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University College Cork

• Founded in 1845: Ancient Heritage, Modern Focus

• Comprehensive research-based university

• 21,000 registered students, 3000 staff, 180,000 alumni

• Ranked in the top 50 in Europe for quality of teaching and 
learning (THES)

• World’s first “Green Flag” university

• More students educated/kWh than any other Irish 
university

• THES Global Impact Ranking: No 21

• THES Global Impact Ranking: UN SDG 12: No 1

• Vision: “Tradition of Independent Thinking”

• Mission: Creating, understanding and sharing knowledge 
and applying it for the good of all 

• Connected University



The Sustainable Development Goals



“Integrated and Indivisible”



The Impact of Higher Education

• Size of a small town/city

• Expanding, particularly research activities 

• Outputs

➢New knowledge

➢Students

➢“creation, education, delivery”

• Global Citizens

• Leading by example

• Demonstrating best practice 

• Connecting



A Sustainable University?

• Our journey

• Frameworks used

• Governance structure

• Key enablers

• Sustainability “Ecosystem”

• A Living “University”



UCC Sustainability Journey

2006

UCC Students voice 
concerns over waste 
practices on campus.

2007

UCC Green Campus 
Committee established

Pilot programme initiated.

2010/11

First Green Flag awarded

UI Green Metric #2

ISO 50001 certification

2013/14

UCC Green Forum established

CUH First Green Flag hospital 
campus

Academic outputs

2016

Sustainability Strategy 
launched

Sustainability module 
piloted

Transdisciplinary 
perspectives book launch.

2017

Sustainability Officer employed

“Saver Saves” Scheme launch

2018

Gold STAR Award.

First Annual 
Sustainability Report

Plastic free UCC

Reidy et. al. (2014)



Innovation: The Green Flag Programme

• Developed by the International Foundation for 

Environmental Education 

• “Eco-Label” for primary and secondary schools working 

to be more environmentally sustainable

• Operated in 67 countries worldwide

• UCC Global Pilot for university adaptation 

• Now in operation in 14 countries

• Requires commitment and engagement of all 

stakeholders

• Seven-step programme of continual improvement 

across themes

• Simple framework



The Green Flag Programme

A Seven Step programme

• Form a Committee

• Carry out an Environmental Review

• Develop an Action Plan

• Monitor and Evaluate progress

• Link to the Curriculum

• Inform and Involve the community

• Develop a Green Charter

• Thematic approach

• Flexible



ISO50001 Framework

• First university in the world to be 

certified to ISO 50001.

• “Saver Saves” scheme.

• Devolving Power and Responsibility

• Green Energy Teams formed in 

SEUs.

• Support from Energy Manager to 

assess how the buildings “live”.

• Monetary savings remain with the 

department/building: Revolving 

Fund. 36% reduction in energy use 2017-2020 
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UCC Sustainability Journey

2006

UCC Students voice 
concerns over waste 
practices on campus.

2007

UCC Green Campus 
Committee established

Pilot programme initiated.

2010/11

First Green Flag awarded

UI Green Metric #2

ISO 50001 certification

2013/14

CUH First Green Flag hospital 
campus

Academic outputs

2016

Sustainability Strategy launched

Sustainability module piloted

Transdisciplinary perspectives 
book launch.

2017

Sustainability Officer employed

2018

STARS Gold Rating.

First Annual Sustainability 
Report



STARS assessment tool

• Most comprehensive assessment of 
sustainability in higher education (Kosta and 
Waheed, 2017).

• UCC scored highly across engagement, 
coordination and innovation categories

• Green Campus

• Green Teams

• Differences between jurisdictions provides 
“mobile benchmarks”.

• Provides a gap analysis as well as a rating.



Academic Strategy 2018 - 2022 



•

High Impact Area: Sustainability in 

Procurement

•

Sustainability is one of 6 Principles of UCC Procurement 

Strategy.

Sustainability Officer sits on University’s Restaurant 

Committee.

Catering manager is member of Green Forum.

Key to many of the bigger “impact” projects.



UCC Sustainability Journey

• “Student-led, research-informed, practice-focused”

• Institutional transformation inspired by students, 

enabled by leadership

• Supported by guiding Frameworks:

➢ Green Flag (2010)

➢ ISO50001 (2011)

• Connection, collaboration, coordination

• Recognition in international Metrics

➢ UI Green Metric (2011)

➢ STARS (2018)

➢ THE Impact Ranking (2019)



Key Enablers

• People

• Maintaining bottom-up “activism”

• Leading by committing

• Linking with learning, research and teaching

• Finding new entry points



Key Enabler 1: People



Key Enabler 2: Maintaining bottom-up “activism”



Key Enabler 3. Leading by Committing

• Sustainability included in all 

university policies and strategies

• Greater than “green”

• Divestment from fossil fuels 

• University of “Sanctuary”

• Athena Swan

• Gender Identity Policy



Key Enabler 4.  Linking with learning, teaching and research

Sustainability Literacy: The ability to 'read' and 'write' one's relations to the rest of human and non-human 

nature. Includes technical, cultural and social science elements to explore what is possible, appropriate, 

morally and politically right (Huckle, 2014).

• Core Curriculum: “Business as usual” organized along college, disciplinary or externally validated 

programmes (e.g. Engineering, Environmental Science) 

• Hidden curriculum: The values and beliefs of the institution or the individual lecturers which are 

unconsciously transmitted to the student, or impact on the institutional environment, thereby 

affecting student learning (e.g. green campus events, Green campus app)

• Co-curriculum: optional modules outside the usual programme of study enabling students to 

experience teaching by academics from outside their discipline, estates staff or other students. 

(University wide module)



University Wide Module in Sustainability

• January 2016: UCC launched pilot University Wide Module 

in Sustainability 

• Ethos: Cultivating ‘sustainability citizenship’, within and 

outside UCC. 

• Blended learning approach that integrates conventional in-

class delivery, structured debate and on-line resources and 

exchange. 

• The module is co-constructed, genuinely interdisciplinary 

and adopts a transdisciplinary approach to sustainability

• Integrates perspectives of the participants drawn 

from staff members, students and members of the 

public in the on-going refinement, re-design and the 

ultimately in the provision of content.

• Not a MOOC.



New “Entry” Points
Key Enabler 5.  Finding New Entry Points



Real world sustainability 
challenges are formally 

addressed in stakeholder 
partnerships 

CORE PRINCIPLE
Real World Sustainability Challenge

CORE PRINCIPLE
Formal Participation CORE PRINCIPLE

Stakeholder Partnerships

Co-Creation and Co-Implementation

Geographically Bounded Test-bedLearning Loops

Transdisciplinarity

A “Living University” for Sustainable Solutions

Adapted from EAUC (2017)



Outcome: Individual Behavioural Change

Encourage Engage

ExemplifyEnable

Adapted from DEFRA (2011)



• Top-down and bottom-up approaches

• All stakeholders on campus represented

– Horizontal and vertical.

• “Middle-out” phenomenon (Parag, 

2013).

• Continually evolving.

• Coordination increases impact.

Outcome: Institutional Sustainability 
Ecosystem Top-Down

Sustainability Strategy

Green Forum

Biodiversity Action Plan

ISO50001

Carbon Management

Middle-Out

Green Teams

University Wide Module

National Strategy on 
Education for Sustainable 

Development

Public Sector Energy 
Efficiency Action Plan

Campus Engage 
Charter

Green Flag Programme

UI Green Metric

AASHE STARS

Bottom-Up

Green Campus Committee

Clubs and Societies

Student Switch-Off

“Plastic-free” movement

Food waste project

Kirrane et. al. (in press)



Conclusion:
The Green Flag Programme as Framework

• Bottom up approach to embedding sustainability in higher 

education

• Flexible framework based on continual improvement

• Involvement of all stakeholders is key

• Linking to community and learning on and off campus….

• Entirely voluntary leading to “organic” change across 

member institutions.  



Conclusion: Embedding Sustainability

• Embedding Sustainability in an organisation

• Evolving dynamic

• Requires flexible approach

• University values and mission

• Assessments and rating

• Provide a gap analysis to inform future plans, but care must 

be taken that this remains best practice.

• Engagement and continual improvement process of Green 

Flag programme fits well with STARS reporting framework.



Conclusion:
The Connected University and the SDGs

• People, place, partnership, prosperity, peace

• Local and global connections

• Engaged students 

• Independent thinking

• Freedom of expression

• Practical action

• Institutional response

• Ethical

• Moral

• Financial…

• Personal and collective actions and benefits





https://youtu.be/vETu_fjSkmU

