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TAKE�"�8 �"�:�4
����Higher education is and should be the 

seedbed of the sustainability movement. 
After all, most of the research related to 
climate change and environmental sci-
ence occurs on college and university 
campuses. 

����Trustees, presidents, and administrators 
have a responsibility to both model sus-
tainable behavior within our institutions 
and to inspire our students to embrace 
more sustainable ways of life.

����Creative methods should be used to 
weave sustainability into the very fabric 
of institutional life, not just in campus 
operations and construction practices, 
but in the curriculum, co-curriculum, and 
community outreach.

B Y  D A V I D  S H I

At Furman U., environmental 
education is a way of life

A SMALL GREEN SHED STANDS NEXT TO AN OLD 

railroad track on the corner of the Furman Univer-
sity campus in Greenville, S.C. Wander by the place 
at odd hours, day or night, and youÕll find a student 
environmental group conducting a sort of educa-
tional alchemyÑconverting leftover vegetable oil 
from the campus dining hall into diesel fuel.

101
Sustainability

http://www.furman.edu/
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Under the tutelage of biology profes-
sor Travis Perry, who formerly served as 
the faculty adviser for the schoolÕs Envi-
ronmental Action Group (EAG), these 
students are responsible for producing 
as much as 5 percent of the diesel fuel 
needed to power the universityÕs fleet of 
lawn mowers, tractors, backhoes, and 
trucks. The university buys the bio-diesel 
fuel from EAG, and the group uses the 
proceeds to fund a variety of environmen-
tal projects on the campus and throughout 
the local community.

Sustainability is one of the leading issues 
of our time. Climate change is real, and 
widespread commitment and creativity 
are needed to combat its negative effects. 

Corporations and other organizations are 
learning to balance economic goals with 
environmental responsibilities. And though 
the concept of environmental stewardship 
might sound simple, it involves making 
daily, often difficult, choices about how we 
behave and what we do.  

Higher education is the seedbed of the 
sustainability movement. Much climate 
research and environmental science takes 
place on college and university cam-
puses, which are, by their very nature, 
sustainable. They are built to last and 
are endowed in perpetuity. Colleges and 
universities are preparing the leaders of 
the future, talented young people who 
will assume great responsibilities in con-

fronting the sobering challenges posed 
by global warming and environmental 
degradation. As higher-education leaders, 
we have a responsibility to model sustain-
able behavior within our institutions and 
to inspire our students to embrace a more 
sustainable way of life.

Setting Goals
Furman University recently made sus-
tainability one of its institutional goals. 
Sustainability was a major emphasis of the 
universityÕs 1997 strategic plan, and in 
2001 the board of trustees unanimously 
agreed Òto strengthen our commitment 
to the environment by promoting sustain-
ability through educational programs, 
campus operations and construction prac-
tices, and public awareness initiatives.Ó 
A long-range plan adopted in 2004 
renewed that commitment. The goal is to 
weave sustainability into the very fabric of 
institutional life, not just campus opera-
tions and construction practices, but the 
curriculum, co-curriculum, and commu-
nity outreach. 

Furman faculty recently approved a new 
curriculum that includes a requirement 
that all students take at least one course 
dedicated to ÒHumans and the Natural 
Environment.Ó 

Co-curricular and extracurricular ini-
tiatives aim to connect the universityÕs 
academic emphasis on environmental 
sustainability with student life. Programs 
include the following:

�L An aggressive recycling effort, not 
only for plastic and cardboard prod-
ucts, but also for furniture, food, and 
 computers; 

�L An emerging student-managed 
organic garden where students, faculty, 
and staff will learn about growing health-
ier food; and

�L A seven-year sustainability- 
immersion project known as the Eco-
Cottages. As part of the project, students 
inhabit special environmental cottages 
designed to teach them about alternative-
energy sources, recycling, sustainable 
living, and monitoring the usage of elec-
tricity, water, and other utilities.

WhatÕs more, 19 freshman students 
currently participate in the Environmental 
Community of Students, or ECOS. As part 
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urman University senior Elizabeth Cooke is working with professors, 

fellow students, and university horticulturist Bruce Fox to build rain 

gardensÑa project she and others believe will help purify surrounding 

natural water systems and prevent harmful impurities from seeping 

into the universityÕs Furman Lake.

Built with the aid of a $2,000 grant from the National Wildlife Federation, the 

gardens, which sit between the universityÕs existing Asia Garden and its North Vil-

lage, is the brainchild of Cooke, biology professor Wade Worthen, and earth and 

environmental sciences professor Wes Dripps. 

Together with several freshman, ECOS members, and students from FurmanÕs 

Environmental Action Group (EAG), the young environmentalist and her faculty 

partners created a system that 

collects rainwater and filters 

out the sediment, fertilizers, 

pesticides and other harm-

ful impurities that drain from 

lawns, sidewalks, and parking 

lots during rain storms. The gar-

dens are used to prevent these 

and other potentially harmful 

chemicals from flowing into a 

nearby stream and emptying 

into Furman Lake.

Part of the universityÕs larger 

lake-restoration project, the gardens are the first of several planned projects to 

absorb rainwater runoff and is designed to prevent stagnant pools of standing water 

by absorbing rainfall within two days of any rain storm.

Cooke plans to share her project with the community by placing educational 

signs throughout the garden explaining how it works. ÒPart of my plan was to do 

outreach to local schools and bring kids to campus to let them see it,Ó says Cooke of 

the project.

As FurmanÕs EAG president, Cooke 

says she is excited about the prospect 

of providing a ÒgreenerÓ campus for 

students.

ÒI think Furman is doing a lot of 

really great things for the environ-

ment,Ó she explains. ÒI donÕt think 

most students know this, but many 

schools look at Furman as a leader in 

that area.Ó Ñ D.S.

of that program, participating students 
reside in the same residence hall, take  
two environmentally related courses 
together, and align their curricular and 
co-curricular interests in sustainability 
with their daily living habits. ECOS stu-
dents work on a variety of on-campus and 
off-campus projects, including a campus/
community Rails-to-Trails partnership, 
a Furman Lake restoration initiative, 
and the maintenance of the university’s 
organic garden. 

Year of the Environment
Furman University made 2006 the “Year 
of the Environment.” To commemorate 
the occasion, the school partnered with 
Southern Living magazine to build an eco-
friendly “Showcase Home,” which eventu-
ally will serve as the university’s Center for 
Sustainability.

The 3,000-square-foot building, known 
as Cliffs Cottage, incorporates many of 
the latest concepts and systems associated 
with sustainable design, construction, and 
operations, including the use of renew-
able solar and geothermal energy systems. 
Slated for completion in June, the show-
case home will host public tours for a year. 
The university will take full control of the 
cottage in 2009. The building then will be 
used to support on-campus sustainability 
initiatives and to model for the larger com-
munity effective sustainable building and 
landscape practices. Southern Living esti-
mates that as many as 40,000 visitors will 
tour the facility to gain insight into design 
principles and construction practices for 
sustainability. 

Furman also has developed a multi-
year plan to restore the natural beauty 
and water quality of the university’s 
Furman Lake. The plan calls for an 
integrated approach involving student/
faculty research and action, changes in 
institutional practices, incorporation of 
new techniques to nurture wetlands and 
improve water chemistry, and a healthy 
level of institutional financial support. 
The project provides not only a natural 
learning laboratory for the campus com-
munity, but also an educational platform 
for the general public, thousands of whom 
visit the campus weekly to walk the trail 
around the lake. 

Putting Raindrops to Work
Gardens help purify campus water systems

http://www.southernliving.com/southern/
http://www.nwf.org/
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N
early 500 college and 

university presidents—and 

counting—have signed the 

American College & Uni-

versity Presidents Climate 

Commitment, the massive petition of 

higher-education leaders that pledges 

to reduce greenhouse-gas emissions  

on college and university campuses 

nationwide.  

But college presidents alone cannot 

make campuses more environmentally 

friendly. Trustees, too, represent a criti-

cal constituency in the quest for institu-

tional sustainability.

Take, for example, the College of the 

Atlantic (COA) in Maine. Established in 

1972, the college is relatively young. It’s 

also small; its first graduating class in 

1977 consisted of two graduates. Trust-

ees serve the college not as the result of 

some existing relationship but because 

the school’s core mission—teaching 

environmentalism—excites them.

COA recently reached a widely 

reported milestone when it achieved 

carbon neutrality (a project to reduce, 

avoid, and offset the emission of green-

house gases)—a step its trustees sup-

ported. Throughout the process, COA 

trustees helped evaluate the efficiency 

of the campus and its facilities. Trustees 

not only supported the construction 

of a new energy-efficient housing  

complex, but also helped preserve a  

historic cottage slated for demolition. 

Trustees are renowned for making 

large, financial contributions. Tufts Uni-

versity Trustee Bernard Gordon recently 

gave the school $10 million toward con-

struction of a new dorm. Called Sophia 

Gordon Hall, the energy-efficient build-

ing features rooftop solar panels capable 

of generating up to one-third of the dor-

mitory’s energy. Water is heated using 

solar energy. And high-performance 

windows help insulate the building. 

Large financial gifts aren’t the only 

ones that matter. At Connecticut Col-

lege, for example, a trustee created a 

revolving loan fund to encourage the 

development of renewable energy proj-

ects on campus. The trustee reportedly 

donated $500 and received a $500 

Building the Future
FurmanÕs commitment to sustainabil-
ity is manifested in its construction of 
LEED-certified buildings. LEEDÑfor 
Leadership in Energy and Environmen-
tal DesignÑis a certification process by 
which the sustainability and environmen-
tal sensitivity of a building is evaluated.

Established by the U.S. Green Building 
Council in 1993, LEED certification is 
based on a point system and granted at 
four levelsÑCertified, Silver, Gold, and 
Platinum.

FurmanÕs Herman Hipp Hall,  
completed in 2002, was the first Gold- 
certified LEED building in South Caro-

lina. Recently, Furman received the South 
Carolina Green Building CouncilÕs Award 
of Excellence for its pioneering work in 
green building technologies. 

The new Charles Townes Center for 
Science, now under construction, will 
transform the way science is taught at 
Furman and will incorporate an array of 
sustainability components, including the 
following:

�L�� A solar aquatic wastewater treatment 
system;

�L�� Hybrid solar concentrators generat-
ing much of the buildingÕs heat;

�L�� Passive solar heating and thermal 
storage;

�L�� A rainwater-collection system; and
�L�� High-performance energy systems 

for thermal efficiency.

More Than Buildings
Sustainability is about more than environ-
ment-friendly construction; it also involves 
paying attention to the food we eatÑand 
where it comes from. 

As part of this effort, Furman partners 
with ARAMARK, the universityÕs dining-
services provider, in a commitment to 
buy some of its produce from local and/

Going Green
How trustees can help

http://www.conncoll.edu/
http://www.aramark.com/Home.aspx?PostingID=21&ChannelID=2
http://www.usgbc.org/DisplayPage.aspx?CMSPageID=222
http://www.presidentsclimatecommitment.org/
http://www.coa.edu/html/home.htm
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matching grant from her employer. The 

money reportedly was used to conduct a 

wind feasibility study.

ÒTrustees have been supportive of the 

collegeÕs sustainability efforts,Ó explains 

Amy Cabinass, the schoolÕs energy  

coordinator. 

As a student, Hampshire alumna and 

trustee Marci Riseman studied ecologi-

cal architecture and sustainable devel-

opment, areas she went on to explore 

professionally. ÒThere were several 

things that were thrilling to me about 

Hampshire when I joined the Board 

of Trustees,Ó says Riseman. She cites 

HampshireÕs ongoing Sustainable Cam-

pus Plan, its Cultural Village, and evolv-

ing green building projects as initiatives 

that pique her interest.

Larry Archey, HampshireÕs direc-

tor of campus planning and support 

services, says Hampshire alumni have 

a longstanding tradition of sustainabil-

ity. ÒA number of alumni who serve as 

trustees have shown interest in green 

building practices, land stewardship, and 

energy conservation,Ó notes Riseman. 

ÒItÕs always an interesting challenge to 

balance our passion for environmental 

sustainability with the reality of the high 

cost of buildingÑparticularly at the high-

est level of sustainability.Ó

Judy Walton, acting executive director 

of the Association for the Advancement 

of Sustainability in Higher Education 

(AASHE), agrees. Walton underscores 

the importance of trustees in advancing 

sustainability. ÒTrustees have played a 

vital role in the success of the Presi-

dents Climate Commitment,Ó she  

says. ÒIn some cases, trustees have 

strongly urged presidents to sign. 

Beyond signing, though, many are  

serving on committees or councils set 

up to implement the commitment  

and are actively seeking opportuni-

ties and funding for projects to reduce 

greenhouse gas emissions. Their  

eagerness to educate themselves  

about global warming is inspirational.Ó  

Ñ Sarah Werthan Buttenwieser, a  

freelance writer, is also a Trustee Emerita 

of Hampshire College. She writes  

frequently for Mothers Movement  

Online, and has a monthly column  

for NPR’s Justice Talking site  

(swb@crocker.com). 

or organic farms. With Furman’s encour-
agement, ARAMARK recently created a 
new corporate position: Vice President for 
Sustainability. The company has desig-
nated Furman as a pilot school and says it 
will use its experiences at the South Caro-
lina campus to expand its sustainability 
programs to more than 400 institutions 
nationwide. 

Furman students also do their part, 
delivering leftover food from the dining 
hall to the local Loaves and Fishes agency 
in Greenville, which distributes the food 
throughout the county. The university also 
has developed a set of “green purchasing 
guidelines” regulating most university pur-
chasing decisions, from paper products to 
engine lubricants.

Smart water use is another important 
component of sustainability. Responsible 
water use is essential to any environment-
conscious campus-maintenance plan. At 
Furman, campus fountains, for instance, 
recycle their own water after being filled, 
preventing excessive use of treated city 
water. Chilled water from these fountains 
also is recycled and used to power the 
university’s air-conditioning systems. The 
irrigation system that feeds the campus’s 

many trees and gardens siphons water from 
the Furman Lake. An on-campus mulch 
and compost operation recycles fallen trees, 
branches, and leaves, all of which are pro-
cessed and used as mulch in campus flower 
beds and the organic garden.

Energy consumption is another focal 
point of Furman’s sustainability plan. 
Despite new campus construction, school 
officials have improved energy efficiency 
by 20 percent, saving about $420,000 
annually.

Furman also is moving away from gaso-
line-powered vehicles. Thirty-five electric 
golf carts recently replaced 31 gasoline-
powered cars and trucks in the university’s 
Facilities Services division. The university’s 
public-safety force now uses hybrid-fueled 
vehicles.

Green Is Contagious
Across the Furman campus, sustainability 
permeates every facet of university life. 
The athletic department hangs banners 
at intercollegiate athletic events featuring 
Furman athletes with a message to “reuse 
and recycle.” The residents of North Vil-
lage, a large apartment complex for junior 
and senior university students, now holds 

an annual conservation contest, the “Kill-A-
Watt Challenge.” 

Even as Furman celebrates its progress 
toward greater sustainability, the university 
continues to generate new ideas and initia-
tives. For example, Furman is one of 25 
charter signatories to the American College 
and University Presidents Climate Com-
mitment, a bold initiative that requires 
participating institutions to develop a 
climate-neutrality plan.

In the fall of 2007, Furman launched 
a $400-million fundraising campaign. 
One of its goals: to finance projects related 
to the university’s sustainability commit-
ment, including reducing the university’s 
carbon footprint. Such expenditures are an 
investment not only in Furman’s future, 
but also in the long-term quality of life on 
the planet. Step by step, Furman and other 
universities like it are making a difference. 
Our lives—and those of our children and 
our grandchildren—depend on it. 

AUTHOR:  David Shi is president of Furman 
University in South Carolina. 
E-MAIL:  david.shi@furman.edu 
TÕSHIP LINKS: Diane L. Tacke, “Saving Green on 
Energy Costs,” March/April 2006.
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