
Universities as role models for sustainability –
a case study on implementation and results
of University of Gothenburg Climate Strategy

A success story on climate change mitigation through transboundary
collaboration in a complex academic environment
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8 faculties – 38 departments

• The Sahlgrenska Academy – pharmacy, medicine, 

odontology and health care sciences 

• The Faculty of Science 

• The Faculty of Arts

• The Faculty of Fine, Applied and  Performing Arts  

• The Faculty of Social Sciences 

• School of Business, Economics and Law 

• The Faculty of Education

• The IT Faculty

• 37,000 students, 25,400 full-time students

• 240  educational programmes

• 2,500  courses

• 6,200 employees

• 387,000 square meters building area

• 650 million Euro total income/revenue

Gothenburg

University of Gothenburg



Background
”Sustainable development is important to us; we
always consider the long-term social, economic and 
ecological consequences and allow them to guide 
our operations.”

University of Gothenburg, Vision 2020

2009 assignment by the Vice-Chancellor to the 
Environmnetal Manager to develop a Climate
strategy. 

The University is both EMAS registered and certified
in accordance with ISO 14001. 

With its well-established Environmental
Management System (EMS), the University was in 
an excellent position to implement a Climate
strategy and carry out systematic monitoring of this.
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http://www.skogh.hum.gu.se/english/about_the_university/vision/
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Environmental objectives & performance

improvements

• Objectives and Improvements for the area Research

• Objectives and Improvements for the area Education

• Objectives and Improvements for the area Outreach

• Objectives and Improvements for the area Operations:

– - Impact on the climate:

– (Travel and Transport + Energy use)

– - Consumption of resources:
– (Purchasing and Procurement + Waste Management)

– - Use of Chemical Products

– - Risk management

– - Competence development/Staff Training

– - Student cooperation

Sustainability report
Annual report written under the guidelines of the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI). www.sustainabilityreport.gu.se

http://www.sustainabilityreport.gu.se/


Organizational structure - Operations

The Environmental Unit played a key role in 
planning, coordinating, facilitating and monitoring 
climate action. 

The EMS enables a goal-oriented and systematic 
approach to achieve the ambitions set forth in the 
Climate strategy. 

The yearly results serves as a base for future 
priorities.

The EMS also facilitates the management 
engagement necessary to implement the ambitions 
outlined in the Climate strategy.
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Organizational structure – Scientific guidance 

In order to win support for the strategy and to drive 
its implementation forward, the University has 
formed an Internal Climate Committee consisting of 
eminent researchers within the climate field. The task 
of the Climate Committee is to provide guidance and 
opinions on the university’s climate-related work, and 
to assess the measures described in the strategy.

At the University of Gothenburg, this is a unique way 
of gathering knowledge produced within the 
university for application on it’s own operations. 
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Merritt Polk, senior 
lecturer in Human 
Ecology and member of 
the Climate Committee.

Thomas Sterner, 
professor in 
Environmental 
Economics, lead author 
in the International 
Panel on Climate 
Change and member of 
the Climate Committee. 

UNICA Green 2-4 May 2016 Roma



Objective and action areas

This is being achieved mainly through:

•energy efficiency measures, and by 

•adapting business travel in line with climatic and environmental considerations.

Areas with an indirect positive or negative impact on the climate have also been identified to reinforce the 
University of Gothenburg’s climate-related efforts: Research and education, Cooperation and communication, 
Coordinating purchasing and transport, Computer use, and Food. Carbon off-setting is made for all climate 
affecting emissions from air-travel, without it being calculated for in the objective follow-up. 

The target fulfillment is monitored  through emissions from travel and energy consumption. The target is set 
in absolute figures, giving that when the university grows in revenues, students and staff, it does not affect 
the target.
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The main objective is to reduce total carbon dioxide emissions by the year 2015 by 
at least 20 percent compared with 2008 levels. The University of Gothenburg also 
aims to reduce total energy usage by 10 per cent for the same period. 
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Achievement
By the end of 2015 the target was almost reached with a reduction of total carbon emissions by 
18 per cent as compared to the baseline year 2008. Energy use per square meter is reduced by 
19 per cent.
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Challenges overcome: Conflicting objectives

Increased internationalization and reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions from air travel is a 
challenge. 

To meet this challenge, a policy for travel and 
meetings was adopted, requiring special approval 
for air-travel under 500 kilometers.

Carbon offsetting for all flight travels.

We offer technical solutions and support for travel-
free meetings including infrastructure, training
and information. 

In 2015 9000 hours of travel free meetings using
”Jabber” was registered

UNICA Green 2-4 May 2016 Roma

Electricity
7%

District 
heating

22%

Boats
4%

Fossil 
energy

0%

Car, 
bus, 
train
3%

Flights under 
500 km

7%

Flights over 
500 km

57%

Emissions  of CO2 2015 by source

9



Challenges overcome: Not owning facilities
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We need to cooperate with the city, region and other stakeholders in order to
physicly create Sustainable and Green campuses/buildings



Policy and management

• Policy for university buildings (2012)

• Rules for implementing the policy for the university buildings
(2012)

• Focus on:

- Environmental aspects

- Functionality, work environment, safety aspects

- Image and identity aspects

 Sustainability group, representatives from 3 units (Facilities, 
Communication, Environment), supports the project manager.
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1. Good examples
Cutting energy at the Laboratory for Experimental Biomedicine (EBM)

In a joint project, the Sahlgrenska 
Academy and the property owner 
Akademiska Hus, carried out several 
major energy efficiency measures. This 
reduced the energy consumption at EBM 
by 26 percent in between 2009 and 2013. 

By reducing the use of fossil natural gas,
carbon dioxide emissions from EBM was 
reduced by over 900 tonnes to almost 
zero. 

Won the ISCN award 2013 ”Excellence in 
buildings” 12UNICA Green 2-4 May 2016 Roma



2. Good examples
An emerging living laboratory
Students at the School of Business, Economics and Law was assigned to count on profitability
and environmental benefits of installing a solar PV system on the school roof in order to
provide recommendations to whether, and under what conditions, the school should agree to 
such an investment. 

The assignment was carried out in collaboration with Akademiska hus who proceeded with a 
proposal for actual installation. The concept be will used in several faculties across the 
University in order to implement energy efficiency measures that have been identified in a joint 
energy savings project with another property owner, Higab.  
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3. Good examples
Students committed to climate
The student initiative Fossil Free University of 
Gothenburg argue that certain investments 
support fossil energy production that is 
immoral and financially short termed, and 
campaigns for divestment. 

Sahlgrenska Academy Students for 
Sustainability (SASS) and Handels Students for 
Sustainability (HaSS) actively promotes 
engagement in and dispersion of knowledge 
about sustainable development. SASS also 
promotes ‘Meat-free One-days’ at the 
University’s cafés and restaurants. 

The Environmental Unit supports student 
groups with premises and networking. 

Representatives from Fossil free University of 
Gothenburg handing over the signatories for the 
campaign to Pam Fredman, Vice-Chancellor.
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4. Good examples 
Climate seminars
The University gave a series of
interdisciplinary climate seminars, aiming to
highlight the importance of research for in 
dealing with climate change. 

Five seminars/year. A few examples:

”The Power of Food over Climate”

”Gender and Adaptation to Climate Change”

“How does media affect our view of the 
climate issue?”

“Climate and Oceans, a seminar about melting 
ices, shellfish and ocean acidification”

“Climate and Health. How is human health 
affected by climate change? “
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5. Good examles
Carbon off-setting through Gold Standard CDM

In line with the University’s vision of increased
internationalization, carbon dioxide emissions 
from travel is increasing.

In order to balance these emissions, carbon 
offsetting was applied by investing in a Gold 
Standard Clean Development Mechanism 
(CDM) project. 

Carbon offsetting is viewed as secondary to 
energy efficiency measures and sustainable 
travelling.

An internal climate fund was set up. All 
University staff and students are able to apply 
for funding of a project that helps reducing the 
Universitys’ carbon footprint.
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Part of the climate-offsetting investments is 
made in the biomass power plant Sri Balaji in 
the Indian state of Andhra Pradesh, a Gold 
Standard CDM-project.
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6. Good examples

Internal Climate Fund from carbon offsetting from flights

Some examples:

• Autonomous satellite transmission of data through monitoring buoys as 
compensation for research vessel trips to Antarctica.

• EuroEnviro2015 – Catalysts of Change, 20th European Student Symposium on the 
Environment - Students subsidized participants travelcosts if they came by train,
boat or were car pooling.

• Electric car for transportation between marine field stations

• Electric bike for staff between two campus

In 2016 – almost 150 000 € will be available for internal projects
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Learning outcomes

The University of Gothenburg’s Climate strategy 
shows that it is possible for multi-site city 
universities, not in possession of the buildings in 
which they operate, to address climate impact 
across all areas in an effective manner. 

It is achieved through collaboration across the 
University, between faculties and with external 
stakeholders such as property owners. 

This creates opportunities for technical 
solutions and social learning processes, and 
allows the University of Gothenburg to serve as a 

living laboratory for sustainable development. 18UNICA Green 2-4 May 2016 Roma



Reflections and conclusions
Universities can be role models for sustainability.

Universities have greater impact on society than any 
other actor through education of next generation of 
decisionmakers and citizens.

Cooperation is crucial; interdependence between the 
four dimensions (education, reserach, outreach and 
operations) within the university and with 
stakeholders.

Environmental management system is a driving force 
for strategic actions through its systematic approach.

Technological fixes are not enough for real transition;  
must include social, cognitive and normative changes.
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Thank you for your attention!
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