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Source: http://elizabethhagan.com/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/meaningless-1.jpg

Accessed 14 May 2015



Source: http://fc04.deviantart.net/fs50/i/2009/330/1/c/Deep_and_Meaningless_by_b1nman.jpg

Accessed 14 May 2015 



Given the complexity and compelling 

challenges, there is much interest 

globally in the environment and 

sustainability – generally, and in higher 

education specifically.



Associations



o Australian university environment and sustainability 

policy (26 identified and selected of possible 40)

o Australian university environment and sustainability 

plans (11 selected of 21 identified)

Criteria:

o Level of prescription (low/high)

o Scope (governance, operations, education, 

research, outreach) after Yarime and Tanaka (2012)

Method



Driver: International declarations



While the National Greenhouse and Energy 

Reporting (NGER) legislation stipulates 

greenhouse gas emissions monitoring and 

reporting requirements, government policy 

does not specifically require universities to 

institute mitigation strategies or formulate 

policy responses.

Driver: Government policy





o Level of prescription: low

o Length: short

o Content: scant and patchy

Australian university environment policies 



Defining sustainable development

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/440719513505146595/ Accessed 17 July 2015

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/440719513505146595/


Nomenclature: Policies



Regulation



Operations: 

Minimise waste, energy, 

greenhouse gas emissions 

and water. Introduce 

sustainable design, 

transport and procurement 

practices.

Education and research: 

Foster sustainability literacy 

and knowledge. 

Conduct research. 

Community outreach

Source: http://greenplanetethics.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/environmental-policies.jpg

Accessed 17 July 2015

http://greenplanetethics.com/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/environmental-policies.jpg




Australian university environment plans

o Level of prescription: higher than policy

o Length: longer than policy

o Content: detailed and comprehensive, but 

not overly constraining



Nomenclature: Plans



o Talloires Declaration

o The Future We Want (United Nations, 2012, Rio+20)

o Turnaround Leadership for Sustainability in Higher 

Education (TLSHE) project (OLT)

o Declaration of commitment to local, national and 

global sustainability (ATN)

o National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 

Development (ESDSC, 1992)

o Heads of Agreement on Commonwealth/State Roles 

and Responsibilities for the Environment (COAG, 

1997)

Influences on environment plans



Environment plans

Source: https://www.pinterest.com/pin/440719513504464636/ Accessed 17 July 2015

Operations: 

Minimise waste, energy, 

greenhouse gas emissions 

and water. Introduce 

sustainable design, transport 

and procurement practices. 

Biodiversity.

Education and research: 

Foster sustainability literacy, 

cross-disciplinary 

environmental knowledge. 

Conduct research. 

Community outreach

https://www.pinterest.com/pin/440719513504464636/


There is no doubt Australian universities need 

leadership, cultural awareness, systems, instruments 

and infrastructure to address the urgent challenge of 

environmental sustainability.



Are environment policies and plans solutions, 

straightjackets or meaningless drivel?

o Difficult to claim they are straightjackets (low to 

moderate level of prescription only)

Solutions or meaningless drivel? 

o Environment policies are heavily reliant on 

environment plans for sensemaking. 

o Where policy text is meaningful, and relationship to 

plan is strong, policy and plans read together can 

provide solutions. 

o Note: These are two big “ifs”!





Unlike almost any other 

matter addressed at the 

governance level 

through university plans 

and policies, there is a 

globally compelling 

urgency for large 

organisations such as 

Australian universities 

to act in the name of 

sustainability.

Source: http://sustainability.ceres.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Our-Say-March-2015.png

Accessed 17 July 2015

http://sustainability.ceres.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/Our-Say-March-2015.png


Both governance artefacts – environment policies and 

environment plans – together represent contemporary 

solutions to tacking this most challenging of areas: 

sustainability. 
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