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Sustainability at Meredith College

Sustainability is defined as meeting the needs of the present without compromising the resources and needs of the future (Dictionary).  Sustainability is a relatively new development and there is not a lot of concrete research information pertaining to sustainability as a solid concept.  It is easier to view sustainability in terms of small scale developments such as sustainability on college campuses, sustainable business development, or green building and design.  For that reason, we will focus our sustainable study on college campuses and how Meredith College can adapt practices of sustainability.  The idea of sustainability first struck with an interest in sources of renewable energy.  Renewable energy is the type of energy that occurs naturally and does not come from burning fossil fuels.  Some examples of renewable energy are solar energy, wind energy, hydroelectric, and geothermal power.  Many of these renewable types of energy can be implemented on college campuses and many have already been implemented. 

      
Meredith College is dedicated to empowering women and making them leaders for tomorrow.  Because tomorrows leaders face the grim reality of an energy crisis, shouldn’t Meredith also incorporate environmental issues into campus life?  Meredith has instituted a few policies to help offset the growing climate problems.  Some of these include clubs, programs, teaching materials and everyday practices within the college.

     
 A big accomplishment that Meredith has instituted in the past couple of years has been its recycling program.  Plastics, glass, aluminum, and paper can all be recycled.  Meredith has made it easier for its students to recycle by having bins right outside the dorms and also in classroom and administrative buildings.  Part of the recycling program includes smaller portable bins that can be kept in the dorm rooms for more convenience.  The bins are picked up by a company from off-campus, weighed, and taken to a recycling center.  Printer cartridges can also be recycled.  There are boxes in all dorm floor parlors where they are then mailed off to be recycled.  Meredith College has figured out that convenience is key…and it appears to be working! 

      
While walking across Meredith’s campus on any given day, you can see a variety of different organizations or classes doing work or raising money for some given cause.  One of these clubs is the Angels for the Environment, also known as A4E.  A4E promotes awareness of environmental issues on the Meredith campus and also in the Raleigh area.  Checking tires for air pressure, education of environmental issues, plant sales, and raising money for awareness are just a few of the different things that A4E has done in the past few years.

   
Another practice that has been instituted is the use of the Meredith pond water for watering the lawns on campus.  Because Raleigh has been in a drought the past year, and since Meredith still wants its grass to be green; the grounds crew has instituted a policy of using the water that is already in the Meredith pond for watering the grass on campus.  Another policy, implemented because of the drought, deals with the use of water in the dining hall.  The dining hall uses a great deal of water when washing dishes, so they have implemented the policy of using paper plates and bowls on the weekends so they do not have to wash many dishes.  They have also gone tray-less on the weekends as well.  While it may seem as if it isn’t good for the environment to use the paper plates and utensils, they are made of recyclable materials.  This, in turn, is also helping the environment by not having to cut trees in order to use these plates.  Going tray-less cuts water usage by a great deal and not as much food is wasted either.

      
Meredith has instituted a great deal of small scale things that students can take advantage of.  One of these is the relationship that Meredith has with the CAT bus program.  With a Meredith camcard, students can ride the CAT buses for free!  The only problem with this is actually getting Meredith students to actually use the CAT bus system.  While some students do, it is only a very small number.  As another step toward being environmentally friendly, Meredith has picked its summer reading book for 2008, An Inconvenient Truth by Al Gore.  Entering freshmen are encouraged to read the book over the summer to prepare themselves for the theme of their orientation and the upcoming year.  The theme for the year will be “Sustaining Our Environment: Developing Our Greenprint.”  The focus of the theme will be to educate Meredith students on the environment and the current crisis that the environment is facing.  Meredith College will bring in speakers for different lectures focusing on environmental sustainability.

      
While all of these practices that Meredith has instituted are small scale, they do have an impact.  But, perhaps one of the biggest accomplishments on our campus has to do with the new apartments that are being built.  They are scheduled to be finished by fall 2009, and they will be LEED certified.  LEED stands for Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design.  It is a rating system developed by the United States Green Building Council and it “is the nationally accepted benchmark for design, construction, and operation of high performance ‘green’ buildings.”  LEED certified buildings are more efficient and environmentally friendly.  There are many benefits to having a building LEED certified; these include “environmental, economic, and occupant-oriented performance and health advantages. LEED certified projects cost less to operate and maintain, are energy- and water-efficient…and contribute to occupant health and productivity (United States Green Building Council).”  Meredith will receive LEED points for installing all EnergyStar appliances, having a shelter for bikes that will encourage use, and it will also receive points for being in close proximity to services such as post offices, stores, and churches. 

      
But even with all of these great things, is Meredith College really committed to environmental sustainability?  With the latest fads of going “green,” many people on our campus may think so.  But, the truth is, we are far from where we need to be.  Did you know that on average, Meredith College spends over $750 thousand per year on electricity alone?  Over $500 thousand per year on natural gas?  Did you know that we consume over 600 thousand gallons of water a year?  And replace over five thousand light bulbs every year (Meredith College Facilities Services)? There is definitely more that we can do!

      
In order to learn what we can do, it is important that we look at other schools and draw from their examples.  Local schools including Duke, UNC-CH, and NC State are three schools in the surrounding area that have made vast improvements toward making their institutions environmentally friendly.  NC State instituted an “Environmental Sustainability Task Force” in the late 1990’s that has been working to implement policies on campus and research areas that would affect sustainability on campus as well as the rest of the state and nation.  “Much of the work of the Task Force has been devoted to identifying a few, potentially highly visible, high pay-off activities that might serve as campus rallying points for sustainable operations” (NCSU Environmental Sustainability Report).  The task force was created to work more within the university, rather than directly with students, to create policies.  A different office has been created that has more interaction with students.  Within the past month NC State has created a sustainability office that works with the entire campus, from students to staff, to help the campus to become more environmentally friendly.  This is a new endeavor and they are in the midst of working out the kinks, but so far it appears to be working.

      
NCSU has established many other procedures that work to establish sustainability as well.  They too have gone tray-less, their cooking oil waste has been recycled to use as biofuel on campus, and they try to use locally grown foods as often as possible (University Dining).  They have a great transit system that many students, faculty, and staff make use of everyday and they have their own solar center where they have a Solar House.  Research is done at the solar center and the Solar House is run almost entirely on solar energy.  They have figured that the average heating bill for an entire winter at the Solar House is less than $70 (NC Solar Center).
      
The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill has also instituted a great deal of “green” practices to cut back on energy usage and help the campus become sustainable.  Like NCSU, Carolina has a sustainability office that works in conjunction with facilities services.  The office “catalyzes sustainable policies, practices, and curricula. Sustainability initiatives at UNC bridge the gap between innovative ideas and practical implementation (UNC Sustainability Office).”  UNC has many environmental initiatives for almost all parts of the college including buildings, energy usage, grounds, materials, recycling, transportation, and water usage.  Many of these efforts include making “university operations more sustainable including constructing efficient and innovative buildings, increasing transportation options, reducing energy and water use, and using new techniques when caring for the grounds (UNC-CH Initiatives).”  UNC also has “up-down” toilets where the water pressure changes based on which way you flush, and they have recently extended recycling services to all fraternity and sorority houses.

      
In 2005, 85% of the student body re-approved the $4 per semester green energy fee.  The fee was designed to collect over one million dollars in six years for the purpose of supporting renewable energy technologies on campus.  UNC has been able to fund projects such as a solar hot water system, implementation of biodiesel fuel use in the bus system, and the installment of geothermal wells at the NC Botanical Garden Visitor Education Center.  Classroom lighting has been modified to turn off between the hours of midnight and 6AM.  There are also motion sensors that turn the lights off in classrooms that have not been occupied for a certain amount of time.  The backlight turns off in the vending machines across campus by way of vending miser installations.  The energy conservation program has saved UNC over $6,500 every year.  These changes would not have been made without the interest and drive of the student body.  Meredith College would also be able to make sustainable upgrades like these with the support of the student body and student initiatives.  UNC provides examples of using renewable sources of energy, not only on campus, but in the community as well.  

      
Duke University is perhaps one of the most environmentally friendly campuses not only in our state, but in the nation also.  Over the years, Duke’s conservation and energy efficiency has been recognized with many awards and conference presentations.  They began by adding energy conservation measures through Facilities Management.  This move allowed Duke to save hundreds of thousands of dollars over the next several years.  With that money, they were able to purchase green energy, which is energy that is in a renewable form.  This year Duke has started the “Bleed Blue, Live Green” campaign to promote environmental awareness to its students through education initiatives, conservation pledges, and “garbology.”  Garbology is an initiative to educate students and staff about what is and is not recyclable.  The “Garbologists” set up in a high traffic area of campus with one of the dumpsters from outside of any building on campus, dump the trash onto a tarp, and dig through to pick out the recyclable materials.  Most of the campus responded very well to this and it has had an impact on their recycling and trash disposal (Duke University Sustainability).  

      
Duke also has education initiatives within the curriculum and there is a great deal of research on sustainability sponsored by Duke.  The administration, along with help from students, has come up with an energy initiative for almost all parts of campus; from dorm rooms to classroom buildings, and from facilities to transportation.  Another program, the Duke Green Power Challenge, enabled faculty, staff, and students to take part in purchasing blocks of wind power.  The response was so great that as a result, Duke now makes an annual commitment to the purchasing of renewable energy.   Programs like the Duke Green Power Challenge can begin at Meredith College.  With just the interest of a small environmental organization, our campus can be converted to sustainable power. Duke University has also established a “Green Grant Fund” in which every academic year the university sets aside $50,000 for student and faculty projects to reduce the size of Duke’s environmental footprint.  This is perhaps the most promising initiative on all surrounding campuses to date (Duke University Sustainability). 


Creating an Environmental Management Team at Meredith College can be a relatively easy task with the drive of the student body and the help and support of faculty and staff.  With the implementation of a Sustainability Coordinator in the coming up year, it is our hopes that this position will become a liaison between the sustainable needs of the students and sustainable policy making for the college.  We would like for there to be educational programs, activities, and classes that integrate a sustainable future for Meredith’s campus.  The purpose of the Environmental Management Team will be to identify our environmental impacts, execute periodical environmental audits, establish sustainable performance goals, and invest in educational avenues for sustainable lifestyles on our campus and in our world.
I feel that today’s generation of college students has become increasingly aware our role in the environment and we are beginning to realize how much the environment is effected by our actions.  Often times, students think in terms of “how am I as this one person helping these global problems?”  “The little recycling that I do is not enough to help change anything, so I’m just not going do it.”  The answer lies in changing our institutional values and attitudes toward the environment.  If there are millions of people thinking the same way about their actions and sustainability, then nothing will ever get accomplished.  We as students at Meredith have more power than we realize when it comes to making changes and getting things done.  Let’s implement a serious recycling program on campus.  Let’s have every future building on campus be LEED certified.  Let’s utilize $4 from SAF fund every year to create a Green Campus Fund.  Let’s make it mandatory that every light bulb on campus be compact fluorescent.  We don’t want sustainability to be another “green” fad at Meredith.  So, in order for us to make a big change, we have to start small.  Let’s start at Meredith, let’s start at home! 
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