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Introduction
One hazy July afternoon in the summer of 2009, five high school stu-
dents from the LaGuardia Youth Center for Engineering Excellence 
(LYCEE) gathered in LaGuardia’s courtyard to explore the possibilities 
of charging an iPod with miniature solar panels, one of many activities 
in the comprehensive five-week course. There was just enough natural 
light to power the device and convince the young women of the sun’s 
value as a source of energy. Days later, back in the courtyard as contes-
tants in the program’s science competition, they converted the moving 
air of a fan and a wind turbine, and the heat of a high intensity lamp 
into the energy needed to run electric toy cars and airplanes. Members 
of LaGuardia’s engineering faculty looked on as judges of the competi-
tion. The students performed five experiments, arguing as they went 
along for the use of sun and wind as alternatives to burning fossil fuels 
to generate electricity. For their efforts, the team won first prize. 

As the students’ experiments suggest, a fundamental principle of 
sustainability is that natural and renewable resources yield cleaner, 
more efficient, and less harmful forms of energy. Put simply, the practice 
of sustainability means doing more with less, a philosophy expressed 
by Mayor Michael Bloomberg when, on April 22, 2007, he recognized 
the significance of Earth Day with the release of PlaNYC. A ten-year 
comprehensive program and the first of its kind in the city’s history, 
the goal of Bloomberg’s “30 in 10” plan is to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by thirty percent and thus improve the quality of New York’s 
land, water, air, and transportation (“PlaNYC”). Two months after 
Bloomberg’s announcement, Chancellor Matthew Goldstein took up 
the challenge and publicly committed CUNY’s twenty-three senior and 
junior campuses and institutions to PlaNYC (CUNY).
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The Chancellor’s directives were clear. Through the formation of 
Sustainability Councils on every CUNY campus, all senior and two-
year institutions would prepare and implement a ten-year sustain-
ability plan. Free to tailor strategies to individual needs and resources, 
each campus would commit to making measurable progress toward 
sustainable solutions in seven key “pillars.” Energy, water, transporta-
tion, recycling, procurement, dining and nutrition, and outreach and 
education were targeted for development of environmental awareness 
(“What Is BC Doing?”). Sustainable CUNY/Sustainable New York 
would also support academic research and, in partnership with civic 
and business leaders, promote economic development opportunities 
(“Sustainable”). 

To secure commitment to PlaNYC across the University’s 23 insti-
tutions, Allan Dobrin, Executive Vice Chancellor and Chief Operating 
Officer, charged the CUNY Task Force on Sustainability to direct each 
institution in the creation of unique and measurable ten-year plans 
(“CUNY”). In turn, each institution would designate a chairperson to 
carry out the College’s portion of the challenge. Instituted in fall 2007 
and coordinated by Shahir Erfan, Executive Director of Facilities and 
Planning, LaGuardia’s Sustainability Council began to meet quarterly. 
Over thirty faculty, staff, and student representatives were brought 
together to, in Erfan’s words, “implement new measures, to reduce 
LaGuardia’s carbon footprint, and to raise awareness” (Erfan). 

LaGuardia’s Sustainability Council members share passion for 
reducing harmful greenhouse gas emissions, increasing campus aware-
ness of the meaning of sustainability, and communicating the knowl-
edge that sustainability is both feasible and affordable. However, 
realizing sustainable objectives for each “pillar” has not been without 
challenges. This paper presents several of these challenges, the results 
of limited resources and the institutional fragmentation characteristic 
of our large two-year urban commuter college. Despite challenges, the 
Sustainability Council has made incremental but decisive progress in 
designing initiatives that address the seven pillars. Described here are 
initiatives implemented in four of these – energy, recycling, nutrition, 
and student outreach and education. We conclude with recommenda-
tions for spurring sustainable practices that can be realized, we argue, 
by focusing strategically on educational outreach and several key ele-
ments of our physical environment.
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Birth of the Sustainability Movement
The origins of sustainability are rooted in the Green Revolution of the 
mid-20th century, a period of innovation in research, development, 
and technology. Between the mid-1940s and the late 1970s, facing 
impending famine across the continents of India and Africa, agrono-
mists sought methods to maximize agricultural production (Cleaver 
177–79). However, the unforeseen hazards of industrialized agriculture 
included devastating effects on the environment such as the rapid loss of 
freshwater resources. The mass agricultural production programs cred-
ited with stabilizing international food security were at the same time 
creating a poisonous reliance on the fossil fuels from which virtually all 
synthetic fertilizers, pest removers, and herbicides are derived. By the 
late 1950s, the reliance on petrochemicals in the United States and the 
subsequent contamination of water supplies by agricultural processes 
was at an all-time high. Advocates for the environmental movement, 
among them Rachel Carson, author of Silent Spring, established a cor-
relation between pesticides and cancer rates that greatly supported a 
need for action. 

Formed in 1967, the Environmental Defense Fund served as a 
pivotal force in the crusade against the use of DDT and other harmful 
“biocides” in agriculture, successfully calling for a complete phase-out 
of non-emergency use of these chemicals. However, until 1970, the 
needs of the natural environment were routinely superseded by agri-
business, an inequity perpetuated by the US Department of Agriculture 
which oversaw the growth of the agricultural industry as well as the 
enforcement of environmental regulations. The founding of the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency under the Nixon Administration brought 
to an official end a major conflict of interest between environmental 
regulations and big agri-business (Wisman). 

In 1987, the Brundtland Commission of the United Nations articu-
lated the widely accepted definition of sustainability as “development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (World par. 27). By 1990, 
Earth Day had become an international event, and is now celebrated 
in 175 nations. While maintaining a focus on environmental steward-
ship, the concept of sustainability has evolved to encompass economic 
and sociopolitical principles and refers variously to all aspects of daily 
experience from urban design, environmental ethics, and agricultural 
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techniques to personal and ethical philosophies that encompass food 
choice, health, and spirituality (Milne, Kearins, and Walton). 

The Challenges of Allocation, Location, and Communication
Guided by the common goals and objectives expressed by the Brundt-
land Commission, the sustainability movement is committed to less-
ening humanity’s negative impact on the environment (Brundtland). 
College campuses across the country have responded to the movement’s 
call to action in a variety of ways and with varying degrees of success. 
Those campuses advantaged by endowment and location have imple-
mented sustainability in admirable ways. Butte Community College in 
Oroville, California generates enough solar power on site to support 
500 homes (“Butte”). Chicago’s DePaul University was awarded a Gold 
Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certificate for 
the construction of its $40 million Monsignor Andrew J. McGowan 
Science Building; among its impressive sustainable features are a partial 
green roof and a storm water management system (“Report Card 2011: 
DePaul”). In New York City, St John’s University’s 1,500-square-foot 
organic garden serves as a site for student-oriented environmental and 
sustainability activities (“Report Card 2011: St. John’s”), while Yale 
University dining practices feature local and organic produce and hor-
mone free meat (“Report Card 2011: Yale”). 

 But other colleges, many of them members of the Association for 
the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE), 
point to challenges of limited staff, limited resources, and competing 
university priorities (“Sustainable”). At LaGuardia, implementation 
of sustainability measures is severely hindered by constraints imposed 
by budget, location, and outreach. Although mandated by CUNY, 
the Council’s “30 in 10” project has no operating budget, nor does 
LaGuardia have a budget line item for sustainability efforts. Instead, the 
Council must rely on grants and on individual divisions or departments 
to propose and fund initiatives. Effective sustainability measures require 
the shared understanding and acceptance that monetary investments do 
not always yield results in the short term. With an average return on 
investment of somewhere between ten to twenty years (Jolicoeur and 
Kahl 1), many sustainability projects risk being considered low priority 
by the college leadership. Replacing existing urinals, for example, with 
waterless pint urinals takes time and resources from new academic pro-
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grams, courses, professional development, and retention and pass rate 
initiatives. Facility-related projects such as parking lots, classrooms, 
faculty offices, and the library are priorities that take precedence over 
large-scale sustainability projects like LEED buildings. 

 Committed to the principles of sustainability but confronted with 
budgetary constraints, the college wrestles with conflicting demands: a 
new faculty research lab or an emission-reducing lighting system in the 
E building atrium that shuts off automatically on sunny days? Should 
a campus invest its limited funds in solar panels when conventional 
– though inefficient – electrical and heating systems that generate air 
pollutants and carbon dioxide appear to work well enough? Should 
we consider costly reconstruction of the C Building in order to plant 
roof gardens? 

Other questions concern campus culture, disposition, and the com-
munication of a coherent message necessary to changing behavior at a 
two-year commuter college. Will students and staff walk an additional 
twenty yards to toss their aluminum cans into a recycling bin? Will 
faculty accustomed to printing thirty hard copies for class assignments 
direct students to access these through electronic resources? Can we 
grow green oases for study and reflection in our urban environment, 
creating, for example, small fruit, vegetable, and flower gardens in the 
college’s concrete spaces? Indeed, an equally demanding challenge is 
posed by the very location and character of our commuter campus. 
Housed in former factories facing wide boulevards that intersect with 
major subway and train lines, the campus lacks utilizable open space 
and, except for a small, well-manicured courtyard, offers little greenery. 
Living, working, and learning in a major city can be overwhelming, 
especially for students who are accustomed to a slower or more rural 
life. In extreme cases, they may even experience what has been recently 
termed “nature deficit disorder.” As described by Richard Louv, NDD is 
caused by disconnection from nature and restriction of outdoor life and 
its consequences can be severe, including “attention problems, obesity, 
anxiety, and depression” (Sorrentino). 

Another challenge confronting the LaGuardia Sustainability Coun-
cil is the fragmentation of communication among our population of 
fifty thousand nonresidential credit and noncredit students. Like many 
currently enrolled in urban public colleges, LaGuardia’s commuter 
students are preoccupied with the demands of balancing school, work, 
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and family lives. For this population, sustainability refers primarily 
to conserving the energy necessary to managing life’s exigencies. Few 
of these students have expressed interest in emission reduction, or in 
activities such as gardening, composting, or waste management. If the 
dormitories and built environment of a residential campus offer the 
sense of community that encourages cohesive and direct contact with 
students, a campus whose backbone is the MTA has fewer options 
for communicating the personal, social and philosophical benefits of 
sustainability. Nevertheless, for most of our students, LaGuardia is the 
hub not only of their academic learning experience, but of their core 
personal development as well. It is imperative, therefore, that students, 
as well as faculty and staff, experience sustainable energy solutions in 
ways that that they can see, touch, taste, hear, and make use of in the 
places on campus where they learn, study, work, eat, and congregate.

Approaches and Solutions to Energy Reduction
Recycling
Aware of the slim chances of acquiring big ticket symbols of sustain-
ability comparable to Butte’s solar panels, St. John’s green roofs, or 
Yale’s hormone-free menu, LaGuardia’s Sustainability Council has 
confronted the problem of carbon emissions by making smaller, budget-
conscious changes to reduce waste streams across the campus. Some of 
these efforts are visible in every part of the college: annual Earth Day 
celebrations, solar faucets in the bathrooms, Styrofoam-free cafeterias, 
healthier choices in the vending machines and cafeterias, recycling bins 
in the hallways, and individually operated “Big Belly” solar trash com-
pactors in the courtyards. LaGuardia engages in regular recycling of 
bottles, cans, paper, cardboard, scrap metal, electronics, and even labo-
ratory chemicals. Starting in 2009, printer cartridges and rechargeable 
batteries have been collected for recycling. In June 2008, LaGuardia 
joined forces with the Doe Fund’s “Ready, Willing and Able” (RWA) 
initiative, a resource recovery program dedicated to the “provision of 
jobs for homeless or previously incarcerated (non-violent) individuals 
… and resource conservation” (RWA). Every two to four weeks, the 
RWA team picks up, transports, and converts 70 gallons of the cafete-
ria’s used cooking oil into biodiesel fuel. Supported by the Doe Fund, 
the RWA program is credited with converting over 1.7 million gallons 
of waste oil into clean burning alternative fuel (RWA). 
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A second energy conservation solution targeted the college’s 35 
vending machines. In the past, these remained on 24 hours a day, 365 
days a year, in a continuous cycle of consuming and wasting energy. 
Recently, these models have been removed and replaced by ENERGY 
STAR® machines, some of which power down when idle for long peri-
ods. Overconsumption of energy is a general problem of city buildings 
whose electric, oil, and gas usage make up to forty percent of America’s 
carbon emissions (Patrick 37). One Sustainability Council efficiency 
effort is LaGuardia’s participation in the NYC CoolRoofs Project, 
an affordable energy reducing solution that cuts cooling costs and 
carbon emissions through the application of a reflective white coating 
to a roof’s surface. In spring 2010, dozens of students and local vol-
unteers turned out to paint the roof of the C Building in a demonstra-
tion of community and college collaboration that supports PlanNYC 
(“Buildings”).

Nutrition
The nation’s consumption of fossil fuel as a result of food production 
and distribution is tremendous. According to Dale Allen Pfeiffer, con-
sumption has increased “20-fold in the last 4 decades” and Americans 
“consume 20 to 30 times more fossil fuel energy per capita than people 
in developing nations. Agriculture directly accounts for 17% of all the 
energy used in this country,” a number that continues to climb (Pfei-
ffer). Processing, packaging, refrigerating, and transporting require 
massive inputs of energy, very little of which is renewable. Conserva-
tive estimates claim that it takes an average of seven to ten calories of 
carbon-derived energy to produce one calorie of food, a disproportion 
that increases up the food chain (“Fossil”). Indeed, the caloric input/
output ratio of grain-fed beef can reach 35:1, a ratio that does not 
account for fuel consumed in transportation (“Fossil”). Therefore, 
one campus-wide “30 in 10” strategy is directed at reducing fossil fuel 
consumption which, in turn, contributes to improved health and eating 
habits of students, staff, and faculty. 

Driven by the carbon reduction initiative, the cafeteria menu now 
includes vegetarian dishes and fresh salads along with more traditional 
meat selections. In addition, campus vending machines provide health-
ier snacks marked by a “fit pick” sticker – trail mixes, for example, 
fruits snacks, nutrition bars, and vegetable chips, all containing less fat, 
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saturated fat, and sugar. Finally, at the kiosks in the C and E Buildings, 
students can choose from a selection of fresh fruits and low-sugar juices, 
all of which support personal wellbeing, healthier eating habits, and a 
carbon-friendlier diet. 

Outreach and Education
Partnering with faculty to transmit ideas about sustainability, the 
Council has worked hard over the past three years to integrate its 
concepts and practices into credit and noncredit courses wherever 
possible. In April 2010, the Council arranged for LaGuardia’s facilities 
personnel to take physics students to tour the college’s heat, ventila-
tion, and air conditioning systems. During the tour, students and staff 
discussed the ways more cost-effective measures, such as a new energy 
management system and low-flow faucets, have reduced college energy 
consumption by over 1.2 million kilowatt hours and water usage by 
4 million gallons. Students asked questions, evaluated theories, and 
discussed obstacles. “In the classroom,” observed Physics Professor 
Frank Wang of the Mathematics, Engineering, and Computer Science 
department (MEC), “topics are mostly abstract, but the tours localized 
concepts, connecting what students learn to potential career objec-
tives…help[ing] students apply what they learn in textbooks to how 
a boiler functions.” 

A second example of faculty involvement is Project Quantum Leap 
(PQL), a collaboration between MEC and the LaGuardia Center for 
Teaching and Learning that has successfully integrated a problem-
solving approach to energy consumption into the teaching and learning 
of developmental math (“Project”). Third, in Fall 2010, in alignment 
with the 10-year Sustainability Plan’s education initiative, the Natu-
ral Sciences department introduced its Environmental Science major 
(“Environmental”). Additionally, in conjunction with the Newtown 
Creek Alliance, Natural Sciences faculty and students are engaged 
in the Newtown Creek Water Monitoring Project, a research project 
designed to assess and restore the viability of Newtown Creek (New-
town Creek Alliance). An active waterway running between Brooklyn 
and Queens, the Creek’s pollution affects the entire watershed and local 
population. In the words of student Kitami Elmsox, “a lot of work 
[remains] to be done to clean up Newtown Creek, and ultimately the 
East river . . . working on this project has made me be more conscious 
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of environmental issues in general, and now I would like to pursue a 
career in that area.“ 

Other examples of increased disciplinary attention to the prin-
ciples of sustainability and environmental stewardship are courses in 
environmental ethics and critical thinking taught with an emphasis on 
consumption of resources, animal rights, and food justice. A variety of 
courses from across the college have incorporated readings from Eric 
Schlosser’s Fast Food Nation, selected as the 2010 Common Reading. 
And at LaGuardia’s Fall 2010 Opening Sessions, Anna Lappé, author 
of Diet for a Hot Planet, addressed the theme of food production and 
consumption. Recognizing the increasing competitiveness within the 
field of green careers, the Division of Adult and Continuing Education 
has partnered with NYDesigns to offer courses such as Fundamentals 
of Building Green and Introduction to Building Energy Efficiency as 
well as a specialized program in LEED Building Design and Construc-
tion. A LEED Green Associate certification module is also available to 
students, faculty, and staff (“Courses”).

Recommendations 
Recycling
 More can be done at LaGuardia to reduce our carbon footprint. For 
example, cafeterias account for a large percentage of greenhouse gases 
generated by universities. In our own cafeterias, dated and energy-
consuming freezers and ice machines should be upgraded, replaced by 
machines that use less electricity and water; smart hoods that control 
heat and smoke levels should also be purchased. The college could 
also add a provision to the next food service contract requiring that a 
percentage of the capital improvements required of the contractor be 
used to support the purchase of such equipment. 

Expanding recycling and composting programs will also help meet 
college goals for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions. At St. 
John’s University and the Queens Botanical Garden, we were intro-
duced to various composting systems, ranging from simple to complex. 
Although we quickly determined that a mechanized composter is not 
appropriate for LaGuardia use, the visits opened our eyes to the pos-
sibilities, benefits, and problems of organic composting on an urban 
campus. LaGuardia lacks both the space and staff necessary to support 
a large-scale composting operation, which, unless closely monitored, 
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attracts vermin and fruit flies. A small-scale approach would provide 
an interim solution: indoor worm composting bins that do not require 
abundant energy or maintenance. A further recommendation is that the 
college conduct a waste audit to determine the percentage of recycled 
items that end up as garbage in landfills. Audits of this kind have been 
completed by the CUNY Law School and Baruch College (“Sustain-
able”). Similar efforts at LaGuardia will contribute to our recycling 
program and help meet our goals of reducing carbon emissions. 

Nutrition
Educating the college community about the benefits of a healthier diet 
– reduction of obesity rates, control of disease, and protection of the 
environment – could take place in both the classroom and the cafeteria. 
For example, LaGuardia’s Dietetic Technician Program addresses sus-
tainable nutrition issues in a variety of ways. Students currently partici-
pate in the annual Cornell University-sponsored Cooperative Extension 
Farmers Market Nutrition Education Program, a community-based 
approach to educating shoppers at farmers’ markets about the impor-
tance of increasing the amount of fruits and vegetables in their diet (“At 
the Farmer’s Market”). Other disciplines could design similar experien-
tial partnerships and pedagogies that relate environmental and health 
concepts to everyday life. 

Another area for improvement is the college cafeteria. Substitut-
ing beans for beef not only contributes to a healthier diet, but also 
reduces dependence on an industry whose current methods of raising, 
transporting, and killing cattle releases dangerously high levels of CO2 
into the atmosphere. While “going local” and purchasing only foods 
produced closer to home (or buying only fair trade products) is beyond 
its budget, the cafeteria could advance sustainability in ways that will 
not pass the cost on to students, faculty, and staff. For example, the 
Meatless Monday movement promotes a menu of beans, vegetables, 
and whole grains, foods that are familiar to the home cooking of many 
of our students (“Campaign”). The cafeteria could provide handouts 
detailing the advantages of Meatless Mondays for those less familiar 
with a legume-based diet. 
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Outreach and Education
Finally, closer ties between the Sustainability Council, Student Gov-
ernment, and curriculum committees could result in more active and 
creative outreach to students and the development of new programs 
and projects. For example, the Council could partner with Student Gov-
ernment to design and advertise sustainability events similar to “Green 
Week,” which will be celebrated in April 2011. Curricular possibilities 
include connecting high schools, College Now and GED programs to 
the new Environmental Science major and offering certificate options 
to credit and noncredit students interested in green careers. 

Growth in research opportunities will also increase awareness of 
the sustainability movement among LaGuardia students. An expansion 
of the Newtown Creek Water Monitoring Project to other local con-
taminated water bodies, for example, the Gowanus Canal (Navarro), 
could engage more students, faculty, and staff in a variety of efforts. 
These efforts could include working with community boards and 
organizations, researching wildlife and waterways, and furnishing the 
cleanup of a century’s worth of hazardous waste. 

To familiarize LaGuardia students with sustainability projects, 
college faculty can utilize the NYC Solar Map, due to launch in April 
2011. This Web-based solar map teaches city residents about solar 
energy, the amount of sunlight needed for photovoltaic (PV) panels, 
and resulting savings in energy (Graff). Students use the Solar Map in 
evidence-based proposals for solar-related projects. Projects could be 
specific to our campus: for example, gauging the feasibility of installing 
solar panels on roofs or sides of campus buildings and situating solar 
panels along our parking lot to power electric vehicle charging sta-
tions. Proposals would involve cost estimates, energy savings and CO2 
savings data. The college should explore the possibility of developing 
courses related to renewable energy or, at the very least, existing courses 
in engineering and math, for example, can be made more hands-on and 
replicate LYCEE’s efforts to provide students with practical experience 
for futures in the green economy.

Most important, the Sustainability Council needs its own operating 
budget. Here LaGuardia might follow the example of Hunter College, 
which recently created a Green Initiative Fund, modeled after a similar 
effort at the University of California, to support environmental projects 
proposed by members of the Hunter community. At present, unused 
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funds from the Student Activity Fee, equaling $43,000, are slated to be 
reallocated to a Hunter committee that oversees the fund. Composed 
with students in the majority, the committee’s goal is to empower stu-
dents and actively engage them in sustainability initiatives (“Sustain-
able”). As at Hunter, in order to be an effective conduit for change, 
LaGuardia’s Sustainability Council must be able to fund internal ini-
tiatives as well as solicit outside initiatives from students, faculty, and 
staff. The current structure of relying on divisions and departments to 
propose and fund initiatives is no longer viable. 

Envisioning the Future
As the above examples illustrate, the Sustainability Council is commit-
ted to raising consciousness about practices that can conserve resources, 
promote health, prepare students for a greener economy, and serve the 
well-being of our community. Despite the numerous challenges before 
us, we are committed to achieving the goals of PlaNYC and to making 
a discernible impact on our campus’s ecological footprint. To succeed in 
these objectives, the Council needs all parts of our campus ecosystem to 
connect interdependently in support of a community aware of its limits 
but capable of creating a healthier environment. If we look back to the 
five young women in the campus courtyard powering iPods with the 
sun’s energy, we realize that the meaning of sustainability comes alive 
through experimentation. All over LaGuardia, we see the photographs, 
paintings, sculptures, and installations of student artists. In a similar 
spirit, let all of us at LaGuardia join together to promote sustainability 
and environmental health in our buildings and bodies, classrooms and 
minds, cafeterias and courtyards.
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