Realizing Sustainability Assessment 
Summary

The CHBE Sustainability Club in collaboration with the UBC Sustainability Office is developing a methodology to assess sustainability for large campuses. The assessment framework methodology allows individual department, research institute or faculty to perform their own assessment according to their internal capacity. 
The methodology creates three sets of indicators. A first set that can be measured by online or paper survey through an department/institute/faculty community; a second set that can be measured by individuals, such as the sustainability coordinators; finally a third set that can be measured at a higher level at UBC, most likely by the Sustainability Office. 
We developed the series of indicators based on leading frameworks, such as the Campus Sustainability Assessment Framework (CSAF) and the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System (STARS), as well as UBC strategies, like the Inspiration and Aspiration and the Sustainability Academic Strategy.
Introduction
What is sustainability?

For many people involved as sustainability practitioners, we often face comments like this: “I am green, I recycle”. Sustainability practitioners then need to explain that being green is much more than recycling. The project Realizing Sustainability Assessment aims at measuring sustainability, but also to educate campus community about the various dimensions of sustainability.
The concept of sustainability is evolving with time. The famous Brundtland Commission of the United Nations laid down the foundation of the concept: “sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”.
The Brundland definition led to the following question: how do we achieve this? The 3 pillars, or triple bottom line model was then proposed and is still largely used today. (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 (source Wikipedia, December 2009) 

The overlapping circles brought the concept of balance between economic, social and ecological imperatives. But this model can be challenged because it put the three pillars at the same level of importance. Critics would say that no economy can exist without people and people cannot live without basic needs of water, air and food. A nested model seems more appropriate. (Figure 2). Being green, or sustainable, would be living within the capacity of our environment and use the economy as a tool to enhance our lives and opportunities. Finally, sustainability should be fun! We need to find creative way of being green without thinking that is it painful and backward to do so. Unfortunately, today our model is often reversed, we see the Economy as the number one priority, followed by our health and social needs. Environment comes last, if we can afford to think about it. This actual model of “unsustainaiblity” is leading us today towards major catastrophes, like the collapse of fisheries, pine beetle epidemic and the global warming crisis.
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Figure 2 (source Wikipedia, December 2009)

How to measure Sustainability?

Many assessment frameworks emerged in the past decade according to the type of institutions that they try to assess. 
Corporation
For large corporations, the leader is the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), which is a comprehensive and adaptable sustainability framework for businesses of any sizes. It has many valuable social and economic and environmental indicators. The GRI offers great information around the values of reporting, process and boundary setup. Many large companies are now incorporating the GRI report into their annual fiscal report.
Campuses

Campus Sustainability Assessment Framework (CSAF)
For large campuses, one of the pioneer work of assessment was performed by Lindsay Cole (2003) with the development of the Campus Sustainability Assessment Framework (CSAF). The framework is currently promoted by the Sierra Youth Coalition (SYC) via their Sustainable Campus Program. 

The CSAF structure is based on the nested model (Figure 2) of sustainability. It divides sustainability into 10 dimensions with a total of 170+ indicators. The framework is still considered as one of the most comprehensive assessment for campuses today. However, CSAF has serious weaknesses. The major one will be that many indicators require large time-capacity in order to measure them. It does not include a convenient method to present the results. All indicators are measured and reported individually. Finally, the CSAF needs update, being written seven years ago, but at time of writing this backgrounder, SYC did not have the capacity to update the framework.
Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System (STARS) 
The STARS is currently being developed by the Association of Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE). In September 2009, they released their STARS 1.0 framework. The STARS has many advantages with its structures. The framework is divided into operational categories, rather than sustainability dimensions, making it easier where to look to find information. It has a point system that quickly shows strengths, weaknesses and trends over the years for campuses. It focuses more on outcomes than specific actions, unlike the CSAF does. On the weakness side, it does not have a lot of indicators about social well being and the document can still be overwhelming for large campuses, such as UBC.
UBC and Sustainability
UBC has is own set of indicators and sustainability planning: TREK 2010, Inspiration and Aspiration, Campus Plan, Climate Action Plan, Focus on People, Aboriginal Strategic Plan, Alternative Energy Committee, and the newly approved Sustainability Academic Strategy. All those strategies and plans developed their own series of indicators and objectives. UBC is known for his leadership in sustainability. Our assessment methodology can help to inform the campus community about those strategies and put them into practice at the department level.
How can we make assessment a reality for large campuses?
UBC is one of the largest campuses in North America. The Sustainability office participated in a Pilot project of the STARS 0.5 in 2008 and the exercise proved to be quite challenging: very few indicators were measured. The Sierra Youth Coalition have been promoting their CSAF for many years, but no student group at UBC made it a reality, probably overwhelmed by the size of the task.

It should not be this way.

We worked on two central things: 

· a series of indicators adapted to our campus reality: we selected the indicators from  frameworks mentioned in the section“How to measure Sustainability”. We also paid a special attention to the perception of people towards sustainability indicators to identify disconnects between the reality and their perception. 
· a method to realize the assessment: we divided the assessment in three sets of questions: 

· Set 1. Indicators measured by survey, divided for staff, faculty, undergraduate and graduate students at the department/institute/faculty level. Surveys are online, or can be printed for classes. They can be promoted via the Sustainability Coordinator Program or any groups interested.

· Set 2. Indicators measured individually in department/institute/faculty consisting in a list of questions. The Sustainability Coordinators or other keen individual can answer them over the range of a full term to a year, spending about 2 hours a month. 
· Set 3. Indicator relevant for the whole campus, where the sustainability office staff pay/ honorarium students could answer (i.e. campus GHG's inventories, campus wide water and paper consumption, green spaces, etc)

Reporting
We need to talk about this ….
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