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[#5] About that carbon-neutral college campus… 
 

Many US colleges aim to be “carbon-neutral”.  The American College & University Presidents Climate 
Commitment (ACUPCC) was launched in 2007.  So far 606 schools signed the commitment and 477 
submitted plans to be carbon-neutral as soon as possible.  To get a sense for what these plans are all 
about, let’s look at some common components: 
 

 Heating buildings with biomass, sometimes with on-site biomass gasification plants 
 The purchase of renewable energy certificates and carbon offsets to offset campus carbon use 
 On-site installation of wind and solar power generation 
 Reduction of electricity consumption in buildings through more efficient HVAC systems, fluorescent 

bulbs, adaptive/optimized thermostats, reduced stand-by electricity loads, etc 
  

The good news: insulation and energy-efficient materials have reduced energy used in commercial and 
residential buildings since 1980.  Lower building energy consumption is mostly related to heating rather 
than electricity, since modern computers, servers and telecom equipment (and all the devices required to 
ventilate/cool them) consume a lot of power. 
 

But still…how can campuses achieve “carbon-neutrality” while the US and the world at large still use 
fossil fuels to generate 80%+ of their primary energy?  Is campus carbon-neutrality a template for the 
rest of us?  Here’s a partial list of what’s missing from campus assessments of their carbon footprints:  
 

 Production of steel, cement and plastics needed to build and refurbish university buildings and other 
infrastructure; highly dependent on fossil fuels, with no large-scale non-carbon alternative 

 Food consumed on college campuses, grown with heavy direct inputs of fossil fuels (for machinery) 
and indirect inputs of coal and hydrocarbons (to produce ammonia for fertilizer), trucked across the 
country by diesel rigs and packaged in energy-intensive plastic materials 

 Clothes students wear, most of which are produced in China (an economy which uses coal for 62% 
of its primary energy) and which is transported to the US via diesel-fueled container ships 

 Cars, SUVs and planes students use to travel back and forth to college, fueled by gasoline/kerosene 
 

 

So, if we’re just tracking the energy used 
by students and faculty once they arrive 
on campus, live in pre-existing buildings, 
after they’re fed and clothed, and all they 
need is lights and HVAC, that carbon 
footprint can be small and reduced further 
through insulation and efficient building 
materials.  Campus carbon-neutrality efforts 
also help raise awareness of climate issues.  
But as a template for the rest of society, which 
has to generate large amounts of steel, 
cement, plastics and ammonia to produce 
structures and food, and distribute them 
throughout the economy, it doesn’t really 
mean that much.  Around 20% of energy 
used around the world is related to production 
of steel, cement, ammonia and plastics.  If so, until there are mass-scale alternatives to fossil fuels for 
creating materials upon which modern society is based, we will live in a fossil fuel world. 
 

   
 

  

0

1,000

2,000

3,000

4,000

5,000

6,000

7,000

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 2010
Source: USGS, PlasticsEurope, CMS, World Steel. 2015. Mt = metric tons

The 4 industrial pillars of modern society and their 
primary carbon-based inputs, Production  index, 1950 = 100

Steel (metallurgical
coke, natural gas)

2015: 1,600 Mt

Ammonia 
(methane)

2015: 146 Mt

Plastics (methane, 
naphtha and ethane)

2015: 330 Mt
Cement (coal, 

petroleum coke)
2015: 4,100 Mt
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