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Research on sustainability at UT-Austin 
covers a wide range of disciplines. In this 
session, we learn the latest developments 
across these disciplines, including how 
we can make our energy use more 
efficient and less costly, green building 
innovations, and how people view 
information about climate change. 

Walls comprised of plants provide many 
benefits: air filtration, cooling of building 
surfaces and air, storm water mitigation, 
and creation of habitat. Designing such 
walls for Austin’s hot and dry climate 
extremes is challenging, in an industry 
already limited by high costs. A pilot 
project is proposed by Simmons et al. 
on the highly visible west wall of the UT 
Guadalupe Parking Garage. The design 
will evaluate various heat and drought 
tolerant species either on a trellis or 
cable structure built onto the wall, or by 
growing media attached directly to the 
existing wall. The design will optimize 
for aesthetics, water supply, temperature 
gradient, air quality, habitat, and cost.

The Forty Acres campus of UT-Austin is 
served by a natural gas power plant that 
provides 100% of the campus’ electrical, 
heating, and cooling as the campus’ 
own highly efficient combined heating 
and power ‘micro-grid’. Kim and Edgar 
investigate further increases in efficiency 
via interconnection to the external grid. 
Their model simulations involve selling 
extra power to the external grid during 
peak use – high price hours, and buying 
cheap power during low use hours. The 
results indicate that the plant could 
reduce annual operating costs by 6 to 
9.8% (equivalent to up to $1.3 million/
year), and fuel consumption by 11.8 to 
13%.

Battle Hall is a 100 year old building 
on UT-Austin’s west mall slated for 
renovation. Carter et al. propose a plan 
that aspires for this building to become 
a center for innovation in regenerative 
design of existing buildings. This effort 
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will be interdisciplinary in considering 
factors of ecological form, energy 
optimization, building materials, 
occupant behavior and well-being, and 
teaching and research centered on this 
site. This project will serve as a template 
for addressing the challenge of how 
to make UT-Austin’s 19 million ft2 of 
existing buildings regenerative instead of 
consumptive.

Does an increase in energy efficiency 
achieve the desired goal in reduction of 
energy demand? Or, is there a ‘Rebound 
Effect’, whereby the lower cost of more 
efficient energy leads to an increase 
in energy usage?  Torres and Bouden 
analyze the complex factors that may 
lead to such an effect by examining the 
use of energy efficient appliances in 
the residential sector. Using data from 
the Pecan St. project as well as other 
studies, it was found that households 
that use fewer energy efficient appliances 
show a larger Rebound Effect than 
households that adopt high numbers of 
energy efficient appliances. Improving 
our understanding of the relationship 
between energy demand and adoption 
of energy efficient measures is important 
for developing effective policy to reduce 
energy demand.

The media’s representation of climate 
change may lead to the significant 
difference between the consensus of the 
scientific community and the public’s 
perception. Kahlor et al. address this 
proposition in the context of college 
students in China and the U.S. They find 
that for the U.S. sample there is a larger 
anthropocentric attitude and that this 
attitude is inversely correlated to risk 
perception, whereas these variables are 
positively correlated for the Chinese 
sample. It was found that for U.S. students 
information sharing about climate change 
is driven by social and individual factors, 
whereas social motivation is the only 
significant driver for Chinese students.


