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Executive Summary  

 

The Office of Sustainability has been around for over 10 years and has not had a comprehensive strategic plan 

until now, even though it has had several plans for specific sustainability initiatives.  

 

The Office plays a critical role on campus, fulfilling a core part of the University of Southern Maine’s mission to 

“support sustainable development, environmental stewardship, and community involvement.”1 This is a mission 

that is becoming increasingly important to today’s college students. In the 2016 College Hopes & Worries Survey 

administered by Princeton Review, 61% of respondents indicated that having information about a school’s 

environmental commitment would influence their decision of whether or not to apply to that institution.   

 

Over the past six months, full-time staff in the Office of Sustainability worked with various campus stakeholders 

to develop an eight-year sustainability plan. The plan’s overarching objective is to achieve significant progress 

toward the University’s national commitment of becoming a carbon neutral campus by the year 2040. This effort 

serves as a stage for many corollary initiatives besides carbon reduction.  

 

The plan is comprised of three major pillars, which are strategically designed to be mutually reinforcing: energy; 

material resources; and education & outreach. All three pillars help advance carbon neutrality, while also 

supporting numerous non-carbon objectives, such as resource reuse, cost savings, education and community 

building. 

 

A summary of the plan, highlighting the major, intermediate goals is provided in the table below: 

 

 

                                                
1 USM Faculty Senate (2008) 
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The Office of Sustainability is charged with helping the University achieve carbon neutrality, remove waste, 

support sustainability education in and out of the classroom, raise money, and garner media attention, but has 

little direct control over any of these activities, with the exception of waste management. Therefore, the Office 

cannot achieve this plan alone. Success will require broad participation from students, staff and faculty.  

 

Students, staff, and faculty who are interested in joining any of the activities outlined in this plan should contact 

the Office of Sustainability here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://usm.maine.edu/sustainability/people
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Introduction 

 

In 1983, the United Nation’s formed a commission to address the need for more mindful economic development, 

given development’s link to environmental degradation. This group, known as the Brundtland Commission, 

coined the term “sustainable development” in 1987 to describe a more mindful approach to development. They 

defined it as meeting “the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs.”2 The definition is now widely used as a definition for “sustainability” more broadly.  

 

Throughout the 1990’s, several environmental issues rose to the forefront of those concerned with sustainable 

development, including peak oil, acid rain, and climate change. By the mid 2000’s, it was clear that climate 

change, in particular, had captured the attention of the scientific community. Higher education responded in 2006 

through a movement led by 12 colleges and universities to create the American College and University 

Presidents’ Climate Commitment (ACUPCC)3. The Commitment challenged colleges and universities across the 

country to become carbon neutral. The organization overseeing the ACUPCC, Second Nature, joined forces with 

the nascent Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education4 and began inspiring 

institutions of higher education to sign the pledge and hire sustainability staff to oversee their institution’s efforts.  

 

The University of Southern Maine was a charter signatory of the President’s Climate Commitment (now known 

as the President’s Carbon Commitment). President Pattenaude signed the public, national commitment in 2007, 

and it is still upheld today by President Cummings.  

 

USM’s pledge is to reduce its net greenhouse gas emissions to zero by the year 20405. The plan calls for an 

80% reduction of campus-affiliated greenhouse gas emissions associated with burning fossil fuels for heat, 

electricity, and transportation, as well as methane emissions from waste disposal. The remaining 20% of 

emissions are intended to be offset by University initiatives to reduce another entity’s greenhouse gas 

emissions6.  

 

USM has made notable progress toward this goal, and by doing so has saved thousands of dollars per year. 

Since 2006, gross greenhouse gas emissions from heat were reduced by 23% and emissions from waste fell 

20%, as the University surpassed a 54% waste diversion rate. In fact, USM’s waste diversion activities have 

earned the school national recognition. Increased efficiency of operations, key behavioral change initiatives, and 

an expansion of surplus operations resulted in five awards from the US Environmental Protection Agency in the 

past three years. Additionally, USM has received significant local media attention for educational events and 

activities on a wide range of sustainability topics.  

 

                                                
2 The definition was published in the Report of the World Commission on Environment and Development: Our Common 

Future.  
3 For more on the background of the ACUPCC, see http://secondnature.org/who-we-are/background/  
4 The national, professional organization serving sustainability officers, professors, students and administrators interested 

in sustainability 
5 In January of 2017, the Mayor of Portland, Ethan Strimling, pledged a separate, but related, goal of 100% renewable 

energy by the year 2040. 
6 Offsetting is not intended to be a permanent solution, rather a stopgap to buy more time to continue reducing University 

emissions as new technologies become available. 

http://secondnature.org/who-we-are/background/
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Despite the University’s success, progress on both energy and waste have begun to slow, and the Office of 

Sustainability has not been able to sustain a high-level of student and faculty involvement in its initiatives. If USM 

is to achieve its carbon neutrality goal by 2040, students, staff, and faculty from every corner of campus will have 

to lend a hand.  

 

Engagement of an entire campus requires a strategic effort across capital planning, daily operations, and the 

classroom. Sustainability efforts in each of these sectors must support each other in deliberate ways instead of 

being carried out in isolation, where they could potentially compete. Major achievements resulting in lasting 

change can only be accomplished when multiple people share a common vision and efforts to work toward that 

vision are mutually beneficial. Even sustainability goals as closely related as reducing energy use and reducing 

material waste have to be deliberately tied together or else they risk competing with each other for the scarce 

resources of time and human effort. Some past initiatives at USM have suffered as a result of the perception of 

waste and energy or waste and sustainability as being separate universes, when in fact the laws of 

thermodynamics inextricably tie energy and material waste together as closely related sustainability challenges.  

 

For example, every material resource requires energy to create from resource extraction, to production in a 

factory, to delivery to the user. At every step in the production chain, fossil fuels are burned and greenhouse gas 

emissions are emitted into the atmosphere. The energy used in the production chain for a given material object 

can be considered the “embodied energy” of that product. Therefore, when we throw away material waste, we 

are throwing away energy. Waste disposal also results in terrestrial and atmospheric pollution. The terrestrial 

pollution is obvious to most people as trash piles up in landfills or gets dumped in the ocean. Atmospheric 

pollution comes from waste decomposition in the form of methane, a greenhouse gas. Similarly, energy use 

creates both terrestrial and atmospheric pollution. Modern industrial processes that use energy result in a range 

of greenhouse gas emissions including carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, HFCs7 and others. Use of fossil 

fuel also affects land and water through activities such as deposition of acid rain and oil spills. A sustainable 

society, and thus a sustainable campus, necessitates careful use of both energy and material resources in order 

to minimize waste and pollution.  

 

The plan presented here targets leverage points in capital planning, daily operations, and the classroom in a 

coordinated way. It also marries the dual goals of energy and waste reductions by carefully allocating time to 

both, and outlining education and outreach initiatives to strategically support both.  

 

Education and outreach are also critical elements of the plan because no matter how sustainable the USM 

campus physically becomes, it cannot be considered truly sustainable unless its students are graduating with a 

baseline knowledge of sustainability. Basic sustainability literacy is not just a key professional development skill 

for USM students entering any sector of today’s workforce, it is also a crucial skill for students’ ability to be 

informed citizens and active community members.  

 

The world USM graduates are now entering is experiencing unprecedented change. According to the World 

Meteorological Organization8, last year was the hottest year on record since humans began recording 

temperature, and 16 out of the hottest 17 years have occurred during this century. Many scientists have 

                                                
7 Hydrofluorocarbons 
8 World Meteorological Organization (2017) 
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published papers in recent years suggesting that the Earth is entering its 6th mass extinction event9. When one 

adds the scarcity of potable water across the planet10, the overabundance of plastic waste in the North Pacific 

gyre11, and growing economic inequality12 to the list of challenges, the task of maintaining a healthy environment, 

economy, and society appears to be a monumental one.  

 

The science of sustainability, grounded in systems thinking13, is perhaps the most effective pedagogical 

framework higher education has for teaching about the interconnected nature of these issues and training 

students the analytical skills necessary to face these challenges. As an institution with the motto “University of 

everyone,” it’s critical to ensure that all USM students receive sufficient education preparing them for the 

uncertainty of global change, as it will affect every industry and every citizen. Moreover, every discipline has 

something to offer to sustainability.  

 

The education and outreach elements of the plan are not only designed to teach sustainability literacy to 

students, staff, and faculty, but to exercise the section of the University’s mission dedicated to “community 

involvement.” Community involvement requires that the University serve as a responsible local and global citizen, 

leading through innovation and research. As a partly coastal university within a community vulnerable to climate 

change, USM has a special role to play in helping to mitigate climate change and its effects. USM is also uniquely 

situated to support Maine’s economic legacy through responsible forestry and local food production, two key 

sectors of sustainability research.  

 

Development of the sustainability plan presented here took six months. Office of Sustainability full-time staff 

began by brainstorming which key components of sustainability should be the basis for a plan for USM, utilizing 

the 2040 carbon neutrality goal as its overarching framework. They then settled on energy, material resources 

and education, and began mapping the relationships between these three pillars.  

 

After settling on a conceptual model, many of the core concepts outlined in the 2012 climate action plan were 

revised and used to flesh out the conceptual model. The team then began an iterative process of adding and 

refining goals and activities to a spreadsheet based on the conceptual model. They shared the spreadsheet with 

one stakeholder at a time to garner input, revised the goals and activities according to the input, added new 

ideas, shared the spreadsheet with another stakeholder, and repeated the process until over 12 key groups were 

consulted. Therefore, the plan includes strategic leverage points and opportunities from multiple academic and 

non-academic offices, as well as student groups. The plan was also deliberately aligned with President 

Cummings’ Nine Goals, as well as the Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) identified by the University of Maine 

System’s 2015 Administrative Review for Facilities Management.  

 

The plan primarily focuses on activities for the next eight years. But, the Office of Sustainability will be refining 

strategies within the plan on a weekly basis, and planning implementation strategies for the spring and fall 

                                                
9 Williams et al. (2015); Ceballos (2015) 
10 Goldenberg (2014) 
11 Milman (2016) 
12 Piketty et al. (2016) 
13 “Systems thinking” is a problem solving strategy that attempts to understand both macro and micro components of a 

system and their linkages in order to develop holistic solutions. Modern application of the concept was articulated in 
Senge (1990) and served as the foundation for the frequently cited “Places to Intervene in a System” by Meadows (1997) 
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semesters during the winter and summer breaks, respectively. Major revisions will be considered annually in 

December, to correspond with Carbon Action Planning reporting obligations for Second Nature.  

President’s Nine Goals 

 

The sustainability goals outlined in this plan were developed to strategically align with and support the 

President’s Nine Goals. In fact, every goal, as well as every action item, listed in this document has been 

aligned with one or more of the President’s Goals14. The President’s Nine Goals offer a critically important 

vision for the future of the University of Southern Maine, and the Office of Sustainability is committed to doing 

everything it can to help the University realize this vision.  

 

The President’s Nine Goals are as follows: 

 

● USM will be known for academic excellence with real-world experiences as a core part of its academic 

program. 

● 80% of our students will state that at least one individual (staff or faculty) knows them well, supports 

them, and believes in them (NSSE, now below 60%). 

● 72% of our students will remain at USM between each school year (IPEDS, now 63%). 

● 10% of our alumni will give to USM annually (now 2%). 

● The USM Foundation will raise $50M in scholarships, infrastructure and investments for our students 

(now $17M). 

● USM headcount enrollment will reach 10,000 (IPEDS, now 8,700). 

● USM will be designated as a 'Great Place to Work'. 

● 80% will recommend USM to others (post grad survey, now 61%). 

● USM will establish a sustainable financial model by attaining industry standards attributable to a 

financially healthy institution. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
14 A spreadsheet is available, upon request, that shows a list of all the applicable President’s goals affiliated with each of 

the sustainability goals and action items. For the sake of space, that information is not included in this report.  
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Sustainability Goals 

The strategic campus sustainability goals are listed below. The goals are divided into three pillars: energy; 

material resources; and education and outreach. Each goal is represented by bold text. Listed below each goal 

are specific actions, non-bold, that the office of sustainability plans to take to support the goal.  

For each goal, and corresponding actions, the table lists a date, description, metrics, and partners. For goals, 

the date represents a deadline. For actions, the date represents the time when the action will begin. The 

description offers more detail about the goal or action. The metrics represent how progress toward the goal or 

action will be measured. Finally, potential partners are individuals, departments, groups, or organizations who 

have either expressed interest in helping with the initiative or are suspected by sustainability office staff as 

potentially being helpful for the initiative. The office of sustainability staff does not have the capacity to carry-

out all of these actions by itself; therefore, the partners represent a crucial resource for success.  

Energy 

 

The energy goals and actions listed here are primarily focused on addressing energy use for campus heat, 

campus electricity, and campus-affiliated transportation. As discussed earlier, energy and waste are intricately 

related, but for the sake of organization, the energy implications of waste are primarily discussed in the 

“material resources” section. USM’s energy initiatives will also require a significant education and outreach 

effort, but those activities are primarily discussed in the “education and outreach” section.  
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Material Resources 

 

The material resource goals listed below include strategies to address downstream waste issues, as well as 

upstream waste issues. This dual approach recognizes the benefit of proactive strategies in addition to the 

traditional reactive strategies. USM’s material resource initiatives will require significant education and 

outreach efforts, and although some of those efforts are discussed here, many of them are discussed in the 

“education and outreach” section.  
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Education & Outreach 

The pillar of education and outreach is carefully designed to support the other two pillars: energy and material 

resources. It is also designed to accomplish something greater than energy and material resources could on 

their own. In the framework of Donella Meadows’ 15 “Places to Intervene in a System,” this education and 

outreach pillar is aimed at changing the “goals” and the “paradigm” of the system16. Meadows argues that the 

goals and paradigm are the two most transformative leverage points in a system.  

 

Many of the people who contributed to crafting this plan believe that building a strong community around 

sustainability at USM will foster a paradigm shift in how the University and larger community think about 

sustainability. Sustainability can remain a value-added side project in higher education, or it can become the 

norm of how universities operate. The goals and actions listed below are aimed at achieving the latter.  

 

 

                                                
15 Meadows (1997) 
16 The “system” in this case is the University, as a functioning entity. 
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Implementation 

  

The University of Southern Maine is a fertile place for sustainability. The City of Portland is one of the pioneer 

cities to sign on to a 100% renewable energy goal17. The University is situated in a state with a thriving local, 

sustainable food network, which is now being aided by the University’s dining contractor, Sodexo, through their 

Maine Course program18. Maine also has a rich history of relying on natural resources, such as lumber and 

fisheries, to power its economy. Finally, the University is situated at a strategic location along the North Atlantic 

trade route and will become a key player in sustainability challenges arising from increased trade due to the 

opening of the north west passage from climate change19.  

 

                                                
17 The goal was pledged by Mayor Strimling in his State of the City address in January of 2017. 
18 Maine Course is a program designed to build the local, sustainable food network while supporting Maine’s economy. 
19 Mooney (2015) 
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Beyond the University’s unique location, it is also comprised of a thriving group of students, faculty, and staff 

who value sustainability and have been working in the field for years. Students in nursing, tourism and 

hospitality, business administration, engineering and other majors have taken on sustainability projects in 

recent years alongside the usual suspects from environmental science and policy. Staff in grounds, trades, 

custodial, information technology, the library, and many other departments have participated in sustainability 

projects ranging from green cleaning to composting to computer recycling. Even President Cummings has 

earned sustainability stripes by writing his PhD dissertation on campus sustainability and by serving as the 

chair of the U.S. Department of Education’s Green Initiative when he was Deputy Assistant Secretary.  

 

USM is primed and ready to take big steps toward sustainability infrastructure and education on its three 

campuses. The Office of Sustainability’s full-time staff and student Eco-rep program has already begun 

implementation of this strategic plan. Students, staff, and faculty from across the University from any major or 

department are encouraged to get involved in any way that is suitable to their professional goals and 

schedules. Interested people can reach out to the Office of Sustainability anytime to find out which project 

might best suit their needs. The primary office is located in the facilities management building at 25 Bedford 

Street and is open most of the time between 8 am-4:30 pm, Monday through Friday. A satellite office in 

Gorham at 19 College Avenue (The Energy Lab) is staffed certain days a week on a rotating basis, and 

sustainability employees can travel to the Lewiston-Auburn campus upon request. The sustainability website20 

offers the most up-to-date phone numbers and email addresses of office employees.  

 

If we work together, we can make the University of Southern Maine a model campus for sustainability and 

prepare our students to thrive in a changing world.  
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