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1.0 Purpose
This plan provides strategic direction for achieving sustainability outcomes 
in campus operations. Strategies outlined in this plan are derived through an 
iterative process using qualitative and quantitative data at a system-wide and 
topical level. Six sub-plans provide the base for informing the key directions 
(Figure 1). Performance measures and targets are used to track progress.

Figure 1. Sustainability Plan Framework
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3.0 Context

3.1 Definition
Sustainability concepts of intergenerational equity, respect for the environment, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/U15_Group>.1/]_Canaa.on_Research_Universities
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Figure 3. Some internal and external drivers that influence campus operation sustainability efforts.
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Internal Strengths

Dalhousie University has formally worked on environment and sustainability 
challenges through its curriculum, research, and operations for almost half 
a century. Many operational campus sustainability plans and policies were 
developed in the last decade including the Sustainability Plan and Policy, 
Climate Change Plan, Natural Environment Plan and Green Building policy. 
Several initiatives have been developed and implemented with campus partners 
including energy, waste, and water projects; green infrastructure, food, waste 
and energy research; residence Ecolympics competition; Green Labs; and an 
Employee Bus Pass. Progress on many key operational indicators is tracked and 
reported including reductions in energy, carbon, water, and waste and student 
engagement. In the last decade, Dalhousie and partners have spent over a $100 
million on sustainability-related initiatives. These efforts have resulted in more 
than a 50% reduction in water use; a 13% reduction in energy use; more local, 
third-party certified, and plant-based food offerings; 20% absolute reduction in 
greenhouse gas emissions; increased planting of native and adapted species 
and vegetative systems in our greenspaces; and a 65% diversion of waste from 
landfills. There is a base of action to build actions for the next decade.

Internal Challenges

Like many institutions, Dalhousie has a significant deferred maintenance 
backlog of unfunded projects. This coupled with the age of some buildings and 
their functionality has created some challenges for the funding of major energy 
and climate infrastructure upgrades in new and existing buildings. Increasing 
demands for facilities capital and renewal funding, for multiple objectives, 
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Figure 4. Key roles related to sustainability in campus operations.
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External Challenges

The size of the sustainability challenge is significant. Rising per capita 
consumption and increases in human population has led to significant 
alterations of the earth. Major global-scale challenges are upon us from 
biodiversity loss to rapid climatic change to social inequities.

Recent research from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) has shown climate-related impacts to be more rapid then originally 
projected. Current estimates suggest that human activities have raised global 
temperatures an average of 1°C over the last century. Continuing with business-
as-usual is predicted to have catastrophic impacts on the planet and global 
population through increased droughts, disease, wildfires, sea level rise, flooding, 
and species loss.

Impacts are complex and progressively touching on all aspects of the economy 
and society. Those most vulnerable, and often less implicated, bear more of the 
burden created by the volatility and turmoil occurring in the Earth’s systems as 
well as the societal repercussions.

In Canada, our expansive ecosystems, transport, and consumptive patterns 
find us grappling with issues such as air quality, climatic change, water quality, 
and habitat and species loss. Energy and water consumption and prices are 
rising. Conservation programs have been successful in off setting some of these 
increases. These trends are reflected in the campus community with increases 
in electronics, personal appliances, and other amenities along with other factors 
such as aging building systems, increases in enrollment, and research activity.

In Nova Scotia, electricity, water and fuel prices, on average, have risen 
continually over the decade. Nova Scotia continues to rely on imported 
high carbon energy, though reductions have been made. Nova Scotia has 
high rates of energy insecurity through price, access, and dependency on 
external sources. Sustainability solutions are holistic and require multi-party 
efforts. Governance, politics, and systems are not necessarily aligned with 
comprehensive approaches.

External Strengths

Numerous nations and organizations have developed policies, laws, and 
programs to make more sustainable change. The concept of sustainable 
development was introduced into the common lexicon in the 1980s as a 
response to global impacts. Efforts such as a ban on CFC production are direct 
examples of global action.

The federal government has released a number of new sustainability and climate 
plans, programs, and incentives. In 2022, the Nova Scotia Government adopted 
the Environmental Goals and Climate Change Reduction Act (2022), an update 
to the Environmental Goals and the Sustainable Prosperity Act. The Act sets out 
goals ranging from air emissions, renewable energy, water quality and waste 
management, and energy efficient buildings. Nova Scotia municipalities have 
released plans and are working on a number of climate initiatives. Many NGOs, 
businesses, and other government departments have sustainability thrusts, 
annual reports, and programs.

There is an increase in reporting and assessment of sustainability activity in 
universities and colleges. At all government and organizational levels specific 
sustainability efforts have been undertaken, though the speed and magnitude of 
change needed is increasingly being emphasized.

Dalhousie has the opportunity to increase strategic improvement and action. 
Understanding the strengths and challenges (Figure 5.) can help us focus our 
efforts to move to the next level of action.
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Figure 5. Some of the key strengths and challenges connected to sustainability action

Strengths Challenges

Internal  ▸ Structure, program and staff 
working on sustainability 
issues

 ▸ Drive from students, faculty, 
staff and society to make 
change

 ▸ Some success and progress 
made in the last decade

 ▸ Direction to support and 
move on sustainability 
and social responsibility in 
University Strategic Plan

 ▸ Some financing mechanisms

 ▸ Size of the challenge, and 
resources needed to make 
change

 ▸ Multiple demands on capital 
funding and facilities renewal

 ▸ Program limits based on 
current staffing

 ▸ Complexity of issues, and 
some actions such as supply 
chain transparency

 ▸ Universities not eligible 
for some major green 
infrastructure programs

 ▸ Mobilization of large 
changing community with a 
decentralized structure

External  ▸ Building on partnership and 
collaborative opportunities

 ▸ More demands and 
requirements for 
sustainability performance

 ▸ Increased interest, policy, 
and reports highlighting the 
need for change

 ▸ Multi-nation partnerships

 ▸ Financial incentives and 
instruments that support 
consumption reduction

 ▸ Ecosystem degradation (land, 
air and water)

 ▸ Energy, food, and affordable 
housing security

 ▸ Volatile utility and food 
pricing

 ▸ Destructive global systems 
impacts (e.g., more volatile 
climate systems, biodiversity 
loss)

 ▸ Societal and systems 
violence and volatility, 
disease, and loss

In 2019, as part of the development of the new university strategic 
plan, self-study reports were issued based on key topic areas including 
Sustainability and Environmental Responsibility. A number of concrete 
recommendations across teaching, research, and operations were identified 
for better integration, performance, leadership, and inclusiveness. The 
recommendation from this report for operational strategies are also 
reflective of more recent focus group, meetings, literature reviews, and 
reporting framework analysis (Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of Key Sustainability strategies from recent engagement, sustainability reports and reporting frameworks, and literature.

Area of Focus Potential Strategies Implementation Considerations

Natural Resources: Reduce 
consumption, use, and 
reuse (food2 -5.ategies
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6.0 Goals, Actions and Targets
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Key Performance Indicators - Outcome
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 7.0 Implementation 
& Evaluation
Assessment and reporting drives strategic action, helps to celebrate success, 
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