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Campus Green Funds are an innovative 
mechanism within higher education 
for funding environmental service 
projects. Many universities struggle with 
shrinking public funds for education, 
or otherwise limited funds for special 
projects, especially when the payback 
on environmental improvements 
may be uncertain. Typically, a fee is 
collected from each student on a specific 
schedule during the school year, and is 
redistributed via committee, whether 
in response to applications or a list of 
priorities determined in another fashion. 
When both committees and proposals 
are involved, funding may be distributed 
differently from how the institution 
might choose to use it from a purely 
academic or operational standpoint, but 
the opportunity for student engagement 
and innovation is significant. 

UT Austin students led a campaign for 
a Green Fund in 2009 and 2010.  After 
a successful student body vote on the 
referendum in March of 2010, UT’s Board 
of Regents approved the fee, and the 
“Green Fee” was given an administrative 

home in the Office of Sustainability, a 
Committee structure and bylaws, and a 
half-time staff person for organizational 
continuity. The Green Fee Committee 
first awarded grants in May of 2011 for 
distribution in the 2011-2012 academic 
year; this pattern has continued to date 
with four grant cycles. The Green Fee 
was also given a hard sunset date of 
spring 2016; to continue with a Green 
Fee on campus, another campaign must 
be carried out to reinstate another fee. 
This creates some challenges but also 
provides opportunities for change and 
improvement. 

Green Funds are now relatively 
widespread at institutions of higher 
education, although only approximately 
120 institutions actually have a fully 
implemented fee. The Association for 
the Advancement of Higher Education 
published a Campus Green Fund 
Implementation guide (The Campus 
Green Fund Collaborative 2013), which 
UT Austin’s Green Fee Coordinator co-
authored with program coordinators at 
five other universities. The creation of 
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the guide served as a fantastic learning 
experience, particularly since most of 
the other authors were involved with 
well-established programs.   One of the 
more instructive sections of the guide 
concerns measurement and metrics, 
which are applicable to individual grants 
as well as to evaluate the program 
itself. Without the same performance 
indicators being applicable to every 
project, someone (the coordinator, 
committee, or outside consultant) must 
develop a custom evaluation system 
and then apply it to the program and 
individual projects.  

The McCombs School of Business at UT 
Austin offers a class every year entitled 
Management Auditing and Control, 
informally known as Internal Audits. 
This is an upper-division course in the 
Department of Accounting that teaches 
students how to go beyond financial 
assessment into risk management 
and other areas of auditing, such as 
establishing audit criteria, auditing 
performance and value, and creating 

audit reports. The Office of Sustainability 
reached out to the McCombs School in 
the summer of 2013 to discuss ideas for 
auditing the Green Fee program, and 
was directed to this course where teams 
of students work with outside clients 
each year; the Office of Sustainability 
and Green Fee Committee could 
potentially become one of their clients. 
There were a number of potential areas 
open to audit with UT Austin’s Green 
Fee program. The grant program is 
not designed to necessarily result in 
financial return to campus, and while 
the referendum, bylaws, and other 
preparatory documents described 
specific types of potential benefits of 
the program, they had not been well 
quantified. The Committee’s bylaws 
charge the members with seeking out 
and funding “environmental benefit” 
to campus, sourced from independent 
ideas of students, staff, and faculty. 
Because the funds are student tuition 
money, the ideas also need to carry a 
certain degree of student engagement 
or be demonstrably driven by a student 

priority for the campus. We had three 
options: review the programmatic 
foundations (state legislation, bylaws, 
and documents from the Board of 
Regents enabling the fee); audit the 
awards process; or audit the projects 
themselves. In summer 2013, the third 
year of grants had just been awarded, 
but only a few of the projects from 
2011 and 2012 were fully completed. 
This eliminated the idea of evaluating 
projects for the time being; it also 
seemed like it would be difficult to 
audit projects if the foundations of the 
decision-making were not examined 
first. The first student team therefore 
elected to audit the programmatic 
foundations as a lead-in to auditing the 
other areas. 

The fall 2013 audit team was given 
copies of the UT Austin Student 
Government bills that resulted in the 
referendum which encompassed the 
following: the referendum itself, the 
state legislation that supports Green 
Fees on campuses across Texas, the 
Board of Regents memo interpreting 
the successful referendum against the 
state legislation, and the Committee 
bylaws written after the approvals for 
the program were secured, in fall 2010. 
They examined these documents as well 
as the Committee membership selection 
process. The team treated the Green 
Fee Committee as their primary client, 
delivering a final report at the end of the 
semester. Periodic progress reviews were 
conducted with the Green Fee Program 
Coordinator. 

The primary conclusion from the fall 
2013 audit team was that the Green Fee 
Committee was conducting business 
demonstrably in line with the intent and 
wording put forward by the Green Fee 
campaign team (as represented by the 
Student Government documents), which 
was excellent news since the campaign 
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to a campus building. 

The collaboration with this accounting 
class also served as an opportunity in 
and of itself for engagement between 
students and campus. Although the 
students viewed themselves (rightfully) 
as young professionals providing a 
service, the student audit reports 
became themselves a representation 
of how students can use the campus as 
a living laboratory. Green Fee projects, 
once funded, become subject to their 
stakeholders’ availability, bureaucratic 
delays, and standard approvals, policies, 
and procedures. Thus far, the two audit 
teams have simply scratched the surface 
of how university decisions are made, 
while providing valuable insight into 
how programs can be effective under 
these circumstances. It is critically 
important to measure the impact of 
these projects, since they are student 
funded and generally unprecedented 
here on campus. It seems most 
appropriate that students themselves 
are given a chance to further their 
education by attempting the evaluation 
themselves. 

was completely student-run and 
supported by 71 percent of the student 
body. The team endorsed the continued 
use of the bylaws and, to the extent they 
were able to review them, the project 
selection and member selection process 
(the spring 2014 audit team delved into 
project selection more thoroughly). 
The two areas of concern were a slight 
discrepancy in interpretation between 
the state legislation and the bylaws 
governing project selection. The state 
legislation is somewhat confusing in its 
definition of appropriate projects, and 
the Committee has since adopted some 
additional considerations in project 
funding that align the decision-making 
closely with the legislation, and with 
the Board of Regents’ advisement on 
the same legislation. The team also 
noted that the At-Large membership 
recruitment suffered somewhat from 
the lack of effective advertising on 
campus. While the concept of the Green 
Fee remains popular, it is very difficult 
to keep the Committee in the forefront 
of students’ minds (just as it is with 
any operational, financial, or legislative 
process!). The Committee accepted the 
team’s recommendation to increase 
focus on public awareness of the Green 
Fee program. 

The spring 2014 audit team picked 
up more or less where the fall team 
left off. With the assurance that the 
membership selection and project 
evaluation methodology was in line 
with the governing documents for the 
Committee, the team developed Key 
Performance Indicators (KPI) for broad 
project categories. Like the first team, 
this group of students had no prior 
knowledge of the Green Fee program, so 
they had no pre-existing expectations 
for how the program operated. Their top 
KPIs were levels of grantee involvement, 
student awareness of underlying issues 
explored by the project, specifically as 

a direct result of the project (such as 
water consumption, waste handling, 
etc.), and adherence to timeline and 
budget. They argued that these four KPIs 
could be applied across the board to all 
Green Fee projects and then detailed 
some KPIs that wouldn’t necessarily 
apply to all projects, but were significant 
within certain contexts, such as physical 
improvement to campus and student 
employment. The work of this team has 
provided an effective starting point to 
evaluate both individual and categorical 
divisions of projects. 

In their final report, the team noted that 
some of the KPIs were more abstract 
than others, which makes them difficult 
to quantitatively score. This conclusion is 
supported by the original Green Fee best 
practices publication, which notes that 
Green Funds without expected payback 
often provide benefit to campus by 
virtue of new experiences, innovative 
product trials, productive employment 
for students, or simply the satisfaction 
of having a mechanism for students to 
engage with campus. Their ideas come 
to some sort of fruition, even if they are 
as simple as applying solar filtering film 
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