
 

 
Grand Valley State University (GVSU) 

The Sustainability Journey!  

A. Economic Impact 
 
1. In fiscal year 2015-2016, GVSU had an economic impact of $816 MM with estimated 

employment attributed to GVSU of 11,810. There are a total of 25,640 full-time and part-
time students, and 3,604 faculty and staff.  94% of recent graduates are either employed or 
pursuing an advanced degree, and of those working 85% are employed in Michigan. 
Currently there are more than 106,000 GVSU alumni with ~ 50,000 living or working in 
Michigan. 

 
2. In the recent year, new LEED building and construction contributed $83MM into the local 

economy creating 1,764 trade and professional jobs. 
 

B. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
 

1. Even though GVSU does not offer a degree in sustainability, there are over 250 sustainability 
related courses offered at the University that contain sustainability “triple bottom line” 
(TBL) content areas. Students at GVSU can focus on ESD through degree programs in the 
sciences, sustainability certificates, sustainability themes and issues, sustainability emphasis 
areas, as well as specific sustainability content courses. Based on tuition revenue in 2015, 
ESD has increased to ~ 74,000 student credit hours or ~ 12% of all student credit hours 
taken with tuition revenue estimated at ~ $50MM. 
 

2. GVSU is also a signatory to the global Tallories Declaration that focuses on environmental 
ESD. 

 
C. Sustainability Leadership 

 
1. In 2009, Sustainability became the 7th value at the University thereby raising the bar on 

sustainability leadership and commitment. Since that timeframe, sustainability has been 
viewed as a lifestyle on campus and in the community, not as an activity or program. 

University Value Statement - Sustainability  
Grand Valley State University values the guiding principles of sustainability in helping to 
meet the current needs of our faculty, staff, and students without compromising the needs 
and resources of future generations. We are committed to working with our community 
partners to create a sustainable future for our university, our community, and our region. 
We will model applied sustainability best practices in our campus operations and 
administration, education for sustainable development, student involvement, and 
community engagement by promoting social responsibility, encouraging environmental 
stewardship, and creating efficiencies and value for the work we perform. We will provide 
our students with excellence in education for sustainable development by imbedding 
theory, systems- oriented thinking, and service learning into our curricular and 
extracurricular programs.  



2. Over the years GVSU has established a Sustainability Guide for faculty, staff, and students 
that is focused on the following 11 primary sustainability application areas: education for 
sustainable development (ESD); sustainable food systems; waste minimization; energy 
conservation and management; water conservation and management; alternative 
transportation and fuels; sustainable and local purchasing; fiscal sustainability; health, 
wellness, and nutrition; and community engagement and service 

The University has monitored and tracked the progress of sustainability in these major areas 
of focus over the years. The Sustainability Guide serves as a model for faculty, staff, and 
students on what the University is doing as well as what we as individuals can do to develop 
a sustainable lifestyle on campus. More information can be found at 
www.gvsu.edu/sustainability. 

3. In 2007, President Haas, on behalf of GVSU, signed the American and College and University 
President’s Climate Commitment. Today there are over 1,000 colleges and universities that 
have signed on to this agreement. Since becoming a signatory, GVSU has undertaken and 
updated on an annual basis both a campus-wide Greenhouse Gas (GHG) inventory and 
Climate Action Plan.  More information can be found at www.rs.acupcc.org.  

 
4. GVSU recently formed a partnership with Consumers Energy regarding the building and 

construction of a 3 MW community Solar Garden project, the largest of its size to date in 
Michigan. GVSU purchases 500 kW from the Solar Garden.  

 
D. Sustainability Planning and Reporting 

 
1. In 2014, a Campus Sustainability Advisory Council (CSAC) was formed with key faculty and 

staff chairing campus work groups in the 10 primary sustainability application areas. The 
purpose of the CSAC is to develop sustainability goals, strategies, and action items from the 
bottom up, not top down, in each of the sustainability application areas. In 2016, GVSU 
completed its first overall sustainability plan that has been incorporated into GVSU’s 2016-
2021 strategic plan. More information can be found at www.gvsu.edu/strategicplanning. 

 
2. GVSU developed its first campus-wide sustainability TBL report in 2005. This sustainability 

report featured ~ 75 sustainability key performance indicators (KPIs) covering the TBL areas. 
These indicators were selected after benchmarking the KPIs of other peer academic 
institutions. This first sustainability report in 2005 was considered to be a sustainability 
assessment. In other words, what was the University baseline information and data that 
could be used?  

 
3. In 2008, GVSU completed its second campus-wide sustainability report using the same ~ 75 

sustainability KPIs in the 2005 report. This second sustainability report was able to measure 
the improvements made between 2005 and 2008 and was considered to be a sustainability 
progress report. This report highlighted what TBL areas had made progress and what areas 
needed to be further addressed moving forward. 

 
4. In 2009, GVSU was asked to participate along with ~ 50 other colleges and universities 

nation-wide in the development of a standardized report format that could be used for all 
academic institutions of higher learning. This collaborative project work and pilot project 
was undertaken through the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher 
Education (AASHE; www.aashe.org) and is known as the Sustainability Tracking Assessment 

http://www.gvsu.edu/sustainability
http://www.rs.acupcc.org/
http://www.gvsu.edu/strategicplanning
http://www.aashe.org/


Rating System [STARS] or “AASHE STARS.” AASHE STARS contains over 190 sustainability 
data information and KPIs in 4 major categories including operations (72 points), academics 
(58 points), planning and administration (18 points) and engagement (41 points). More 
information can be found at www.stars.aashe.org  

 
5. GVSU completed a University-wide collective impact report on sustainability based on 2015 

data. The overall economic impact was estimated at ~ $250 MM.  
 

E. Sustainability Progress and Recognition (www.gvsu.edu/identity/awards-and-recognition) 
 

1. GVSU has a current AASHE STARS (Sustainability Tracking Assessment Rating System) Gold 
rating of 70.80, and there are 425 STARS ranked colleges and universities. GVSU was the first 
University to achieve a Gold rating in Michigan. Today, there only two colleges nationally 
that have received a platinum rating which is the highest.  

 
2. GVSU was recognized as one of America’s greenest universities in 2016 by Best Colleges. 
 
3. GVSU was listed as one of the most environmentally responsible colleges in the U.S. and 

Canada for the seventh year in a row in 2016 by the Princeton Review. 
 
4. GVSU is routinely recognized as one of the country’s greenest universities by the Sierra Club.  

In 2017, it was ranked 39th in the nation and is the highest ranking university in Michigan. 
 
5. In January 2016, Business View Magazine wrote an article about GVSU and the Office of 

Sustainability Practices as being one of the pre-eminent college and university sustainability 
offices. 

 
F. Sustainability Collaborations and Partnerships 

 
1. GVSU was a founding partner of the Grand Rapids Community Sustainability Partnership 

(CSP) formed in 2005 (www.grpartners.org) and continues as a member of the leadership 
team, chaired by previous Mayor George Heartwell. The Grand Rapids CSP membership has 
grown to nearly 300 endorsing stakeholder partner member organizations that share and 
embrace sustainability best practices across the public, private, and academic sector 
organizations.  

 
2. GVSU hosts regular meetings for all the West Michigan CSPs including Grand Rapids, 

Muskegon, Holland, Spring Lake/Grand Haven, Benton Harbor/St. Joseph, 
Kalamazoo/Portage/Battle Creek, and Ludington. Several new CSPs are under development 
in Traverse City and Petoskey. 

 
3. GVSU was a founding member, along with the City of Grand Rapids and the Grand Rapids 

CSP, of the Grand Rapids Regional Center of Expertise (RCE) in ESD. This was the first such 
designation in the U.S. by the United Nations University for the Advancement of 
Sustainability. There are now ~ 125 global RCEs.  

http://www.stars.aashe.org/
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Grand Valley State University (GVSU) 
Climate and Greenhouse Gas Mitigation Journey 

 
A. Introduction 
 

As a signatory of the American College and University Presidents’ Climate Commitment (ACUPCC) on 
October 4, 2007, Grand Valley State University created the GVSU Climate Action Committee to 
determine the organization’s carbon footprint. The committee was tasked with analyzing the 
relevant data, projecting future greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and creating a plan to set the 
University on a path toward carbon neutrality. The first Climate Action Plan was submitted to the 
ACUPCC in January of 2010, and updates are submitted every two years. 
 
The GVSU Climate Action Council was formed using a broad constituency stakeholder approach. 
Members come from various colleges and departments within the University. This representation 
enables open dialogue, candid conversation, and interdisciplinary issues to be addressed in depth.  

 
B. Research 

 
• Research is expanding on several fronts including grain production trends in the Russian 

Federation, Ukraine, and Kazakhstan in the context of climate change and international trade, 
climate and environmental changes in the drylands of Central Asia, an integrated assessment for 
wind energy in Lake Michigan coastal counties, a wind energy assessment in Kenya, and an 
assessment of the vegetation response to climate change in the Arctic. 

• GVSU has developed a student exchange program with the University of Versailles focusing on 
climate change research. 

 
C. Solar Garden Project 
 

Grand Valley State University (GVSU) embarked on a renewable energy project partnership with 
their local utility after the Michigan Public Service Commission approved a Solar Garden program. 
This project was an innovative first in the state. The project is currently the largest solar panel 
installation in Michigan with 11,250 panels. The 3 megawatt Solar Garden was built on 
approximately 17 acres of University property in Allendale, Michigan. In this innovative partnership, 
GVSU agreed to subscribe for 500 kW with the Solar Garden coming on stream in 2016.  

One of the requirements that made this project unique was the stipulation that the program would 
develop educational opportunities to learn about solar energy. The parties agreed that the utility 
would provide $55,000 up front for the design, procurement, and construction of smaller 
educational solar modules. The solar modules are used for educating students, community members 
and first responders that may encounter solar powered equipment in the event of an emergency. 
The utility also provides $20,000 per year for six years towards solar educational course 
development.  
 
With educational solar modules small enough to be relocated, yet large enough to provide 
measurable output, the ground work was laid for a unique real world learning experience. Students 
can collect data from the smaller educational modules and bench mark the data for future 



understanding of larger solar projects. The data will be used by many departments and courses 
including Biology, Engineering, Environmental, Natural Resource Management and Statistics.  
 
One of the educational solar modules was built by GVSU engineering students on a flatbed trailer. 
The ‘Solar on Wheels’ is towed to various events such as k-12 science activities and First Responder 
Training seminars. Deployed, the ‘Solar on Wheels’ provides educational opportunities for both solar 
panels and shingles.  

D. Progress and Results 
 
• GVSU currently avoids approximately $2 million in energy costs annually due to a variety of 

projects and initiatives including the installation of economizers in the smoke stacks, insulating 
steam pipes, installing variable frequency drives, control replacements, and lighting changes.  
Savings from these projects and initiatives have been invested into new energy projects.   

• GVSU has a long history of implementing energy conservation and efficiency projects.  More 
than 250 projects and procedures have been completed or established to help provide energy 
conservation.  This includes temperature set points and controls, infrastructure improvements, 
lighting, equipment selections, system optimization, and education for faculty, staff, and 
students.  In addition, all new construction is to LEED Silver guidelines.   

• To date, GVSU has reduced its Scope 1 & 2 Emissions by 28.16% per 1,000 square feet and 
20.47% per full-time enrollment 

• GVSU saved 229 metric tons of CO2 equivalent in the 2017 national Recyclemania Competition 
• GVSU faculty, staff, and students contributed to 2,614,071 campus bus rides in the 2015-2016 

fiscal year offsetting approximately 10,000 metric tons of CO2 equivalents 
 
E. Recognitions 
 

• Facilities Services at Grand Valley State University was named the recipient of the 2013 
Association of Energy Engineers (AEE) Regional III Corporate Energy Management Award. 

• Terry Pahl, an engineer in Facility Services, has been named a regional 2016 Energy Engineer of 
the Year by the Association of Energy Engineers, which has more than 18,000 members.  He 
received the award for Region III, which includes Iowa, Illinois, Indiana, Minnesota, Wisconsin, 
Ohio, and Michigan. 

• Grand Valley State University received the 2017 APPA Effective and Innovative Practices Award 
for its partnership with Consumers Energy on the solar-panel project on the Allendale Campus. 

 
 
 


