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Abstract: From 2012 to 2014, we conducted an applied policy analysis of 
sustainability policy and practice at three universities in British Columbia: University 
of British Columbia, Royal Roads University, and Vancouver Island University (VIU). 
The purpose was to discover the gaps in performance between VIU and the other two 
institutions to use as potential  leverage to advocate for further change at VIU. 
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Introduction 

What responsibility do 
geography students and professors 
have for ensuring that universities not 
only talk about sustainability, but take 
action on it? At Vancouver Island 
University (VIU), we have a program 
called Work Opportunity that enables 
faculty members to hire students as 
research assistants for ten hours a 
week. 

Two and a half years ago, the 
first author conceived of the idea of 
conducting a systematic comparison 
of three universities, including VIU, to 
see how they performed in variety of 
sectors relating to campus 
sustainability. The second author, 
Pamela Jack, was hired to conduct the 
bulk of the research. In producing the 
report, we were inspired by two 
authors, in particular – Michael 
M’Gonigle (co-author of Planet U: 
Sustaining the World, Reinventing the 
University)i and David Orr (author of 
Ecological Literacy, and former 
director of Environmental Studies at 
Oberlin College).ii Together we agreed 
on the categories, which included 
Water, Energy, Transportation, Food, 

Waste, Governance, and Curriculum, 
borrowing with modifications from 
the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment 
& Rating System (STARS) of the 
Association for the Advancement of 
Sustainability in Higher Education 
(AASHE) and Sierra Club’s Campus 
Sustainability Assessment Framework 
(CSAF).iii 

 
While we considered looking at 

more institutions, in the end we 
decided it was only feasible to do 
three – VIU, Royal Roads University 
(RRU), and University of Northern 
British Columbia (UNBC). While we 
wanted to make the comparison as 
objective as possible, we did have an 
agenda. The agenda was to discover if 
our institution was lagging behind 
and, if so, what could be done to 
improve its performance.  We wanted 
to use the principle of invidious 
comparison –the ‘bandwagon effect’ – 
to help engender more rigorous 
efforts on VIU’s part. 
  
While the report has proven to be a 
more complex and time-consuming 
effort than we had expected, it is 
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almost ready for release. While each 
institution has certain strengths, VIU 
is overall the least evolved. However, 
there have been some changes 
recently in the administrative ecology 
that lead us to believe that the report 
will get a better reception than it 
would have done a year ago. 
  

The virtues of this project are 
that it has involved a faculty member 
and a student in applied research, and 
it has focused on something close to 
home – not on sustainability as an 
abstraction, but as involving the 

practice of one’s own institution. It 
takes the lessons of what we know 
about the global ecological imperative 
as geographers and brings it down to 
what we as an institution can do to 
exercise greater ecological and social 
responsibility. It has been an exercise 
that can be replicated at other any 
institution. The next step at VIU will 
be to do a full STARS or CJAF audit,iv 
and to further publicize our findings. A 
copy of the report, for those 
interested, is available from the lead 
author.  

 
                                                        
i M’Gonigle, M. & Starke, J. (2006). Planet U: Sustaining the World, Reinventing the University. Gabriola 
Island, BC: New Society Publishers.  
ii Orr, D. W. (1992).  Ecological Literacy:  Education and the Transition to a Postmodern World. Albany, 
NY: State University of New York Press. 
iii See https://stars.aashe.org/ and http://www.syc-cjs.org/sc/tools. 
6 Ibid. 
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