance. The corporate world quickly saw that the 

value of reporting and adopting green performance 

led to establishing a competitive edge in the market 

place. Again, higher education was slow to adopt this 

metric because the need for competitive leverage was 

measured in other areas such as academics, college 

athletics programs, and endowment funds.

The inability of higher education institutions to identify 

the triple bottom line as a viable tool for competition as 

quickly as they have identified and funded new emerging 

technologies has led to a laissez faire attitude in regard 

to sustainability programs. This has not only been 

detrimental to campus operations in terms of short-

term costs, but also to campus infrastructure in terms of 

long-term reliability and maintainability, 

and capital renewal expense. The 

delay in adopting a triple bottom line 

approach to business operations early 

on severely limited the ability to maintain 

campus infrastructure at peak design 

performance, resulting in the continued institutionalization 

of poor business practices that have become accepted 

as normal business process. This “normalcy” is the 

legacy we risk passing to the next generation, and where 

a majority of us find ourselves today.

www.climateneutralcampus.com84

Higher education institutions cannot afford to delay adopting and implementing  
successful sustainability strategies 

By Anthony Stack, BeyondFM

CHAPTER 4: facIlItIes white paper

Sustainability Process
—the Next Decade

in the 
Facilities Management’s Role 
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the way we handle it will be the legacy by 
which future generations will judge us.”



Issues and context
As a result, many institutions now find themselves in 

catch-up mode. Playing catch-up is never fun—and it 

always comes at a price. The last forty years of blissful 

ignorance created many problems and issues for 

institutions. One need only read the daily papers and 

journals to see the impact that multi-year decreases in 

state and federal funding are having on education at all 

levels. Combined with the dual impact of the economic 

crises in the 1980s, ’90s, and ’00s, and declining 

revenues and funding due to competition from online 

institutions, cheaper community colleges, and alternate 

education sources, most universities and colleges are 

finding themselves in the “asset poor and/or broke” 

category. This means there is no cash flow to support 

and maintain infrastructure, let alone a sustainability 

program. It is within this context that we must look to 

what the next ten years holds for us and how best to 

address six specific areas that will define the decade in 

terms of sustainability:

1.  Increasing student enrollments—20 percent to 30 

percent3

2.  Conscious decision-making about college selection 

based on sustainability awareness and viability4

3.  More open competition among universities for 

students and research dollars 

4.  Long-term trend in declining public support with 

education becoming viewed as more of a private 

benefit despite the Obama administration’s push to 

increase funding for Pell grants

5. Increasing energy costs (using traditional sources)

6.  Three-way pressure on use of resources (economic, 

social, and ecological)

Each of the above issues is a challenge in and of itself. 

When combined with the triple challenge of meeting the 

three goals of quality, capacity, and affordability, and 

of doing so in a way that minimizes our impact on the 

environment, they seem insurmountable. yet this is the 

challenge for our generation—and how we handle it will 

be the legacy by which future generations will judge us.
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Challenges
These challenges are undoubtedly daunting. Tackling 

each as isolated projects and expecting any real success 

amounts to a blinkered approach and hoping for the 

best. Increasingly, institutions are embracing a holistic 

approach to sustainability strategy in an effort to gain 

some synergy and overcome these odds. According to a 

survey conducted by Planon Inc. during one of their recent 

educational webinars, “Optimizing Campus Facilities 

and Real Estate for the Future,” more than 65 percent of 

higher education respondents had instituted an Office of 

Sustainability or a centralized program management office 

to manage the diverse number of sustainability programs 

on campus. This is reflective of the aforementioned 

synergistic drive. The unstated mission of these offices 

is to deliver today’s needs without compromising the 

abilities of future generations to meet their own needs, 

given the limitations of today’s finite resources and limited 

budgets—a big task, but doable. Within that context, this 

Office has to partner with other inter- and intra- campus 

offices and subject matter experts who have access to 

knowledge of how these resources are used to execute 

strategies that are both realistic and realizable.

Since about 80 percent of universities’ emissions are the 

result of physical plant activities, it follows that the Office 

of Facilities Management has a crucial role as a resource 

and as the subject matter expert on campus utilities, 

planning, and project management. It further follows 

that Facilities Management most likely has what the 

Office of Sustainability really needs—a highly organized 

list of campus projects with cost estimates categorized 

into various sustainability buckets. Invariably, these 

buckets fall into the following categories depending on 

the size and geographic location of a campus:

1.  Energy efficiency and greenhouse gas (GHG) 

reduction strategies

2.  Renewable and clean energy production/purchase 

agreements

3. Recycling strategies
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Unfortunately, in today’s economic climate, finance 

(i.e., budget) is becoming more difficult to manage as 

competition for scarce campus dollars intensifies. With 

capital and operating budgets under scrutiny, fewer 

projects are getting financed and only those with an 

exceptional return on investment (ROI) are considered, 

which is the reason higher education is now taking more 

interest in the financial model behind the triple bottom line. 

Without informed discussion, core sustainability projects 

are bound to be deferred, and opportunities to reduce 

emissions may be lost. But if projects are explained 

persuasively, decision makers can gain a broader 

strategic view of the campus and its needs, and projects 

can be pitched in light of how they position the university 

from a competitive point of view. The key is to think of your 

project list not as a “to do list” but as an opportunity for 

sustainability committees to become more informed, gain 

more knowledge, and benchmark processes that set in 

place successful climate-action plans.

Opportunities
So what is the next step? First, get organized. Review your 

project lists and categorize each project list according 

to its impact on sustainability in terms of your campus, 

your local environment, and your global setting—in that 

order. If there is one takeaway for this article, remember 

this maxim—think big, start small. Understand that while 

implementing a solution to maintain core infrastructure 

over time is in itself a sustainable step—its impacts 

are local, but its implementation costs are high—the 

implementation of something as simple as concentrated 

cleaning products is low cost, and the beneficial domino 

impact on the environment is high considering that the 

manufacturing, packaging, production, and shipping 

4. Water conservation

5. Green buildings

6. Custodial services

7. Green landscaping practices

8. Transportation strategies and practices

9.  Environmentally friendly preferred purchasing 

policies

Not only does Facilities Management have the list of 

what sustainable projects are necessary, it also has the 

innate campus knowledge and experience with project 

sequencing that others on campus do not. Gathering 

information for sustainability projects that will affect 

campus-wide infrastructure is more art than science 

and has a wider range of socio-economic variables than 

traditional projects. A greater analysis shows an impact on 

more than just physical space and infrastructure; and it will 

take the combined resources of Facilities Management, 

administration, faculty, students, and maybe even the 

wider community to gather the information necessary for 

that analysis.

To be an effective tool for capital 

allocation, a strategic plan must be 

designed that incorporates an analysis 

of this information and it must be used 

to build a coalition and consensus 

at three levels within the campus—facilities, finance, 

and the board room. Without consensus and buy-in, 

the strategy, along with any sustainability program, is 

doomed to failure. The strategy has to:

1.  Anticipate the upkeep of core systems (maintenance 

prevents massive capital renewal costs); 

2.  Drive strategic capital investments (sustainable 

projects that are a long-term investment proposition 

for the campus and the community versus short-

term fixes); and 

3.  Persuade the board by underscoring the long-term 

impacts/benefits on finances, revenues, OSHA 

compliance, maintenance, and sustainability (of 

adopting a sustainability position in the first place).
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“Without informed discussions, core 
sustainability projects are bound to be 
deferred and opportunities to reduce 
emissions may be lost.”



By my calculations, we have until 2020 to adopt the 

right sustainability strategies. If we miss the boat, we 

will leave a legacy to the next generation that they may 

not be able to fix.
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and storage infrastructure are minimized. Other 

examples could include:

•  Installing software that integrates with your space 

management, energy management, and room 

scheduling software to monitor 

classroom downtime and shut 

down heating and cooling, and 

turn off lights and HVAC. This 

can reduce carbon emissions by up to 15 percent 

to 20 percent and save energy costs. It can also 

help Facilities Management proactively schedule 

maintenance in classrooms and lab space, reducing 

O&M costs;

•  Talking to your architectural and energy consultants 

about Section 179D of the IRS Tax Code to see 

how they can partner with you to help make energy-

efficient improvements to your buildings. yes, working 

in partnership with your consultants can get you 

the benefit of this deduction. These savings could 

significantly offset energy costs and the efficiencies 

gained by building improvements will significantly 

reduce carbon emissions—a double win.

Summary
Adopting a centralized sustainability program office 

has the potential to deliver millions of dollars per year in 

savings and generate tens of thousands of metric tons in 

GHG savings5. The ROI is significant and will outweigh 

returns generated by many of the pet programs submitted 

to the board that have previously won out.

Finally, get the members of your sustainability committee 

to join you in making the case for campus stewardship and 

investment in campus infrastructure. Projects that save 

energy and preserve building envelopes are the same 

projects that reduce carbon emissions. Sustainability, 

by definition, is preservation; and preserving campus 

infrastructure and facilities while meeting our current 

needs without compromising the abilities of future 

generations to meet their own needs is not a bad thing.

 
“ Remember this maxim—think big, start small.”
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