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Abstract: British Columbia has been badly hit by the effects of the climate crisis over the past year. This 

makes examining university climate policies especially timely. In what follows, the policies of three 

universities are singled out for examination – Royal Roads University, University of British Columbia, and 

Simon Fraser University – based on the leadership roles they have undertaken to date. The paper analyzes 

the factors that have facilitated this leadership. This is then contrasted with the performance of the 

author’s home institution, Vancouver Island University. It offers a brief profile of each institution and 

summarizes the results in a table towards the end of the paper that compares their performance and their 

respective strengths and weaknesses. 
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Introduction	
Social justice, Indigenous rights, the 
transboundary movements of populations, 
future wars and conflicts, and biodiversity; these 
and more hang in the balance because of our 
current climate crisis (Bhatt, 2021; UNHCR, 2021; 
World Wildlife Fund, 2022). Scientists, 
government bodies, and the public have become 
increasingly aware of climate change over the 
past half century, with the issue especially 
gaining attention since the 1980s. As noted by 
NASA (2022), as early as 1896, the theory of 
global warming had been advanced by Swedish 
chemist, Svante Arrenhius, building on the work 
of earlier scientists. If anyone needed proof that 
the global warming crisis was upon us, this past 
year in British Columbia furnished it in spades – 
a heat dome that killed 619 people, 1.3 million 
farm animals, approximately a billion coastal sea 
creatures, and broke temperature records, 

fostering one of the worst fire seasons on record 
that destroyed the town of Lytton and buildings 
on the nearby First Nation reserve. November 
saw massive flooding, landslides, and highway 
destruction throughout the province, and 
December saw unprecedented snowfall in some 
parts of the province (CBC News, 2022; Baum, 
Semeniuk & McClearn, 2021; Labbé, 2021; Hill, 
2021). 

How have B.C.’s universities responded to these 
emergencies? Obviously, this depends on the 
resources at their disposal, and the extent to 
which administrators, faculty members, and 
students take the climate issue seriously. In the 
following sections, the climate actions of four 
post-secondary British Columbia institutions of 
different sizes will be examined and evaluated. 
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Background	
At their best, universities and colleges provide 
leadership in diagnosing and suggesting courses 
of action for addressing the serious social and 
ecological issues confronting society. There have 
been a range of responses from the sector in 
relation to the climate crisis, which is the direst 
threat humanity has faced since the risk of 
nuclear annihilation during the years of the Cold 
War. These have ranged from pro-active and 
aggressive engagement with the issue to relative 
passivity, depending on the university involved. 
Several international studies have been 
conducted as to why Higher Education 
Institutions (HEI) should engage with climate 
issues, what they can constructively contribute, 
and what their actions have consisted of 
(Henderson, et al., 2017; McCowan, 2020; 
McCowan, et al., 2021; Besenyi, 2020; Zalėnenė 
& Pereira, 2021). In this paper the policies of 
three universities are singled out for 
examination: Royal Roads University (RRU), the 
University of British Columbia (UBC), and Simon 
Fraser University (SFU) based on the roles they 
have undertaken to date. It then analyzes the 
factors that have facilitated this leadership, 
which is contrasted with the somewhat modest 
performance of the author’s home institution, 
Vancouver Island University (VIU). It offers a 
brief profile of each institution and summarizes 
the results in a table towards the end of the 
paper that compares the performance and 
respective strengths and weaknesses of each 
one. 

The paper focuses on climate action plans. For 
the present purposes, a climate action plan 
involves making commitments around 
operations, such as promoting energy efficiency, 
transitioning to renewable energy, and changing 
procurement policies. It may also involve 

encouraging faculty to do more climate-related 
research, injecting more climate content into 
courses, and facilitating dialogue and discussion 
on campus and in the wider community, 
including building alliances for common action, 
including with other Higher Education 
Institutions (HEIs). 

Of course, there are those who are of the opinion 
that HEIs should stay outside the hurly-burly of 
global, national, and local policy issues, and 
cannot influence them in any event. This is not a 
view shared by the author, nor is it shared by the 
studies cited above. Universities occupy a 
privileged position. In addition to the more 
mundane task of training students for future job 
markets, they have an obligation to encourage 
the development of all-round citizens with a 
higher-level awareness of the challenges facing 
society and the biosphere. We know that many 
corporations, especially those engaged in fossil 
fuel production, will not take the lead, and many 
governments have proved indecisive on the 
climate issue. Shall it be left exclusively to under-
resourced non-profit environmental groups to 
provide leadership? Universities have the 
research capacity and teaching capacity, the 
ability to model solutions in their own 
operations, and to promote discussion and 
dialogue in the wider society. “We know the 
climate emergency poses an extreme threat to 
every facet of our global society. The level of this 
challenge is unlike any humanity has faced. It’s a 
social, environmental, health and economic 
threat, and there’s no time to waste,” says Royal 
Roads President Philip Steenkamp. “Royal Roads 
is taking a stand. We’re going to drastically 
reduce our greenhouse gas emissions, 
incorporate climate change and climate 
solutions wherever we can, and equip our 
students to become powerful climate leaders” 
(qtd. In Dal Monte, 2022). 
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Methods	
The research for this paper was conducted by 
means of analyzing the relevant policy 
documents of the case study institutions. In 
addition, it involved a Zoom meeting with the 
main leaders of the Climate Action Plan and 
related programming at Royal Roads University 
(RRU) to better learn from their experience and 
to suggest possible contacts at VIU they could 
liaise with. Furthermore, the author received 
very useful information from Linda Nowlan 
(Senior Director, UBC Sustainability Initiative) 
and Meghan Wise (Coordinator, UBC Climate 
Hub) about UBC’s extensive climate action 
program. With respect to Simon Fraser 
University, Candace LeRoy, Executive Director, 
SFU Sustainability provided a wealth of 
resources about SFU’s climate programming. 
This was supplemented by attending a webinar 
sponsored by the SFU Public Square entitled 
“From Gibsons to Glasgow: Local Leadership 
Towards COP26,” which featured key players at 
SFU implementing climate research and action 
policies that occurred on October 28th, 2021, and 
by discussions with Dr. Alison Shaw of SFU’s 

Action on Climate Team (ACT). These individuals 
were singled out because they are at the heart of 
shaping and implementing the innovative work 
occurring at their respective institutions.  
The author’s knowledge of the level of climate 
discourse at VIU is based on over eighteen years 
of working and teaching about a number of 
aspects of climate and sustainability issues, 
serving on the university’s Sustainability 
Advisory Committee for seven years and, along 
with others, attempting to persuade the 
institution to adopt a more muscular climate 
policy with limited success. However, the 
institutional landscape is changing, in part in 
response to an ‘open letter’ campaign that the 
author co-initiated. The letter to the 
administration strongly urging robust climate 
policies and actions was signed by numerous 
groups and individuals on campus and off. These 
activities can be described as a mix of 
‘participant-observation’ of institutional 
operations, through serving in various capacities, 
and action research i.e., through directly trying 
to impact the organization’s behaviour

Discussion	
Three Universities Lead in Addressing the 
Climate Crisis 

Royal Roads University 

Each of the three institutions is taking a 
somewhat different approach. Given its 
relatively small size, Royal Roads’ 
accomplishments are impressive. To date, RRU 

• has established a Climate Action Task 
Force that developed a comprehensive 
Climate Action Plan for the university as 
a whole; 

• has launched an M.A. in Climate Action 
Leadership; 

• has launched a Graduate Certificate in 
the Science and Policy of Climate 
Change; 

• has hosted numerous climate-related 
webinars focusing on “The Case for 
Climate Action in Economic Recovery,” 
“Leadership in Climate Action, 
Governance,” and “Changing the 
Narrative: Stories that Motivate Climate 
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Action,” all directed at the wider public 
(Cox, 2021); 

• has coordinated and is leading the 
Adaptation Learning Network, an 
alliance of post-secondary institutions 
that has developed on-line courses for 
professionals and government 
employees on climate policy and action 
(ibid.; Adaptation Learning Network, 
accessed 2/1/22), and 

• is in the process of developing a new 
certificate program consisting of eleven 
courses related to climate adaptation. 

According to Cox (2021), Program Head of the 
graduate program in Climate Action Leadership 
and Director of the Resilience by Design Lab, “the 
work [at Royal Roads] is primarily a function of 
individuals who drive these [initiatives] forward; 
that said we also have a President, Executive and 
Board of Governors who are committed to 
climate action as evidenced in the launch of the 
Climate Action Task Force to develop the 
leadership plan.” Dr. Ann Dale (qtd. in Dal 
Monte, 2021), also a professor at Royal Roads, 
sees a link between climate action, a 
regenerative economy, and forming 
partnerships with Indigenous people: “’I think 
that we are at a crisis tipping point and so we [as 
academics] need to develop regenerative 
narratives, new stories about acting now and 
how to move people more urgently toward 
climate actions.’ None of this can happen… 
without partnerships with Indigenous peoples, 
which means reconciliation is fundamental to 
building new paths forward. She also notes that 
in many rural areas in Canada, Indigenous people 
are already environmental stewards, providing 

 
1 Every year, Times Higher Education (2022) rates 
higher education institutions on their performance 

leadership, and innovation to create new 
protected areas” (qtd. In Dal Monte, 2021).What 
are potential factors that distinguish RRU 
from other institutions? RRU is unique 
amongst universities in B.C. in having a 
unicameral system of governance, i.e., it 
lacks a Senate comprised mainly of faculty 
members. It has only a Board of Governors 
who, combined with senior administrators, 
make the key decisions that set the future 
direction for the institution. This gives it a 
certain nimbleness, allowing it to enact 
changes quickly, whereas other institutions 
may move more ponderously, when time is of 
the essence. But this still relates to 
institutional will and priorities, as has been 
shown at UBC and SFU, which have 
managed to move forward quickly even with 
a bi-cameral structure.  

University of British Columbia. 

In 2019, UBC was named the #1 global university 
taking urgent action to combat climate change 
and its impacts by Times Higher Education.1 The 
Times also noted that UBC has set some of the 
most aggressive greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
GHG reduction targets in North America in terms 
of its operations (University of British Columbia, 
2021a). In December of 2021, UBC released its 
new Climate Action Plan (CAP) 2030 (UBC press 
release, 2021a; University of British Columbia, 
2021b), which was accompanied by a new plan 
for UBC’s Okanagan campus (Nowlan, 2022). In 
tandem with these plans, it established a new 
website, Sustainability Dashboards, where 
information on key metrics, such as baseline 
data, benchmarks, and progress towards targets 
is available to enable stakeholders to track the 

with respect to climate action and the UN 
Sustainable Development Goals more generally.  
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university’s progress in meeting its goals 
(University of British Columbia, 2022). 

UBC’s climate commitments are well-expressed 
in its most recent Annual Sustainability Report: 
2020/2021 (University of British Columbia, 
2021c), where it is stated that the university 
seeks to: 

• accelerate emissions reductions at UBC 
Vancouver and UBC Okanagan 
in response to the Climate Emergency: 
Climate Action Plan 2030; 

• expand, strengthen and coordinate 
climate research at UBC; 

• expand climate education opportunities 
and resources for the UBC 
community and broader public; 

• foster a culture of engagement and 
advocacy on climate action on campus 
and in the public realm; 

• demonstrate institutional leadership on 
climate justice2; 

• establish mechanisms and processes 
that ensure Indigenous perspectives, 
communities and worldviews help shape 
the development and implementation 
of its climate-related policies and 
initiatives; 

• support community wellbeing in the face 
of the climate crisis, and 

• develop new and strengthen existing 
partnerships to tackle the climate 
emergency (see below). 

Regarding climate wellbeing, Meghan Wise 
(coordinator, UBC Climate Hub, 2022) has 
noted that “[d} uring the UBC Climate 
Emergency community engagement process 

 
2 “Climate justice” refers to the fact that the groups 
and individuals who suffer most from the effects of 

in 2019, Climate Wellbeing was identified 
numerous times by students, staff, faculty, 
and community groups or partners” as being 
a key concern. “Over the Climate Emergency 
Community Engagement process, Climate 
Wellbeing evolved into one of UBC's Climate 
Emergency Report and Recommendations 9 
Strategic Priority areas. This Climate 
Wellbeing Strategic Priority indicates UBC 
can and should take a leadership role in 
supporting and advancing climate wellbeing 
and community preparedness at the 
individual, community and system levels to 
meet magnifying climate mental and 
physical health impacts.”3 

Regarding partnerships, UBC is a member of 
the global University Climate Coalition (UC3), 
which describes itself as a “program… that 
connects 23 of the world's leading research 
universities and university systems 
committed to accelerating climate action on 
campus, in communities, and at a global 
scale,” and UBC’s president, Dr. Santa Ono, 
is currently in the leadership of that 
organization (UC3, 2022). It’s noteworthy 
that the University credits students with 
nudging it towards adopting a more activist 
stance: “On December 5, 2019, the President 
and Board of Governors declared a climate 
emergency, driven by student leadership at 
UBC” (University of British Columbia, 2021a). 
This initial declaration of a climate 
emergency led to the creation of a Climate 
Emergency Task Force co-chaired by a 
student and a faculty member. With help 
from student tuition, it has created a Climate 
Emergency Fund to accelerate progress on 

the climate crisis are usually those that have 
contributed to it the least (Climate Action, 2022). 
3 For more on this, see M. Wise (2020). 
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recommendations from the Climate 
Emergency Task Force. 

In terms of governance, UBC has something 
that exists to date nowhere else in B.C.: a 
Sustainability and Climate Action Committee 
of the Board of Governors which takes 
accountability around the climate issue to 
the highest level (UBC Sustainability & 
Climate Action Committee, 2021). This 
commitment to climate action is reflected in 
grants to faculty members to incorporate 
more climate content into existing courses 
(University of British Columbia, 2021b). 
Courses relating to climate change can be 
easily learned about by means of a central 
website, the UBC Sustainability Initiative, 
which showcases 48 courses in 24 disciplines 
from seven faculties including  course 
descriptions, instructor details and often 
links to syllabi (UBC Sustainability, Climate 
Change Courses, 2022). It has also developed 
a new Bachelor degree in Sustainability at its 
Okanagan campus and has three graduate 
programs that explicitly address 
sustainability (Nowlan, 2022). 

On the operational side, a special 
institutional focus has been to reduce UBC’s 
carbon footprint. For instance, the university 
is initiating, with financial support from the 
province, a Renewable Energy Hub. As 
described in a recent press release, “[t]he 
Renewable Energy Hub will be built at the 
corner of Wesbrook Mall and Thunderbird 
Boulevard. The project will include a solar 
panel system that harnesses the sun’s 

 
4 So-called ‘green hydrogen’ uses renewable 
energy (wind or solar) to use an electrolyzer to 
split water molecules to release hydrogen gas, 
which can be used as a non-polluting fuel to 

energy to charge electric vehicles. That same 
solar power [will provide] energy to a water 
electrolyzer that produces ‘green’ 
hydrogen.4 The hydrogen [will] then [be] 
sent to a hydrogen vehicle refuelling station 
to service light- and heavy-duty fuel cell 
vehicles” (BC Government News, 2021). In 
addition to reducing its carbon footprint, 
UBC has opted to completely divest from 
fossil fuel companies by 2030 (Santa Ono, 
President’s Community Update, 2021; 
Asuncion, 2021).   

Worthy of emulation is UBC’s Climate Hub, a 
student-driven initiative that is also 
supported by various offices and initiatives 
at UBC. The Hub is funded by one-time 
grants from the administration and one-time 
funding from the Climate Emergency Fund 
created from incremental funding from 
tuition fees. The Fund supports diverse 
climate-related student projects, and the 
Hub works to mobilize the power of youth, 
community and storytelling initiatives to 
inspire hope and action to address the 
climate crisis (UBC Sustainability, 2021). 

One of the Hub’s six core projects, the 
Climate Justice Research Collaborative, 
focuses on creating opportunities for 
student research on climate justice issues 
(UBC Climate Hub, 2022). Another initiative 
is the Youth Climate Ambassador Program, 
which trains university students to lead 
climate storytelling workshops with 
community youth to support and engage 
them as climate leaders in their 

power specially-adapted vehicles and as fuel for 
other processes (Deign, 2020). 
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communities. UBC also has funding for 
student sustainability action projects that 
are campus-focused (UBC Climate Hub, 
Youth Ambassadors Climate Action Project, 
2022; Nowlan, 2022).   

Climate Justice is a strong theme in the 
Climate Emergency Plan, with explicit 
recognition of the necessity to address how 
Black, Indigenous and People of Colour are 
affected by the climate crisis (University of 
British Columbia, 2021b). This is reflected in 
the Sustainability Hub’s series of climate 
justice webinars (UBC Climate Justice Series, 
2021).  

Simon Fraser University 

Like UBC, SFU’s commitment to sustainability 
and climate action goes a long way back. For its 
part, Simon Fraser University has a 2025 
Sustainability Plan, which employs justice, 
equity, diversity, and inclusion lenses. It has 
three main goals:  

• developing and applying innovations in 
climate change mitigation to all 
operational decisions; 

• mobilizing teams of researchers, 
instructors, students, staff, and 
community members to identify, test, 
and pilot solutions to climate change at 
and beyond the university’s 
geographical boundaries, and 

• providing opportunities for staff, faculty, 
students, alumni, and external 
community members to be literate as to 

 
5 The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
relate to interrelated social and ecological issues and 
were adopted by the United Nations in 2015 after 
extensive consultation (United Nations, 2022). 
6 Scope 1 emissions are those directly generated by 
the institution themselves. Scope 2 are from 

the causes and impacts of climate 
change and competent in their 
individual roles as learners, teachers, 
researchers, and employees (Simon 
Fraser University, 2020a). 

This plan has set itself aggressive targets 
and has been ranked 7th in the world and 
2nd in Canada on Sustainable 
Development Goal (#13), the one 
focusing on climate action,5 by the Times 
Higher Education Impact Rankings for 
climate action (Le Roy, 2022). The plan 
seeks to use a variety of strategies, or 
‘levers’ that represent a holistic 
approach to achieving success (ibid.). As 
part of this effort, SFU has joined the 
United Nations’ “Race to Zero” 
campaign as one of 1,039 institutions of 
higher learning world-wide (for more on 
Race to Zero, see UNCC, 2022). To date, 
SFU has achieved considerable 
reductions in its Scope 1 and Scope 2 
carbon emissions, as has UBC, and both 
institutions are targeting reducing Scope 
3 emissions.6 One of the ways it is doing 
this is through its new waste-to-energy 
plant that converts wood waste formerly 
destined for the landfill into space 
heating and cooling energy for buildings 
(Lim, 2021). 

On the student engagement front, SFU 
launched a Climate Action Student 
Collaborative (CASC) in January 2022 
that enables students to: 

purchased electricity, steam, heating and cooling, 
and Scope 3 are indirect – from investments, 
procurements, transportation, and waste, etc. (Plan 
A Academy, 2022). 
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• explore the meaning of climate action 
through self-paced online modules, 
including readings, activities, and 
individual assignments; 

• learn about project management and 
social change leadership through a 
climate action lens; 

• think about climate action critically 
through equity and climate justice 
lenses; 

• meet like-minded peers in live, virtual 
dialogue sessions, and 

• gain the tools needed to work 
on future climate action projects with 
others (Simon Fraser University, 2022). 

Though not part of CASC, SFU students have 
worked with the City of Vancouver on a number 
of projects to help the latter meet its climate 
goals (Russell, 2020), and it was a student activist 
group (SFU 350) that persuaded the university to 
commit to divesting itself of all fossil fuel 
investments by 2025 (Le Roy, 2022; Simon Fraser 
University, 2021). Complementing CASC, the 
university has a number of other resources and 
institutional initiatives that promote climate 
literacy on campus, including an on-line primer 
on climate change, a list of resources on climate 
science and, prior to COVID-19, the university 
held a series of face-to-face engagement 
sessions (Simon Fraser University, 2020c). 
Finally, its Strategic Research Plan is committed 
to fostering the development of research 
clusters around climate issues. Among these is 
an Action for Climate Team (ACT) that works with 
municipalities to develop “low-carbon resilience 
plans,” with a strong emphasis on equity (Action 
on Climate Team, 2021; Shaw, 2021). The 
university, through its Morris J. Wosk Centre for 
Dialogue, is also currently partnering with the 
City of Burnaby on a Climate Resiliency Initiative 
(Huang, 2021; Le Roy, 2022). 

Like UBC, it has a considerable number of 
courses that include climate content. While its 
central hub doesn’t distinguish these from 
courses that focus on sustainability more 
generally, it has achieved an impressive degree 
of student participation with nearly 40,000 
students having taken courses related to 
sustainability or sustainable development since 
2018 and almost 1700 Master’s and PhD theses 
addressing one or more of the Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) (Le Roy, 2022; Simon 
Fraser University, 2020d). Moreover, it has two 
new schools – Environmental Science and 
Sustainable Energy Engineering – that address 
sustainability and climate. 

SFU has a strong commitment to climate justice 
and equity, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), and 
reconciliation/ decolonization. This is reflected in 
its Sustainability Advisory Council, which 
includes faculty, staff, and students, including 
from marginalized groups, and a variety of other 
internal partnerships (Le Roy, 2022). It is also 
reflected in its aforementioned Public Square 
programming where Black, Indigenous, and 
People of Colour (BIPOC) voices are prominently 
featured. In keeping with Sustainable 
Development Goal #17, SFU has built strong web 
of partnerships domestically and internationally 
to further its climate goals (Le Roy, 2022). 

 

Vancouver Island University (VIU)  

Vancouver Island University has an established 
history of engaging with sustainability issues. It 
has commissioned research under its previous 
president from the Mount Arrowsmith Biosphere 
Regional Research Institute (MABRRI), which is 
part of the university, to examine the extent to 
which the SDGs are already being applied at the 
institution and areas where their application 
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could be further strengthened (MABRRI, 2020).7 
Also, MABRRI has conducted considerable 
baseline ecosystem data collection that will be 
useful for measuring the impacts of a changing 
climate in the surrounding region (MABRRI, 
2022)  

VIU has a number of additional strengths. It has 
established a geo-exchange system, the first in 
Canada on a college or university campus, that 
provides space heating and cooling for two of its 
buildings thus far (VIU News, 2018). It has had a 
Sustainability Advisory Committee (SAC) for over 
ten years, and a knowledgeable and skillful staff 
member in the Facilities and Ancillary Services 
Department who has devoted half her time to 
sustainability issues. It also has a student club 
mentored by faculty members – the Awareness 
of Climate [Change] through Education and 
Research (ACER) – which conducts educational 
work on climate issues on and off campus, and 
another active student EcoClub which in 
involved in numerous sustainability initiatives. 
The work of these organizations has been 
supplemented by an Annual Urban Issues Film 
Festival, now in its fifteenth year, which has 
focused on aspects of sustainability, and an 
annual Global Citizens’ Week where 
sustainability issues have often been at the 
forefront. 

Moreover, VIU has other strengths, including in 
areas covered by certain of the SDGs on the 
social sustainability side. It has one of the best 
records in the province for Indigenizing its 
curriculum, providing support services for 
Indigenous students, and providing access to 
non-traditional learners (Vancouver Island 
University, 2022.; VIU, 2018). Its decision to 
provide free tuition for students who had been 

 
7 MABRRI (2022) has recently released a new report 
on the SDGs and the university. 

in foster homes was adopted as provincial policy 
by the NDP government five years ago (Kines & 
Watts, 2017). All this occurred despite having a 
Senate, showing that overall institutional will is 
the key driving factor in innovative action, not 
organizational structure. 

While VIU has undertaken a number of positive 
initiatives, it is one of the few post-secondary 
institutions in the province that lacks an Office of 
Sustainability and it has no policy on the climate 
crisis. VIU tabled a new Strategic Plan in 
September 2021 (Vancouver Island University, 
2021). The word ‘climate’ did not appear in it at 
all; however, there was a commitment to 
integrating the SDGs into the sub-plans to be 
developed in accordance with the plan. And 
meanwhile there are very talented scholars who 
conduct research on climate change and 
teachers on campus who bring climate issues 
into their courses, but no free-standing climate 
course exists that all students can, and are 
encouraged, to take. There is a committee on 
Indigenous Commitments in Senate, but no 
equivalent committee for Climate and 
Sustainability Commitments. Overall, the 
situation is one of talented and committed 
individuals working in relative isolation without 
an overarching coherent framework. To date, 
climate action leadership has largely been 
lacking at VIU. 

Things are beginning to change however – in part 
as the result of two initiatives that took place in 
the fall of 2021. First, two faculty members 
submitted a policy note with the support of their 
respective deans, strongly suggesting the need 
for VIU to have a strong climate policy which 
received a positive reception. Second, an Open 
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Letter to VIU was drafted and sent to senior 
members of the administration that was signed 
by the faculty union, individual faculty members, 
the students’ union, student clubs, individual 
students, other employees, and several 
community organizations as well as many 
individuals – over 120 groups and individuals in 
total. These two actions seem to have caught the 

administration’s attention. As a result, a 
President’s Task Force on Climate Action and 
Sustainability was established in February 2022; 
the author is the Chair of one of four Working 
Groups, its Environmental Scan Group. Things 
may at last be changing at VIU on the climate 
front. 

 
TABLE 1: Overview of Climate Action Plans at B.C. Universities 

Institution & 
Attributes of 

Climate Action 
Policies 

Royal Roads 
University 

University of British 
Columbia 

Simon Fraser University 
Vancouver Island 

University 

operations 
integrated into 

all 
integrated into all; 

Renewable Energy Hub 
integrated into all; 

biomass plant 
geo-exchange system 

research 
extensive 

support for 

extensive support for, 
including grants for 

students 
major focus 

scattered, but especially 
significant is the role of 
the Mount Arrowsmith 

Region Research Institute 
(MABRRI) 

teaching & 
learning 

integrated into 
all 

central hub of courses; 
grants for incorporating 

climate content into 
courses 

central hub of courses, 
with high uptake and 

major focus for theses 

fragmented, but with 
strong individual 

commitments 

student 
engagement 

seeks to engage 
all university 
stakeholders 

extensive – for instance, 
through the Climate Hub 

and student 
representation on the 
Emergency Task Force 

extensive, especially 
through the new Student 

Climate Collaborative 

Awareness of Climate 
through Education and 

Research (ACER); 
EcoClub, and Urban 
Issues Film Festival 

public and 
professional 

outreach 

coordinates 
Adaptation 

Learning 
Network 

Youth Climate 
Ambassadors, Climate 
Justice Series; provides 
sustainability & climate 

leadership globally (UC3) 

excellent outreach 
through SFU Public 
Square; works with 

municipalities through 
the Action on Climate 

Team (ACT) 

through the work of 
MABRRI and some 

through ElderCollege and 
ACER 

Commitment to 
Indigenous 

perspectives, 
climate justice and 

EDI 

makes mention 
of partnering 

with First 
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Conclusion 

In the case of UBC and VIU, pressure from 
students and faculty (and community members, 
in the case of VIU) seems to have played a 
significant role in moving the needle on climate 
action. At both UBC and SFU, once the 
administrators got on board, they threw 
themselves into taking action wholeheartedly.8 
Having a Sustainability and Climate Committee 
of the Board plus a student Climate Hub, as UBC 
has, helps to make climate issues part of the 
institutional culture, though the need for 
consistent funding remains an issue. At SFU, the 
Student Climate Collaborative – along with a 
climate change primer and list of resources on 
climate science – amplifies what students are 
able to learn from formal courses. As universities 
develop a reputation for taking an activist stance 
on climate and sustainability issues and offering 
opportunities to gain the desired knowledge and 
skills in these areas, it creates a self-reinforcing 
‘virtuous cycle’ of attracting even more students 
who want to make a positive difference. 

While it’s crucial to have faculty members who 
are key advocates for embracing a pro-active 
agenda, it’s also essential to have senior 
administrative and institutional buy-in, including 
an advocate or advocates at the highest levels. 
This exists at Royal Roads with its president, 
Philip Steenkamp. Similar champions exist, and 
have existed, at Simon Fraser University – for 

 
8 UBC has long been in the forefront of climate and 
sustainability action. It was the first university in the 
country to adopt a sustainable development policy 
(1997) and the first to open a Sustainability Office 
(1998). In 2008, UBC’s then-president, Stephen 
Toope – along with five other BC university and 
college presidents – was the first to sign the Climate 
Change State of Action for Canada. See 
https://sustain.ubc.ca/news/history-ubc-campus-
sustainability. It has probably the most 
comprehensive approach to integrating 

instance, SFU’s current Vice-President, Research 
and International, Dr. Dugan O’Neil. Stephen 
Toope was an early champion at UBC, as is UBC’s 
current president, Dr. Santa Ono.9 The 
noteworthy quality about the new Climate 
Action Plan recently approved by Royal Roads’ 
Board is that it applies to all aspects of the 
University’s endeavors, from curricular offerings 
to its facilities’ operations. This 
comprehensiveness is also reflected in UBC and 
SFU’s climate action plans. 

If VIU were to develop a similarly all-
encompassing plan, it could take advantage of 
having deep roots in the community and region 
through existing outreach programs.10 These 
include MABRRI and the Elder College program, 
and strong relations with local First Nations. This 
strong commitment to public outreach is 
something SFU also shares. One arena where it 
carries out much of its public education on 
climate is through the Morris J. Wosk Centre for 
Dialogue which operates the SFU Public Square 
at the downtown Vancouver Harbour Centre 
campus. Its programming in this area has been 
exemplary. Notable examples include recent 
webinars such as “From Gibsons to Glasgow: 
Local Leadership Towards COP26,” and “Hope in 
Resistance: Stories of Climate Justice.” 

On Vancouver Island, the idea has been mooted 
of an alliance of post-secondary institutions to 

sustainability into all aspects of its work, from 
teaching and applied learning to research, and 
campus operations to student engagement, though 
SFU and RRU are close behind. 
9 Dr. Santa Ono has moved on to assume the 
presidency of the University of Michigan. 
10 Unfortunately, VIU chose to end its Continuing 
Studies Program a few years ago, but still has an 
Elder College and a professional development and 
training program.  
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coordinate initiatives and share the process and 
experience of Royal Roads as other institutions 
develop their own climate action policies. This is 
very much in the spirit of Sustainable 
Development Goal #17 on strengthening 
partnerships for sustainable development and 
should perhaps be expanded to include business 

and civil society groups to make it even more 
effective. Such an alliance could learn from what 
has been accomplished by UBC and SFU, while 
recognizing that each institution must take into 
account its own unique situation and state of 
resources. 
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