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Monday, September 16, 2013

Sustainability Symposium: 
“An Institute for Sustainable Maryland”

University of Maryland, College Park

Patrick, thank you for that very nice and exceedingly generous introduction. 

Let also me also thank you, Gerrit, both for the excellent leadership you are providing to our National Center for Smart Growth and for asking me to say a few words of welcome and introduce our keynote speaker. 

Clearly, this symposium—in support of establishing an Institute for a Sustainable Maryland—has attracted some of our nation’s leading scholars and best thinkers on the issue of sustainability.   We are honored to have all of you here for this important event.  

A few years ago, I established sustainability as one of the three broad “priority issues” I intended the entire University System of Maryland to focus on throughout my time as Chancellor. 

I did this not just because sustainability is such a critically important issue but also because a large statewide system like ours is, in my view, better positioned than any other entity to provide leadership in making the changes so badly needed for the well being of future generations. Our mission is to do research, to disseminate knowledge and to educate the next generation of leaders.  So, if we collectively – all 12 institutions - focus attention on sustainability, I firmly believe we can make a difference. 

To underscore how serious we are about this priority, I appointed Don Boesch, an internationally renowned scholar on the environment and president of the University of Maryland Center for Environmental Science (UMCES), to serve as USM’s vice chancellor for sustainability.  In this role, Don is asked to lead a coordinated, systemwide effort in education, research, and dissemination of best practices on sustainability.

Thanks to Don’s leadership and the hard and dedicated work of a lot of people, we have made significant progress on sustainability over the past half-dozen years.  Let me note just a few highlights:  In 2007, all USM presidents signed the American College and University Presidents Climate Commitment, agreeing to publicly report their progress toward climate neutrality; Since 2009, USM institutions have achieve a combined greenhouse gas reduction of nearly 83,000 metric tons of carbon; This is significant progress toward the State goal of a 25 percent reduction in emissions by 2020; Last year, USM institutions achieved a recycling rate of 37 percent, well on track to achieving the State’s goal of 40 percent by 2015; And right now USM institutions have committed to over 30 mega-watts of renewable energy, covering nearly 20 percent of energy needs. 
But what has excited me the most about our sustainability initiative is the extent to which it has taken root campus by campus across the State:  At Frostburg in Western Maryland, we have established the Sustainable Energy Research Facility (SERF), a completely off-the-grid building that houses FSU Renewable Energy Center; On the Eastern Shore, UMES boasts a 17-acre, 2 mega-watt solar-energy farm, the largest renewable energy project in Maryland; In Baltimore, efforts are underway to push the new John and Frances Angelos Law Center LEED rating from Gold to Platinum—which would make UB perhaps the first law schools in the country to have this status; And right here on this campus, the Sierra Club has ranked the University of Maryland, College Park as America’s 13th “greenest” university.  The university was also one of only 18 colleges and universities to make the Princeton Review's Green College Honor Roll for 2011, and it was recognized as a Campus Sustainability Leader on the College Sustainability Report Card. 

Of course, the ethic of sustainability requires more than a commitment from our institutions to be as “green” as possible.  It also calls for promoting sustainability beyond our campus borders.  
Individual USM campuses have found very creative ways to weave educational programs for their students into service and support for sustainability in their host communities and beyond. 

Towson University, as an example, holds an annual conference for the campus and its neighbors in the community to raise awareness about sustainability topics, issues, and solutions from environmental leaders in the Baltimore region.  The conference addresses the impact of individuals and communities on the environment and identifies actions that individuals can take to positively impact the environment and create a more sustainable world.  Students have followed good intentions with action, through a program of Senior Seminar projects.  In tandem with community groups, students have planned and carried out a number of projects in recent years targeted at issues like environmental education in City schools, reducing carbon impacts of basic community activities, advocating for public transportation and planting trees.

Here at College Park, students also participate in a number of community service activities to foster social and environmental good will while improving the overall health of the local and global community, like the university’s Community Service-Learning program and a campus chapter of the Engineers without Borders.

Another College Park example—Sustainable Maryland Certified—is a certification program for municipalities in Maryland who want to go green, control costs, and take steps to sustain their quality of life over the long term.  To-date, 30 towns and cities in 11 different counties have been registered and 8 have been certified.

Of course, under Gerrit’s leadership, the National Center for Smart Growth is a vital component of our efforts, both here at College Park and across the state.  With the creation of the Institute for Sustainable Maryland, based here at the Center, we can take a significant step forward in our broad-based sustainability efforts.   
As I understand it, the centerpiece of this Institute will be the Action Learning Program (ALP), modeled after the Sustainable City Program at the University of Oregon, which has spawned similar programs at several major universities. 
We are so fortunate to have leaders from across the nation participating in today’s panels that can speak directly to this approach.  From my perspective, the power of this strategy is threefold: Students who participate in the program gain experience by addressing real world problems, in a real group context, with real world consequences; Faculty who participate in the program have the opportunity to redirect existing courses towards the resolution of real world problems; And local governments who participate in the program benefit enormously from thousands of hours of student and faculty work directed towards complex and specific sustainability challenges.

I know this will be an interesting and productive day and extremely valuable to us as we move forward in support of the Institute.  So let’s get started.
We are very fortunate to have David Orr as our keynote speaker. David is the Paul Sears Distinguished Professor of Environmental Studies and Politics and Senior Adviser to the President at Oberlin College in Ohio.  He is the executive director of the Oberlin Project, a joint effort of the City of Oberlin, Oberlin College, and private and institutional partners to improve the livability, prosperity, and sustainability of the local community.

He headed the effort to design, fund, and build the Adam Joseph Lewis Center for Environmental Studies, which was named by an AIA panel in 2010 as “the most important green building of the past thirty years,” and as “one of thirty milestone buildings of the twentieth century” by the U.S. Department of Energy. 

David is the author of seven books, including Down to the Wire: Confronting Climate Collapse.  He has authored nearly 200 articles, reviews, book chapters, and professional publications. And he has received numerous awards, including a Lyndhurst Prize, a National Achievement Award from the National Wildlife Federation, and a “Visionary Leadership Award” from Second Nature. 

Ladies and gentlemen, please welcome David Orr . . .
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