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This document provides tangible and realistic strategies the college can take in order to be-

come drastically more environmentally friendly within two years, without significantly impacting 

student tuition. 

This document is to reproduced on double sided and/or post consumer paper, only.
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Introduction

This report has been prepared to help guide and point out some solutions to the environ-
mental problems Union College, Schenectady, New York, and our generation face as we 
enter the 21st Century. Union College has an obligation to uphold intergenerational fair-
ness, sustainability, and environmental concern as it progresses as an academic institution 
in its fourth century of existence. It is our hope that this report will make clear that envi-
ronmental progress, academically or in infrastructure, need not necessarily sacrifice the 
economic well being of the college.

Although this report is not a historical outline of environmental progress on campus, it is 
essential to point out that the college has made marked progress in the last several years. 
Ozone House has been one focal point of environmental progress, combining both aca-
demics and social space. The house has regular environmental speakers, organic dinners, 
participates in Re-Tree Schenectady and Dionondehowa, and has been instrumental in 
fostering initiative such as U Recycle and Do it in the Dark. 

One of the best gauges for environmental progress has been U Recycle. The program was 
established in 2004 by two freshmen and has grown exponentially since. In its second 
year the program could not keep up with recycling demand, but demonstrated that recy-
cling is a feasible, realistic alternative to current waste management. Now in its third 
year, the program awaits administrative backing. 

Similar to U Recycle, Café Ozone is another student initiative that works with the college 
to provide an environmental alternative. Replacing waste management and facilities serv-
ices with local organic dining and dining services. The Café has experienced similar 
growth since 2005 and provides a weekly organic, locally grown, and vegetarian alterna-
tive to students, faculty, and staff. This is one place where all facets of the colleges come 
together, a signal that environmental strategies yield successful results. 

Groups such as Environmental Club, Campus Action, Outing Club, and Student Forum 
have brought to light similar leaps of progress. Environmental Club has hosted its fourth 
straight organic dinner, drawing capacity attendance. The group has also worked with 
Campus Action to bring environmental speakers such as Dennis Kyne and Tom Weidlin-
ger to campus and has illuminated environmental events such as the devastating Hurri-
cane Katrina and the annual Earth Day celebration. Even apolitical groups such as Multi-
Faith Council and Wells House, have supported efforts by Environmental Groups and ac-
tively participate in the environmental fabric of this campus. Student Forum has begun to 
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take note of these initiatives, bringing them to our attention in letters to the President, fol-
lowing similar actions by SAC. 

U Sustain, another piece in this extensive network of environmental support, has the re-
sponsibility of bringing this network together and advocating for much needed environ-
mental reform. Now is the time for a paradigm shift in Union College Environmental Pol-
icy, while all of the pieces are in place – administrative support, more now than ever, is 
necessary before we lose out on this incredible opportunity. 
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Residential and Academic Life

Academics
Promote Earth Day and Environmental Practices upon Graduation

The promotion of Earth Day could be a campus wide event on many different levels. Din-
ing services could feature organic and local food with an emphasis on vegetarian entrees. 
Faculty, in every department, could spend a lecture or half a lecture discussing the appli-
cation of their class to the environment. The environment is an integral part of every dis-
cipline and preparing students to think about these issues that will arise after their under-
graduate education is important.

After a campus wide Earth Day Celebration, the college can begin to focus on graduating 
seniors. The Graduation Pledge1 can be distributed to seniors who are willing to commit 
to working for companies that progress in a sustainable manner without destroying the 
environment. Many colleges have also incorporated it into their Graduation Ceremonies. 
Nearly one hundred colleges have promoted the pledge: "I _____ pledge to explore and 
take into account the social and environmental consequences of any job I consider and 
will try to improve these aspects of any organizations for which I work."

Union College should, as an institution, celebrate Earth Day, both academically and so-
cially. A grant for enriching the classroom should be instituted for Professors with ideas 
to innovatively incorporate the environment into the classroom. The Graduation pledge 
should be offered to all students and should be incorporated into commencement. 

Benefit: 
• Students are actively living and learning about sustainability and its role in their 

postgraduate life.
• Encourages interdisciplinary approaches and places an emphasis on current envi-

ronmental science, policy, and thought in the Earth Day Celebration. 
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Cost: 
• Some faculty may be unwilling to participate. 
• An annual grant would be needed for $3,000.
• Costs of advertising the Campus Pledge and Earth Day Celebration could range to 

$1,000.
Net:  -$4,000

Provide a Summer Research Stipend for Students Studying the Environment

Union College is a highly regarded research institution as far as small liberal arts colleges 
go. The college has incredible equipment for physical analysis of the environment, which 
could be applied in a meaningful way to environmental analysis. The college also has 
strengths in environmental policy, environmental economics, and other social sciences 
that could be applied to environmental problems. 

In order to promote a burgeoning population of students interested in the environment, 
the college should promote interdisciplinary studies in the environment. This would not 
be an added cost of the college, rather an appropriation of the current summer research 
opportunities. 

Benefits: 
• Promotion of research in environmental applications.
• Policy lends itself to interdisciplinary work. 

Costs: 
• Possible disapproval of departments sponsoring research students. 

Net: 0

Halt Fr ee Printing in the Statistics Laboratory

The stats lab produces more than one half million pages printed, annually. The cost to the 
Department of Economics is $6,378 annually.2 On average, each student prints an abusive 
257 sheets annually. This is, equivalently, 3.38 tons of paper – an environmental cost of 
fifty seven trees, 23,625 gallons of water, 13.8 MWh electricity, and 10 yards of landfill 
space.3 4
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There is no cost to students and no incentive to save, since the environmental impact is 
not illustrated. Union College should eliminate free printing in the Statistics Laboratory 
as it represents an incredible wasteful college practice. 

Net: +$6,378

Residential Life
Create Energy Awareness Campaigns on Campus

The best way to reduce the college’s ecological footprint is not to purchase from envi-
ronmentally friendly sources or to spend money on projects such as recycling and com-
posting; the best way to reduce ecological footprint is to reduce consumption. Schools 
such as 

Williams College and Vassar College have managed to reduce electricity consumption in 
residential areas as much as thirteen percent.5 If Union College were to mimic these re-
sults it would represent a significant savings for the college.

We recommend that the college support an annually energy saving campaign on campus. 
If the college reduced current consumption of natural gas and electricity by a mere one 
percent it would represent an annual savings of $37,663 annually 6. This does not include 
any reduction in water usage. 

Benefits:
• Campaign would create environmental awareness and make people more con-

scious of their daily habits.
• Campaign would reduce carbon dioxide emissions by 93.5 tons, 7, 8 a value of 

$3,740. 9
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5 Williams College Greensense. “Do it in the Dark.” 
<http://wso.williams.edu/orgs/greensense/page.php?name=dark> Accessed 12.21.2006. 

6 Based on 1.7 million dollar 2005 – 2006 electric and 2.1 million dollar 2005 – 2006 gas consumption.

7 Sustainable Silicon Valley. “Carbon Conversion Factors.” 
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9 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006. 
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Costs:
• Program would cost approximately $1,000 to advertise effectively.
• Would require cooperation and support from Residential Life, Student Groups, 

and Facilities.
Net Benefit:  (Accounting for CO2 Benefit) +$40,903
  (Ignoring CO2 Benefit) +$36,663
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Campus Infrastructure

Campus Commerce
Reduce Campus Wide Copy Usage

Union College produces 7.5 million copies per year, not including copies printed outside 
the copy machine lease agreement. This is an impact of 797 trees, 328,125 gallons of wa-
ter, 149 tons of CO2 emissions, and 141 cubic yards of landfill space.10 

The college should reduce paper consumption by five percent in the next two years. By 
decreasing consumption through education, smaller copy budgets, copying double sided, 
and .pdf scaning the college could commit, at no additional cost, to using seventeen per-
cent post-consumer (30%) paper.

Benefits:
• Would have an incredible ecological impact for each percentage that we reduce 

copy consumption. 
• Would help eliminate abuse or overuse of copiers as departments become more 

aware of what they reproduce. 
• Would allow the college to move to recycled paper for copy needs at no additional 

cost.
Costs:

• Many departments would need to find ways to reduce consumption, which might 
be difficult.

• Enabling .pdf scanning (all ready in progress) would need to be institutionalized.
Net: 0

Elimination of Fr ee Bags at Campus Stores using Plastax 

Plastic bags to carry small items purchased at the campus bookstore are wasteful and are 
rarely reused by the student body. Thousands of bags are obtained for single use and have 
a double cost for the college; the bookstore provides the bags “for free” and facilities dis-
poses of them “for free.”
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By adding a small bag tax, or plastax, to purchases on campus the full costs of the bags 
will be realized. For example, if a stream of 1,500 bags is reduced by ten percent as a re-
sult of a fifteen-cent plastax will include an income of $202.50 from the tax, $18.30 sav-
ings from unused bags, and will reduce seven pounds of plastic from the waste-stream11 
(approximately fourteen pounds of petroleum12). Foreign nations, such as Ireland, have 
reduced the entire countries use of plastic bags by ninety percent as a result of the 
plastax.13

This tax would be good for all parties and a fifteen-cent tax per bag would be high 
enough to dissuade use of bags, but is similar to the cost of a bag. Students would learn to 
use reuseable bags such as their backpacks, litter would be reduced, campus stores would 
reduce costs and facilities will see a reduction in the waste-stream.

Benefits: 
• Reduction of 9.2 pounds of plastic, 18 pounds of petroleum, or 67 pounds of car-

bon dioxide per every thousand bags used currently.14

• Direct benefit of $144.40 for every thousand bags otherwise not taxed, including 
plastax revenue and benefits for reduced bag use. 

• Reduction of litter and waste as a result of the bags. 
• Helps foster environmentally conscious students while reducing costs.

Costs: 
• Customers may oppose bag tax.
• Campus Stores would have to implement bag tax and train employees. 
• Regressive tax placed on campus community of 15 cents per bag. 

Net: + $476.52 per academic year15
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11 Uline Supply. <http://www.uline.com/ProductDetail.asp?model=S-9700&ref=5515>. Accessed 
12.19.2006. Assumes 12.2 cent cost per bag, 0.046 pounds per bag, and 15 cent per bag tax.

12 UK Indymedia. Farnish, Keith. “The Problem with…Plastic.” 
<http://www.indymedia.org.uk/en/2006/09/351433.html>. Accessed 12.19.2006. 

13 BBC News. “Irish Bag Tax Hailed Success.” <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2205419.stm>. Ac-

cessed 12.19.2006. 

14 Uline Supply. <http://www.uline.com/ProductDetail.asp?model=S-9700&ref=5515>. Accessed 
12.19.2006. Assumes 12.2 cent cost per bag, 0.046 pounds per bag, and 15 cent per bag tax with 20 percent 
consumption reduction.

15 Assumes 20 bag daily consumption per day through 33 weeks. 
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Create Minimum Campus Purchasing Requirements

Union College purchases an incredible amount of resources to provide for faculty, staff, 
and students. The college can begin to purchase in a more sustainable manner by looking 
at how its distributors operate with regard to the environment. 

Union College should begin to request with every “Request for Proposal” that each com-
pany submit how it advances environmental stewardship, explain its packaging policy 
and policy regarding recycling used or broken merchandise. When possible, companies 
should be able to recycle products from Union College. We should also request that our 
distributors reduce packaging. By incorporating these ideals into campus purchasing we 
can make a significant impact in what is produced and how companies do business. 

Benefits: 
• Suppliers will be evaluated not only on price but also environmental impact. 
• Suppliers will realize that sustainability is important to the college and make ad-

justments to become more environmentally friendly. 
Costs: 

• The college will need to evaluate how much it is willing to pay for more envi-
ronmentally minded companies. 

• Guidelines will need to be developed to decide which companies submit the best 
“Environmental Request for Proposal.”

Net: 0

Student Parking
Incr easing Vehicle Registration Fee on Campus

Vehicle use on Union College’s campus is largely unnecessary because the campus is a 
pedestrian and bicycle friendly campus. Students can walk to any point on the campus in 
fifteen minutes or less, with most walks taking only a couple minutes.

Vehicles on campus increase the campus’ ecological footprint, because cars consume 
gasoline, oil, put out carbon dioxide and sulfur oxide emissions, and increase the need for 
impermeable surfaces to park and drive on on-campus. Acid rain is largely caused by sul-
fur oxide emissions from vehicles; currently the Hans Grut Kill is moderately acidic.

By increasing the parking fee for students, we build a negative incentive for bringing ve-
hicles to campus, which is largely unnecessary, anyways. At many colleges and universi-
ties parking fees are hundreds of dollars. By increasing the parking fee at Union College, 
we can invest the added revenue into renewable energy products that will help to offset 
the emissions from vehicles on Union College’s campus. The added fee will also create a 
disincentive to bring a vehicle to Union college – a twofold benefit.
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We recommend that Union College increase the parking fee by $30 per car per year and 
invest the new income into renewable energy. This policy would help supply the college 
with roughly 2.6 percent16 renewable energy and students would be able to feel confident 
that their vehicle’s emissions were being offset.

Benefits:
• Policy will allow Union College to purchase more renewable energy credits, help-

ing to offset emissions from campus vehicles.
• Approximately 307 tons of carbon dioxide would be offset17, a value of over 

$12,276.18

• This would bring the college one step closer to an emission free campus and 
would bring positive publicity. 

Costs: 
• Increased fee would cause a decline in registration, perhaps ten percent, resulting 

in lost revenue of $990 if fifteen percent of students normally register a car. This 
drop in registration could be recovered by slightly reducing the amount of renew-
able energy purchased.

• Advertising to students about where the increased fee goes.
• Providing students with stickers, similar to TerraPass, that advertise their car’s 

emissions have been accounted for by Union College. This would cost approxi-
mately $300 for bumper stickers.19

Net20:  (Accounting for CO2 Benefit) +$11,976
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17 Energy Star. “Useful Facts and Figures.” 
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18 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006.

19 4 Bumper Stickers. Price Quote – oval stickers. <http://www.4bumperstickers.com/>

20 Assumes 330 registered vehicles with a ten percent drop after increased fee. 
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Facilities Ser vices
Fund Facilities Services Sponsored Recycling

For the past several years recycling has been a student initiative at Union College, yield-
ing incredible results. The recently established U Recycle, founded in 200421, has ex-
panded from a single one-bin program to a campus wide 70-bin, 345 pound per week re-
cycling program. 

The program has brought in over 6.5 tons of recyclable material since 2005 and fre-
quently reaches its capacity of 600 pounds per week.22 This represents a savings of 
$77623 in waste costs for the college, since September 2005. In addition, U Recycle has 
brought in $1,032 in deposit money in the same time frame. U Recycle, by working with 
outside waste firms, namely Cans for Cash, has actually saved the college waste-
management money by recycling. Since Union began recycling it has abated over six tons 
of carbon dioxide emissions from aluminum cans alone. 

Integrating recycling into facilities management would require one additional staff mem-
ber, but provides educational benefits to students and insures a long term recycling pro-
gram at Union College. Additionally, U Recycle has reduced carbon dioxide emissions by 
well over 7.4 tons24, 25, 26 (this only accounts for deposited aluminum containers – not 
plastic, glass, or un-deposited containers, which make up well over half of U Recycle’s 
content). 

Benefits: 
• Policy allows students to actively participate and learn about education, creating 

stewards of the environment. 
• Saves $776 in waste costs for the college, annually. 
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21 U Recycle. “U Recycle History.” <http://www.vu.union.edu/~recycle/history.html> Accessed 
12.22.2006. 

22 U Recycle. “U Recycle Home.” <http://www.vu.union.edu/~recycle> Accessed 12.22.2006. 

23 Assuming waste cost of $150 per ton. 

24 Berg, Linda & Raven, Peter. Environment. “Recycling” pg. 346. 4th Edition. John Wiley and Sons. Ho-
boken, NJ. 2004. 

25 Environmental Protection Agency. “Calculating CO2 Emissions.” 

<http://www.epa.gov/otaq/climate/420f05001.htm> Accessed 12.23.2006. 

26 Uses U Recycle Deposit Data: 16,230 aluminum cans recycled since 2/7/2006. 
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• Saves 5.2 tons of waste per year from reaching landfills27. 
• Saves 7.4 tons28 of carbon dioxide emissions annually, a value of $296. 29 

Costs: 
• One full time employee and supplies at $27,542 annually.30

• Student groups will be responsible for educational outreach.
Net: -$26,470

Pesticide and Herbicide Use on College Grounds

Pesticide and herbicide use is a common practice in maintaining lawns, but has several 
serious problems, which should be considered. In pesticides, such as ChemLawn, 53 per-
cent of chemicals used are carcinogenic. A vast majority of chemicals used pose a threat 
to aquatic organisms (the Hans Grut Kill creek flows through our campus and then flows 
into the Mohawk River). Many chemicals also impact non-targeted insects and a signifi-
cant number of chemicals are banned in foreign countries.31

Union is often noted for its beautiful campus and landscaping. The school, however, 
spends thousands of dollars in pre-emergence crabgrass control, broad leaf weed control, 
and spot treating. Union College has made an effort to develop its trees and landscaping 
in an aesthetic and sensible manner, but weed control should be eliminated for the posi-
tive publicity it will bring and the cost savings. This will allow weeds to re-grow, but will 
be worth the savings and positive public relations.

Benefits:
• Elimination of weed control can be advertised to prospective students as one envi-

ronmental initiative Union College is taking.
• Positive environmental benefits from eliminating foreign chemicals to the ecosys-

tem.
• Eliminates $4,000 to $5,000 in annual pesticide and herbicide costs.32
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28 U Recycle. “U Recycle Home.” <http://www.vu.union.edu/~recycle> Accessed 12.22.2006. 
29 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006. 

30 Levene, John and Po-Chedley, Stephen. “U Recycle and Facilities Recycle Proposal.” Submitted to 
Planning and Priorities 11.8.2006. 

31 Truly Green. “Refuse to Use Chemlawn: The Facts.” 
<http://www.refusetousechemlawn.org/information>. Accessed 12.15.2006.

32 Provided by Facilities Services.
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Costs:
• Advertising of green approach to perspectives.
• Cost of an organic lawn-care treatment, if deemed necessary.

Net: + $4,000 per year

Dining Ser vices
Expansion of Ozone CafŽ

Ozone Café has grown wildly popular in the last two years of operation integrating stu-
dent populations with faculty populations in Minerva-like fashion. The café went from 
several students and a couple volunteers to a bustling café serving 160 students, faculty, 
and staff with a full wait staff of student volunteers. The only complaint is that the café 
runs out of food!

Café Ozone offers the most accessible organic, local, and/or vegetarian food on campus. 
The café should be expanded to include a daily section in Dutch Hollow and resources 
should be supplied for a continued relationship between Ozone House and dining services 
for a weekly student run and dining services managed café. As support grows, a perma-
nent seven-day per week alternative café should be explored. 

Benefits:
• Students play a vital role in the café, ensuring that it is a fresh student/faculty en-

vironment and students learn about produce and food preparation. 
• The café provides sustainable produce while supporting local farmers. 

Costs: 
• If Dining Services loses a dollar for every student served, the annual cost is 

$4,500, annually. 
Net:  -$4,500

Install Vending Misers Campus Wide on Vending Machines

Vending machines run constantly, using 3486 kWh and emitting 2.26 tons of carbon diox-
ide per year. Many devices are available that will shut off vending machine lights when 
no one is around the vending machine and the refrigerator when the drinks are safely 
cooled. Technology is so advanced that these devices, Vending Misers, regulate tempera-
ture and light vending machines based off of ambient temperature and motion sensors to 
detect passersby. 
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In fact, Tufts has done a study on Vending Misers and found that machines were extraor-
dinarily effective. In their own study they found that the reduction of energy in a typical 
residence hall was enough to pay back the cost of the device within one year.33

Benefits:
• 45.2 tons of carbon dioxide emissions saved, a value of $1,808.34, 35

• Obnoxiously bright lights are not on continuously. 
• Machines do not run unnecessarily saving $5,619 per year. 36

Costs: 
• Some advertising needed, initially. 
• Minimal installation required for machines. 
• Vending Miser total cost of $3,780.37

Net38: First Year (accounting for CO2 Benefit): + $3,644
 First Year (ignoring CO2 Benefit): + $1,836
 Second Year (accounting for CO2 Benefit): + $7,427
 Second Year (ignoring CO2 Benefit): + $5,519

Compost Dining Services Waste

Dining services has an output of over 150 pounds of organic food waste per day. This 
represents 17.3 tons of food waste per year being essentially preserved in a landfill. This 
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33 Tufts Climate Initiatives. “Vending Miser Handout.” 
<http://www.tufts.edu/tie/tci/VendingMisers.html>… Accessed 12.19.2006. 

34 Tufts Climate Initiatives. “Vending Miser Handout.” 
<http://www.tufts.edu/tie/tci/VendingMisers.html>… Accessed 12.19.2006. 

35 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006.

36 Tufts Climate Initiatives. “Vending Miser Handout.” 
<http://www.tufts.edu/tie/tci/VendingMisers.html>… Accessed 12.19.2006. 

37 Vending Miser Store. Assumed device cost of $189. <http://www.vendingmiserstore.com/> Accessed 

12.19.2006.  

38 Assumes Cost/Benefit for 34 Vending Machines. 

mailto:recycle@union.edu
mailto:recycle@union.edu
http://www.union.edu/recycle
http://www.union.edu/recycle


waste can be converted to fifteen yards of compost, saving $180 in compost the college 
would otherwise purchase39 and $1,732 in waste costs, annually.40

Union College could purchase an “EarthTub,” like colleges such as Bowdoin41, which 
would give the college the capacity to compost 50 to 75 percent of food waste produced 
in the dining halls. Many schools have been able to pay for composting systems using 
grants, leaving a yearly net economic gain. The operating costs are approximately $664 
annually and each container costs $6,650, initially 42.

Net:  (Year One) -$5,402
 (Year Two) +$1,248

Recycle Waste Oil

Dining services produces incredible amounts of waste oil in its yearly operations. The 
environmental and economic costs of disposing of oil are significant and avoidable. By 
switching to this oil recycling program where waste oil is recycled into biodiesel fuel the 
college can save $2,500 per year in waste costs43. Although biodiesel fuel is burned, emit-
ting carbon dioxide, it is a closed loop system, which means that the net atmospheric car-
bon stays the same.

Benefits: 
• Material is recycled into a closed-loop fuel. 
• Saves $2,500 in waste costs annually. 

Net: +$2,500

Athletics
Reduce Nighttime Use of Athletic Facilities
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39 City of Eugene Solid Waste and Recycling Program. “Sustainable Disposal at Eugene Schools 
Best Practices Manual.” Pg. 11. <http://www.uoregon.edu/~recycle/PDFdocuments/EarthTub.pdf> Ac-
cessed 1.15.2007. Assumes 5 times higher output compost material. 

40 Assumes waste cost of $100 per ton. 

41 Sustainable Bowdion. “Composting.” <http://www.bowdoin.edu/sustainablebowdoin/composting.shtml> 
Accessed 1.15.2007.

42 City of Eugene Solid Waste and Recycling Program. “Sustainable Disposal at Eugene Schools 
Best Practices Manual.” Pg. 11. <http://www.uoregon.edu/~recycle/PDFdocuments/EarthTub.pdf> Ac-
cessed 1.15.2007. 

43 Approximate savings cited by Dan Detora in an interview with Stephen Po-Chedley. 
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While nighttime sporting events and practices can be exciting and clear scheduling prob-
lems, nighttime use of playing areas should be minimized. For every hour the stadiums 
are lit up 126 kWh of electricity are consumed. If, in a given term light use was reduced 
by one hour five days a week, the college would save $693.44 This conservation would 
also save 5.4 tons of carbon dioxide emissions. 45 At night, the field interferes with stu-
dent researchers and classes in the astronomy laboratory – education, in this case is lim-
ited to nighttime and weather conditions – sports are not. 

Bailey Field and College Park Field lighting should be reduced by five hours per week 
fall and spring term. 

Benefits:
• Allows astronomy students more telescope time and better data. 
• Saves $1,386 per year in reduced electricity costs.
• Reduces carbon dioxide emissions by 10.7 tons, a value of $430. 

Costs: 
• Reduced nighttime field use. 

Net:  (Accounting for CO2 Benefit) +$1,816
 (Ignoring CO2 Benefit) +$1,386
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44 Assumes 84 1500 W lights at ten cents per kWh. 

45 Assumes 84 1500 W lights at ten cents per kWh. 
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Union College Planning and Initiative

Vital Sustainability Policy
Create a Standing Environmental Committee

Union College currently has no written policy, staff positions, or positive environmental 
tendencies from an administrative standpoint. By creating a voluntary committee on the 
environment the college could begin to explore environmental issues. 

This “Green Committee” would be charged with creating a statement on the environment, 
formulating environmental policies, and managing the proposed environmental endow-
ment fund. 
Benefits: 

• College will have the structure and expertise to effectively analyze environmental 
topics. 

• Committee could make policy recommendations to make a more efficient, more 
environmentally friendly Union College. 

Costs: 
• Committee would require time away from normal duties or extra, unpaid hours 

for students, faculty, and staff. 
Net: 0

Purchase More Renewable Energy

A recent study by the British Treasury, conducted by Sir Nicholas Stern, found that the 
social cost per ton of carbon emissions ranges from $35 to $85.46 To completely mitigate 
the college’s emissions from electricity it would be a 6.2 percent increase in electricity 
costs.47 A 38 percent increase (we currently purchase no renewable energy) in emission 
free electricity consumption would bring the colleges carbon based electricity consump-
tion below 1996 levels.48 
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46 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006. 

47 According to 2005 – 2006 electricity data and Community Energy’s Wind Power Proposal to Union. 

48 Union College Electricity Consumption Data. 

mailto:recycle@union.edu
mailto:recycle@union.edu
http://www.union.edu/recycle
http://www.union.edu/recycle


We recommend that Union College purchase 50 percent renewable energy, which would 
help Union College do its part in reducing global emissions, help create demand for re-
newable energies, and set an example as a leading liberal arts college. The college should 
also commit to purchasing 100 percent renewable energy by 2010.

Benefits: 
• This move would create considerable media attention among mainstream media 

sources as well as collegiate media.
• This proposal would eliminate 9,648 tons of carbon dioxide emissions per year.49

• Carbon dioxide emission cuts would provide approximately $385,928 in social 
benefits.50

Costs: 
• Converting thirty percent traditional energy to wind energy will cost the college 

$60,300 per year. 51

• Tuition would likely need to be increased.
Net:  (Accounting for CO2 Benefit) +$325,628
 (Ignoring CO2 Benefit) -$60,300

Create an Environmental Endowment Fund

One problem that environmental initiatives faces on any college campus are funding. 
Even if an ecologically positive idea is also economically beneficial, benefits may not be 
realized for several years. Up front costs cannot act as a barrier if real environmental pro-
gress is to be made. 

By working with Media Relations and Alumni Giving the college can provide an oppor-
tunity for alumni, either formerly disenfranchised by the lack of environmental initiative 
or alumni concerned about the environment, to give back to the college in a way that is 
personally meaningful.

This endowment would be run by the Green Committee proposed in this document and 
would take giver recommendations into account while maintaining an environmental en-
dowment that slowly builds and invests into environmental initiatives on campus. The 
endowment would invest in environmentally friendly companies that show ecological and 
economical promise. 
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49 Based on 2005-2006 electricity consumption. 

50 Stern, Nicholas. The Stern Report: Full Executive Summary. Pages 16-17. Cambridge University Press. 
2006.

51 Based on Community Energy Report by Linda Burtis. 
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Benefits: 
• Projects would benefit the school environmentally. 
• Projects would involve student input educating students about the environment 

and the college.
Costs: 

• Would likely require media attention in school publications, initially.
• Would require labor for research in investment opportunities. 

Net52: +$!100x

Create a Union College Sustainability Index

Union College should create an index that will track environmental trends and policies on 
a year-to-year basis. The index will allow the college to measure its progress in achieving 
sustainability and could be run by student groups or the Green Committee with various 
departments submitting data on a year-to-year basis. Similar programs have been started 
in Seattle53, through its “Sustainable Seattle: Regional Indicators,” and at Penn State Uni-
versity with similar intensive resource studies54. 

This index would be a minimal expense and would allow Union College to discover 
weaknesses in environmental policies. As Union College becomes more environmentally 
friendly its index will improve markedly, which could be marketed to prospective stu-
dents and alumni. 

Benefits: 
• Will allow Union College to track its environmental tendencies. 
• Would be run by student groups or the Green Committee, which could fairly 

evaluate environmental tendencies and progress without inflating or deflating re-
sults.

• Will allow Union College to find weaknesses in environmental policy. 
Costs: 

• Results could be sub-par, which would not be helpful until Union College im-
proves its policies.

• Departments would have to do some minimal research to complete an accurate 
assessment. 

Net: 0
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52 Assuming a giving rate of $2,000/year, interest rate of five percent, without removing principle. x is the 
year after policy initiation.  

53 Sustainable Seattle. “Regional Indicators.” <http://www.sustainableseattle.org/Programs> Accessed 
12.22.2006.

54 Penn State Green Destiny Council. “Penn State Indicators Report.” 
<http://www.bio.psu.edu/Greendestiny/publications/gdc-indicators_2000.pdf> Accessed 12.22.2006.
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Summary

These policies require various degrees of support and initiative. Many of these policies 
would require very little to initiate, but represent incredible savings. If all the policies 
were instituted in a one-year time frame the college could reduce its ecological footprint 
by an incredible amount. 

As a whole the environmental impact would save 854 trees, 10,254 tons of carbon diox-
ide emissions, 352,000 gallons of water, 157 cubic yards of landfill space, and the use of 
50 tons of paper. The economic cost of this proposal would be $31,897 in the first year 
and $18,721 in following years. This is an annual cost of less than $20 per student and 
could easily be incorporated into the activities fee the school all ready has. 

These benefits do not include the additional value of the enrichment of the academic en-
vironment, the ability to attract more progressive students, the enrichment of the social 
environment, and the benefit of producing students who have been trained and have lived 
as stewards of the environment.

Although this report illustrates many ways that Union College can become more sustain-
able, there are many more policies to research, evaluate and implement. An environ-
mental audit and investment in an environmentally friendly portfolio are some other ways 
the college can become more green. The college can also install solar cells, recyclable 
carpeting, flushless toilets, and green roofs. This report should be considered an envi-
ronmentally and economically friendly start to the college’s strategic planning process. 
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