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This article aims to assist readers in understanding the relevance of utilising HEI-level policy 

and governance to advance environmental sustainability.  Specifically, the contents may 

provide a bridge for those working on Irish HEI strategy/ governance / policy and those in 

sustainability planning in HEIs, by demonstrating that embedding environmental 

sustainability into existing and new policy instruments can deepen and broaden the 

embodiment of a HEI’s sustainability ambitions. 

 

1. Introduction 

The human-caused climate and ecological emergency is already causing irreversible changes 

to our biosphere and will be exacerbated further with each year of uncurbed greenhouse gas 

emissions and environmental degradation (1; 2; 3; 4; 5).  In the context of this global 

emergency, public sector higher education institutions (HEIs) must consider their multi-

faceted role and how they demonstrate leadership. Ireland’s legal obligations such as the 

‘Paris Agreement’ (6) and other commitments such as the Sustainable Development Goals (7) 

are relevant to all ‘Public Sector Bodies’ including HEIs (8; 9). Inherent in these global 

agreements is the acknowledgement of the fragility of the biosphere, the detrimental impact 

of unsustainable human practices and that those least responsible are already and will be 

disproportionately impacted by anthropogenic climate change (10; 11; 12; 13). 

 

HEIs with comprehensive curricula, those based in wealthy countries and communities, and 

those attracting funding based on sustainability scholarship have the capacity and 

responsibility to embody environmental sustainability across their whole organisation.  A 

growing scholarship base aims to understand whether, why and how HEIs with stated 

ambitions on environmental sustainability (particularly climate change) have been achieved 

or embodied through their various actions (14).  McCowan’s HEI-specific framework for 

climate sustainability across all major university activities reveals scope for breadth and 

depth of embodiment and positive impact (15). Raworth’s Doughnut Economics provides all 

organisations with a framework for a social floor, an ecological ceiling, and a range of 

corporate responses to model the necessary transformations (16; 17). Many Irish HEIs have 

only recently begun to embed environmental sustainability in its policies (18).   
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2. Why does HEI policy and governance matter? 

Irish public sector HEIs self-govern within an agreed sectoral framework of relevant and 

dedicated legislation, statutory, collective, and voluntary instruments (19; 20; 21; 22; 23). 

This framework includes the capacity and expectation of HEIs as autonomous institutions to 

write and transparently publish their own statutes, regulations, policies, and procedures for 

the effective operationalisation of their ‘distinct missions’ (24). A HEI has more autonomy 

and agility than most other public sector organisations. 

With increasing levels of complexity and geographic spread, HEIs are no longer single-

campus institutions for teaching and research.  Their students are increasingly spread across 

the globe with online learners and international campuses, and with operations including 

investments, global research, subsidiaries for property, recreation and other activities. With 

expectations of transparency and demonstrably effective policies, high-level HEI policy is the 

only option available to deliberately embed environmental sustainability across its entire 

operation. 

Given their unique nature, HEIs can use their discretion to enact ‘top‐down’ policies to 

facilitate ‘bottom‐up’ activity’ (25). Unlike European and North American counterparts, Irish 

HEIs had until very recently been observed to have little by way of formalised policies and / 

or strategies for environmental sustainability (26), however that is now rapidly changing (27). 

Large organisations such as HEIs are an important group of intermediate policymakers, and 

so how they provide for climate and nature in their policies has ‘enormous potential’ (28). 

For example, they apply to the day-to-day learning and employment experiences of 100,000’s 

of people in Ireland.  The current Climate Action Plan and Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) Implementation Plan suggest that a mixture of broad frameworks and 

mandatory reporting will be in place over time (29; 30). Using the current structural reforms 

of traditional and technological universities to embed sustainability by design at HEI level 

can present a statement of intent and a blueprint for others. 

 

Self-review of a HEI’s policy and governance instruments governance instruments for 

environmental sustainability is useful for reasons including: 

• Autonomy and Scale: the institution’s autonomy and considerable policy suite means 

that it is of sufficient size and impact through its own self-regulation to generate 

strategic options. 

• Transparency and Replicability: policies are usually public documents, thus 

providing easy access and a large degree of replicability (e.g., 31). Irish public sector 

HEIs are subject to Freedom of Information and Aarhus / Access to Information on 

the Environment (32). 

• Measurement: review or use of appropriate policy is required in rankings 

applications, ISO accreditation, Codes of Governance and related annual statements, 

Statement of Internal Control, etc. They are often provided as evidence of 

commitments in action and can be built into workload models. 

• Reliability and Longevity: grassroots and ‘bottom up’ initiatives and networks can 

produce excellent results for the organisation and for communities but can be lost if 

members leading those initiatives leave the organisation. Regulations and policies, 

once updated, can provide longevity and a reliable avenue to progress ambitions to 
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overcome entrenched, unsustainable behaviours in a way that many other 

organisations cannot (33). 

• Comprehensiveness: unlike initiatives and local level ‘opt in’ programmes, 

employees, students and suppliers of the HEI are subject to statutes, policies and 

regulations once approved at the appropriate level – they form part of employment, 

student and purchasing contracts. In short, policy and governance intersect with every 

member of the HEI’s community. 

• Objectivity: reviews of informal custom and practice, surveys and interviews will 

yield data but may not assess what the organisation has set out to do, and its 

governance provisions in achieving those objectives at a point in time. Surveys can be 

limited by the awareness and expertise of respondents (34). Objective assessment of 

documented policy instruments is therefore helpful (standalone or in combination). 

 

In devising their own organisational policies embedding environmental sustainability, each 

HEI can recognise and celebrate its own autonomy and distinctive mission, sensitive to 

organisational culture and strengths.  A comprehensive review of organisational policies and 

documented governance will reveal what has been documented and has been left to custom 

and practice governance, with implications for each approach. This provides valuable data for 

strategic planning, and for seizing a critical opportunity in the Climate and Ecological 

Emergency: to use the bureaucracy of complex, large, public sector organisations to 

demonstrably integrate the science into board, management and academic policies. 
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3. HEI Policy Actions 

Within a HEI’s autonomous governance, there is a range of policy measures possible to 

embed and advance environmental sustainability. The following are provided by reference to 

Board, Executive Management and Academic Governance, recognising likely distinctions in 

institutional terminology. 

3.1. HEI Board Level Actions 

A HEI’s legal obligations and strategy are ultimately a matter for its board to oversee and 

monitor that senior management role holders have dispensed their duties towards achieving 

what is required in law and what has been proposed in strategy. Implementation of a 

transformational strategy requires time and deliberate investment from the board and 

executive (35), such as one aiming towards generous environmental sustainability (36). The 

following are considerations for trustees / board members of individual HEIs. 

 

Statutes 

Use of a dedicated or integrated statute to set a high-level framework of responsibilities, 

target setting, reporting, and transparency measures in the context of the climate and 

ecological emergency demonstrates an expressive function through use of its most influential 

form of policy and practical applications arising (37). Responsibilities of research entities, 

individual role(s) and others to contribute or give expert advisory could be signalled here. 

As the climate and ecological emergency will increasingly dictate strategic options, public 

sector duties and dynamic risks, the use of the highest form of policy instrument available to 

a HEI ensures that all policies, frameworks and strategies align to 21st Century realities for its 

core and subsidiary activities. 

Risk Management: Framework, Risk Registers and Climate Risk competence 

Corporate risk management has evolved from a financial and insurance tool to a critical 

function that helps protect against adverse outcomes, distress, or inability to carry out a 

company’s strategy (38). The World Economic Forum published a comprehensively 

informed ‘global risks’ report, with ‘climate action failure’, ‘extreme weather’, and 

‘biodiversity loss’ as the top three risks to manage in the medium term (39). From a HEI’s 

perspective, identifying and managing risk involves careful consideration of the complex 

responsibilities, supply chains and relationships inherent in its institution’s models (40).  

Closer consideration of risk can provide protection, illustrate urgency and responsibility, but 

also reveal strategic opportunities (41). HEIs may develop themselves as community hubs 

and living labs for research for hybrid mitigation of and adaptation to environmental harms 

and climate change.  This involves the integration of climate risks into existing risk 

management frameworks and registers, development of executive and operational 

competencies for understanding drivers and barriers to environmental sustainability and to 

take leadership on these with the academic expertise uniquely at hand in a university (42). A 

dedicated section addressing requirements in a risk framework, standards for formulating 

climate-related risks and cycles of audits may be tools used to commence these. A HEI’s 

audit and risk committee(s) could have a documented role in monitoring these risks, with 
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each member of senior management tasked with identifying risks across their geographical 

and thematic areas of responsibility. This involves competence building at several levels. 

 

Policy Management Framework 

A policy management framework could include guidance on mandatory or advisory 

environmental impact components, beyond those legally necessary, based on broad principles 

such as those in Doughnut Economics (43) or through a lens such as the precautionary 

principle (44).  Alternatively, the policy management framework could require environmental 

and campus policies to support compliance with ISO14001 by a certain date (45). Certain 

policies could be required for review or oversight through an expert panel (e.g., 46). 

 

Policies for Climate and Sustainability Strategies and Roadmaps 

Beyond compliance with legislative requirements for ‘climate action’ (e.g., 47), boards may 

approve strategies pursuant to a range of environmental goals set to a compliance level up to 

‘do no harm’ or ‘generous’ levels (48), using subject-matter experts to inform strategic 

options and a dedicated sustainability external analysis (49; 50). They may then develop 

policies and regulations to ensure ambitious goals have measured pathways (51; 52; 53) and 

are inclusive of the stakeholders identified as critical, e.g., students, employees, local 

community, alumni, business partners, local government, etc (54). Such sustainability 

policies can then be delegated to executive management to oversee with appropriate and 

transparent reporting.  Strategies and their pursuant policies will need to navigate complex 

and competing issues, e.g., the conceptualisation of internationalisation (55). 

 

Quality Assurance and Enhancement 

Quality policies can include requirements and standards for Education for Sustainable 

Development (ESD) and environmental sustainability principles in subject benchmarks and 

quality markers throughout academic and corporate activities (56; 57; 58). Sections for 

corporate units with new sustainability duties or requirements may be useful to ensure 

organisational accountability (59). 

 

Funding and Income Policies 

Divestment, investment, funding, and income policies for a HEI’s core and subsidiary entities 

should be consistent to climate emergency declarations and divestment announcements made 

by the HEI (60; 61; 62; 63; 64; 65). These need to be carefully considered against the 

imperative for academic freedom. 

 

Board Capacity, Code of Conduct and related Policies 

Board capabilities and its Code of Conduct (and related manuals) should refer to obligations 

under the Climate Action Plan, Access to Information on the Environment, and any SDG-

related ISO, (e.g., ISO37000 66), Science-Based Targets (67), Principles for Responsible 
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Investment and other frameworks that require board competence and compliance (68). If 

sustainability governance training is considered mandatory, this should be laid out in the 

Code of Conduct.  

 

Environmental Regulations 

Regulations often sit above individual policies in policy frameworks; as such, these should be 

utilised to transparently set out the key requirements in obtaining and maintaining agreed 

environmental standards. These could include energy management, indoor space, 

environmental management, green teaching and research lab management, data management, 

etc. Key aspects of ISO and other standards could be incorporated, with target setting and 

public reporting mechanisms signposted (69; 70; 71; 72; 73). 

 

3.2. Management Policies to Empower Environmental Sustainability 

Much of the running of a HEI is devolved to university senior management.  Through 

revision of existing instruments and introduction of new ones, management level policies can 

operationalise a university’s stated ambitions in environmental sustainability. For these 

management actions to have maximum impact, a communications campaign on campus, 

online and directly to stakeholders will help these become operational, and of strategic 

outreach value (74). 

 

Financial Policies and Reporting 

A range of financial management policies could be developed to support institutional 

sustainability strategies. These should advance the funding, financial and capital investments, 

and divestment decisions of the HEI Board, e.g., responsible income policy.  In its annual 

financial reporting, the HEI can integrate/signpost existing Climate Action Plan and other 

agreed environmental commitments, targets and results for the year (e.g., 75). 

 

Energy and Emissions Policies 

These can commit to calculate and publish Scope 1, 2 and an increasing range of Scope 3 

emissions, with reduction principles beyond legislated requirements and across all operating 

campuses (76; 77; 78).  Policies can address efficiency targets and investments, use of 

feasibility studies, modelling and forecasting to reduce energy consumption, change sources 

of energy and plan integration of renewables, set targets for self-generated renewables, 

address decarbonisation of heat and transport (79; 80; 81). Policies can commit to 

transparency and ease of information access, sharing of good practice, benchmarking and 

establishment of expert advisory group(s). Over time, policies could articulate district 

projects led by the HEI that benefit the local community. 

 

Green and Ethical Procurement Policies 
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Such policies can codify existing green procurement measures mandated for public sector 

with additional ambitions, e.g., for improved circularity, purchasing of second-hand or 

upcycled goods, investments to reduce single-use items, defaults for regular ordering, actions 

to incorporate human rights, fair trade, and gender equality throughout local and international 

supply chains (82;83; 84; 85). Can develop to include procurement hubs with other HEIs and 

public sector organisations to reduce GHG (86). 

 

Food Policies 

The scope of these policies can encompass purchasing, HEI-owned subsidiaries and vendors 

in campus shops and restaurants over time. Policies can address principles of sustainable and 

healthy food, addressing sourcing, provision, reduction of food waste, etc. The promotion of 

locally sourced, plant-based, vegan, and vegetarian food options (‘flipped’ to majority of 

offerings) can be advanced through policies, with a commitment to raise awareness of 

environmental cost and GHG emissions of food waste and supply chains (87;88;89;90;91;92). 

 

Water Policies 

These policies can address principles regarding the management of water and wastewater on 

campus, addressing legislative, ISO and other standards adhered to, reporting water usage 

and conservation targets and actions. Policies can address specific and visible action to 

demonstrate intentions of responsible consumption of a scarce resource, e.g., on drinking 

water fountain provision and maintenance to reduce single-use plastics, on rainwater 

harvesting for various uses (93 ; 94; 95). 

 

Waste and Circular Policies 

These policies can address principles, roles and responsibilities and standards used in 

circularity, waste reduction and waste management.  Waste management for different types 

of waste, its recycling and safe disposal should be clearly articulated, with reporting against 

targets. This can include principles for student-led, research and community projects to 

initiate change and publish on same, incorporating roles for HEI units such as Estates, 

Library, Finance, Procurement, etc. ( 96; 97; 98; 99 ; 100; 101; 102 ; 103 ; 104 ;  105; 106; 

107). 

 

Commuting and Remote/Hybrid Working Policies 

Policies can address Principles, goals and benefits of more sustainable living and commuting. 

HEIs can codify commuting plans and programmes into policy, e.g., bicycle infrastructure, 

public transport card schemes through payroll, etc., to ensure this is clearly understood and 

uptake is reported. Additional supports, e.g., advice on retrofitting, can form part of a 

university Climate Action Roadmap. Policies can include commitments to capture, record 

and publish commuting related GHG emissions, with dedicated projects funded from car 

parking charges (e.g., bus routes not otherwise adequately provided to encourage more travel 

to campus via public transport). To advance understanding of climate and health impacts of 
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hybrid/remote working policies, the HEI could commit to recording more data on commute 

versus remote working to inform national policy, e.g., GHG emissions from commutes versus 

home heating and power, qualitative wellbeing metrics for staff and students, etc. (108 ;109). 

 

Corporate Travel Policy 

This policy can provide principles and responsibilities to ensure lowest harm to environment, 

incorporating prioritisation of alternatives to travel available, principle of no personal benefit 

(e.g., airmiles are property of the HEI), etc. Travel policies could commit to leading by 

example, a recognition of need for travel under prioritised activities. Introducing ‘avoid-shift-

improve’ frameworks that require accurately calculating the GHG of staff and student air 

travel based on curriculum, expenses and procurement, setting targets of reduction and 

commitment to offset as a last resort, with a commitment to regular review of policy in light 

of climate emergency ( 110; 111;112; 113; 114; 115). 

 

Biodiversity Policies and Strategy 

HEI biodiversity policies can engender living lab, green infrastructure, and innovation 

policies, and commit to minimum and exemplar wild and native pollinator spaces on campus 

and prestigious locations owned and operated by the HEI, ( 116; 117; 118; 119 ; 120; 121; 

122). Such policies can also incorporate commitments to identifying activities of greatest 

impact on biodiversity with a targeted programme, and undertaking a minimum number of 

community-engaged and staff development events in addressing biodiversity loss. 

 

Sustainability in IT and Data Management Policies 

Policies for managing data and computing practices in line with sustainable corporate and 

research ambitions will involve integration of efficiency measures; best practices adopted; 

monitoring and reporting of emissions, choice of suppliers and commitment to continuous 

review of best practice for energy efficiency and emissions ( 123;124; 125; 126). Policies can 

signal advisory resources to assist researchers when choices are not centrally managed.  

 

Record Management Policies 

Such policies can incorporate obligations under the Aarhus Convention/ Access to 

Information on the Environment and commit to providing details of the location of a HEI’s 

environmental information with good accessibility to the public (127). 

 

Conflict of Interest Policies 

Such policies can incorporate explicit reference to financial, lobbying, or personal interests in 

fossil fuel industries for specific role holders, such as board, senior management, and 

research reviewers, as applicable to commitments made by the HEI (128).  Measures to 

manage perceived or action conflicts may be outlined for important roles or decision types. 
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Employee Induction, Probation, Performance Management, and Promotion Policies 

Such policies can recognise sustainability knowledge and skills as critical for all employees, 

with such documents signposting that specific and general skills are to be identified through a 

framework (129).  Satisfactory completing of induction and / or probation could include 

mandatory learning or training, such as awareness of UCD’s obligations under the Climate 

Action Plan and others (130).  Workload modelling and promotions frameworks may 

incorporate ESD/sustainability expertise provision internally and externally through advisory, 

partnership and consultancy work more explicitly. 

 

Employee Learning, Training, Development, and Conference Allowance Policies 

Such policies can incorporate commitments through climate and sustainability commitments, 

from general sustainability thresholds for all (e.g., global citizenship, carbon literacy, SDGs) 

to specific competencies for a range of identified roles ( 131; 132; 133; 134). Fee concession 

policies for employees can prioritise sustainability-related learning at a modular level to make 

HEI-based learning accessible and manageable, with a commitment to provision of 

networking and training. HEIs can commit to incentivising employees to virtually attend 

conferences, e.g., by carrying over conference allowance where it would otherwise be 

forfeited, which may also benefit those with caring responsibilities. 

 

Employee Volunteering Policies 

Such policies can explicitly facilitate and encourage employees engaging in pro-

environmental volunteering with time flexibility and incorporation into workload 

management. Policies can articulate commitments to provide HEI-organised opportunities as 

well as support on- and off-campus ‘bottom up’ volunteering, and to recording such 

volunteering on a system to understand impacts ( 135; 136; 137; 138; 139). 

 

Employee Wellbeing, Physical and Mental Health Policies 

Such policies can incorporate encouragement of pro-environmental activities and 

contributions as part of employee wellbeing in voluntary, professional and development 

activities.  Integration of nature-based programmes to wellbeing programmes may be 

committed to by the HEI in these policies. 

 

Employee Secondment and Sabbatical Policies 

Such policies can incorporate encouragement of pro-environmental secondments and 

sabbaticals (140), through protected employment status arrangements similar to those for 

when employees are elected to national office. Sabbaticals to reorient teaching, research and 

professional roles for employees whose areas are undergoing considerable change may be 

facilitated through such policies ( 141; 142).  
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3.3. Academic Policies in a Climate and Ecological Emergency 

Balancing the need for academic freedom of faculty, institutional autonomy, and the needs of 

graduates and society in the emergency are challenges that can be addressed through a HEI’s 

academic regulations and policies. 

 

Academic Regulations, Subject and Programme Policies 

The overarching academic regulations of a HEI can confirm principles, roles and 

responsibilities to codify Education for Sustainable Development (ESD), climate and 

environmental sustainability principles throughout its curriculum in ways appropriate to 

subjects and disciplines ( 143;144; 145).  It can signify the requirement for review of best 

practice and the needs of graduates to reflect the realities of the emergency, both transferrable 

and programme specific.  Specific roles may be created, such as a Dean or Academic Officer, 

and teaching, supervision and other roles may be required to undertake a thematic review 

(146; 147; 148; 149).  ESD and environmental sustainability content may be appropriately 

embedded in programmes, and this may be prioritised for short programmes delivered to 

professional learners and current decision-makers in the first instance.  To ensure clear 

understanding of the minimum thresholds for a HEI’s programmes badged with ‘climate’, 

‘eco’ and related terms, modules and programmes using these may undergo additional checks 

or reserved decision-making. 

 

Mature, Professional, CPD and Executive Education Policies 

HEIs providing programmes dedicated to mature learners, career shifters, professional and 

executive education are in a privileged position to equip those learners with knowledge and 

skills to advance ESD and environmental sustainability within their careers.  Through 

policies governing these programmes, pathway, vocational and community programmes, 

executive education and other types of learning can incorporate ESD components, ‘wisdom-

enquiry’ and relevant sustainability content ( 150; 151; 152; 153; 154; 155; 156; 157; 158). 

 

Student Code of Conduct and related Policies 

Such policies can incorporate both the HEI’s and the student’s duty of care and 

interdependence on the natural world, and a recognition of the emergency.  This may include 

the SDGs or other frameworks as guiding principles and specific commitment to ensure 

students understand climate change and their capacity for climate action (159). 

 

Student Mental Health and Wellbeing Policies 

Dedicated section in these policies may situate mental health in the context of the climate and 

ecological emergency, with university supports and empowerment, psychological benefits of 

nature and not pathologising normal reactions to climate anxiety ( 160; 161; 162). 
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Research Ethics and Integrity Policies 

These policies may incorporate considerations of the climate and biodiversity emergency in 

relation to mandatory training and awareness, duty of care, possible harms, and conflicts of 

interest ( 163; 164; 165; 166).  

 

Student Empowerment, Student Engagement and Student Leadership Policies 

Whilst likely to be incorporated within other teaching and learning policies, statements to 

empower and engage students as leaders in sustainability and sustainable development can be 

advanced through its policies. This may include principles of empowering pro-environmental 

behaviours and attitudes, ring-fenced sustainability funding for its Students’ Union, student 

involvement in sustainability governance (167).  Policies could also signify bespoke student 

scholarships for sustainable development champions (like supports for athletes and 

musicians), modules to enable students to engage with campaigns and public consultations, 

student innovation, living lab and community engagement funds that embed active 

sustainability into the everyday experience of student life ( 168; 169; 170). 

 

Public and Community Engagement, Living Lab, and Innovation Policies 

Policies that seek to embed concepts of ‘living lab’ methodologies, community engagement 

and public engagement in HEIs can frame their principles through sustainability and 

sustainable development commitments.  Prioritisation to activities that advance sustainability 

and public health can be articulated in these, and the use of local and global partnerships for 

engaged research, innovation and outreach can advance commitments to global citizenship 

and the SDGs ( 171; 172; 173; 174; 175; 176; 177;178). 

 

Visiting Academic and Adjunct Staff Policies 

Such policies can include examples to signpost what types of members of society are 

welcome to be proposed, such as leaders in ENGOs and civil society who influence 

environmental campaigns using science, climate activists. 

 

4. Conclusion 

 

The collective strength of HEIs’ action in the face of ambitious climate mitigation and 

adaptation is considerable and urgent (179); their responsibility and opportunities to 

creatively embody sustainability has often been demonstrated (180).  In considering 

implementation of ambitious strategy and policy agendas for sustainability, real ambition and 

practical action should be considered at each level of the organisation. 

At an Irish Higher Education event, the Director General of the EPA commented that 

organisations have moved from ‘pollute less’, through ‘be more efficient’, to the realisation 
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that ‘all sectors need to reinvent themselves’ (181). Within the HE sector, organisations are 

changing in a variety of ways ( 182; 183; 184). 

As others have acknowledged, some of the recommendations contained herein are quite 

‘managerialist’ and conservative, relative to the existential nature of the emergency (185). At 

its best, however, an integrated environmental sustainability programme can harness a HEI’s 

resources to unlearn, relearn and co-learn at scale, offering solidarity and hope in action.  

Notwithstanding the pandemic or the challenges inherent in sustainability implementation, 

there was never any time to waste. HEIs’ self-determined leadership in the climate and 

ecological emergency may demonstrate proof of concepts, bring authentic transitions to life, 

use the HEI’s bureaucracy to aid fundamental shifts in culture, bolster the credibility of the 

HEI, and ignite evidence-based conversations about emergency actions and positive ‘tipping 

points’ in wider society (186; 187).  

HEIs can be at the forefront of these tipping points.  HEIs that initiate transformations can 

also readily loop these actions directly into their core business, i.e., teaching and research 

(e.g., see 188). A commitment to support these transformations through governance, seed 

funding and visibility of outputs could prove beneficial for many academic disciplines in 

their respective journeys and demonstrably embrace the heterogeneity of the academy (189).   

When scientists called on national governments for greater urgency, transparency, and 

scrutiny of their climate commitments, they made a comment fitting to all aspiring to 

environmental sustainability: “Ambition is no substitute for action” (190).  Under a cloud 

of existential threats, few institutions other than universities can serve through 

intergenerational solidarity, global partnerships and creative innovations for environmental 

stewardship and sustainable development. 
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4.1. Practical Implementation 

The following table summarises the approach a HEI could take to review and implement a 

governance and policy programme to embed environmental sustainability.  Within reserved 

and delegated functions from board to role(s), boards might consider which instruments are 

critical to environmental ambition and retain oversight in an implementation period. 

 

Policy Level Instruments to utilise – Amend Existing and Introduce New 

1. Board / 

Governing 

Authority 

Instruments 

i. Statutes – roles, ambition, accountability, value for sustainability. 

ii. Board Instruments – reserved and delegated authority 

iii. Board level strategic planning, including external analysis for 

benchmarking, target setting, investment, and funding opportunities. 

iv. Risk Management, Financial Management: new sustainability focus  

v. Board-level sustainability framework: policies, regulations, transparency  

vi. Declaration: Divestment, donations, funding and investments decisions 

(university, its subsidiaries and foundation) 

1a. Roles i. Senior role – with documented responsibilities for Climate Action, ESD, 

sustainability strategy and planning, policy, resources, etc. 

ii. Expert Advisory Panel / ‘Responsible Academic Officer’ or equivalent – 

consider direct reporting to GA/Audit & Risk Committee (model from 

Research Ethics and Audit functions). 

iii. Changes to roles and job descriptions, starting with senior management. 

2. Code i. GA Code of Conduct and Code of Governance responses: Regular, 

voluntary reporting of Scope 1,2,3 emissions, water, waste, and other 

environmental management aspects in all HEI locations.  

3. Terms of 

Reference 

(ToRs) 

i. Review all ToRs for Board, 

management, academic. 

ii. Guidelines for local committees 

iii. ToR for Board/ Management 

level Sustainability Committee 

and Advisory structure 

4. Regs– 

Review and 

Introduce 

i. Review Academic Regulations 

for ESD –integrate relevant 

student and academic aspects. 

ii. Energy, Environment & 

Sustainability Regs: incorporate 

ISO, other ambitions, reporting. 

5. Policies – 

Review and 

Introduce 

i. Review of existing and new Board policies. 

ii. Revise and add management policies as per delegated authority. 

iii. Empower highest ambition in academic regulations and policies. 

iv. Consider reserved authority at board level for most impactful policies for 

environmental sustainability, thus ensuring ambition cannot be diluted. 

6. Other i. Retain programmes, incentives, and initiatives that promote 

environmental sustainability, link to policies where applicable. 

ii. Implement curriculum and research reforms as quickly as possible, for 

executive/professional development (i.e., current decision makers) and 

then all taught and research programmes. 

iii. Revise/implement other programmes and initiatives under revised and 

new policies and in support of new strategies.   

iv. Include students, local community and diverse stakeholder groups in 

implementation, including outreach and public debate activities. 

v. Implement programmes prioritised by co-benefits, e.g., environmental 

sustainability and empowerment / health benefits. 

vi. Document, case study, publish as much as possible 

Figure: Implementation Summary for Environmental Sustainability 
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