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Introduction & Context 

Greenhouse gas emissions reported 
by UT Austin (2013) are approximately 
648,864 MT CO2e. This is equivalent to 
the emissions generated annually by 
approximately 90,000 homes or 700 
million pounds of burned coal, and 
would require the carbon sequestered 
by 16 million tree seedlings grown over 
ten years.1  Emissions reported from peer 
institutions are quantified as follows: 
Texas A&M University approximated 
538,241 MTCO2e in 2010,  Ohio State 
University used approximately 667,904M 
TCO2 in 2012, and Arizona State 
University reported 315,037 MTCO2e 
in 2013.2, 3, 4  Oklahoma reports net 
emissions of 125,763 MTCO2 from an 
original gross 208,006 MTCO2 due to 100 
percent of its electric purchases from 100 
percent local renewable wind power.5 

Overall, eleven Texas institutions of 
higher education have inventoried their 
greenhouse gas emissions and put forth 
some version of a reduction plan. 

In the absence of meaningful federal 

and Texas state level mandates to reduce 
carbon emissions and address the risks 
of climate change, the University of 
Texas at Austin is forced to rely upon 
its own leadership and creativity as it 
embarks on a voluntary effort to reduce 
the campus carbon footprint in order to 
reduce its risk in a future carbon priced 
market. UT Austin can learn from the City 
of Austin’s ambitious goal toward carbon 
neutrality by 2020. Austin Community 
College has also published a Climate 
Action Plan in 2012.

In 2014, the Office of Sustainability 
collaborated with the Energy & Water 
Conservation program in Facilities 
Services to release a comprehensive 
campus-wide carbon footprint analysis, 
published in two parts: 1) Campus 
Greenhouse Gas Inventory, and 2) 
Carbon Risk Assessment & Strategies 
for Mitigation. With the assistance of 
the Good Company, UT Austin first 
took inventory of its greenhouse gas 
emissions in 2009 using data from 
2001-2006. The 2014 update builds and 
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expands on the previous inventory and 
includes data through 2013.

The 2009 report mentioned above 
estimated that UT Austin was both 
directly and indirectly responsible for 
481,688 metric tons of carbon dioxide 
equivalent. Preliminary data taken 
through 2012 shows an overall increase 
in estimated emissions to 648,864 metric 
tons. The university showed decreases in 
several important areas, whereas change 
in data availability and methodology has 
resulted in increases in several emissions 
sources, particularly supply chain related 
emissions.

The greenhouse gas inventories follow 
the methods described in The Climate 
Registry (TCR) General Reporting 
Protocol, which is used by all major 
reporting entities including institutions 
and municipalities. The primary 
inventory boundary is the operational 

Figure 1: Comparing emissions data from 2009 and 2012.  Source: UT Austin Green-
house Gas Inventory & Carbon Risk Assessment 2014.

control of The University of Texas at 
Austin at the Main Campus and Pickle 
Research Campus. 

The emissions sources captured in this 
inventory and addressed in strategies for 
reduction & mitigation include: 
· Scope I: natural gas from the power 
 plant, university owned-fleet fuel, 
 and refrigerant fugitive emissions
· Scope II: electricity purchased from 
 Austin Energy
· Scope III: solid waste, water & 
 wastewater, student/staff/faculty  
 commute, university affiliated air 
 travel, and embodied emissions 
 in purchased goods and services

Campus-wide emissions resulting from 
Scopes I and II (combined) total 253,427 
metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent 
(MT CO2e) for 2012, while emissions 
sources from voluntary reporting 
registries (Scope III) are estimated to be 

an additional 395,437 MT CO2e.
Based on the data from the inventory, 
the Office of Sustainability developed 
recommendations for decreasing and 
mitigating the university’s greenhouse 
gas emissions. The report discusses 
the regulatory and financial risk the 
university may face due to its direct 
carbon emissions if and when the 
federal government imposes some kind 
of carbon tax. The current amount of 
greenhouse gases emitted from the UT 
Austin campus, as high as it is, would 
impose significant regulatory and 
financial burden on UT Austin if action 
is not taken to substantially reduce 
and mitigate existing emissions across 
campus.  

Case for Action

In its most recent Campus Master Plan 
(2012) update, the University of Texas 
established a high-level framework for 
reducing its own carbon footprint and 
related risks with the goal to “triangulate 
sustainability benchmarks against the 
models set by AASHE and the American 
College and University President’s 
Climate Commitment (ACUPCC).”6  
Coupled with the goal to reduce energy 
consumption of buildings by 20 percent 
by 2020 as prescribed in the Natural 
Resource Conservation Plan (2011), UT 
Austin has begun to codify and measure 
progress toward a less resource driven 
future, consequently reducing emissions 
all around.    

As a supplement to the UT Austin 
Greenhouse Gas Report 2014, Volume 
2: Risks & Strategies integrates carbon 
reduction planning into campus 
operations, building maintenance, 
and land-use decisions by making 
specific recommendations in four 
distinct categories: 1) Energy & Water, 
2) Transportation, 3) Consumables & 
Waste, and 4) Sustainable Development. 
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In direct support of the Campus Master 
Plan, UT Austin holds the intention to 
“foster more focused sustainability 
strategies that are linked to the 2012 
Campus Master Plan and ongoing 
physical development on campus.”7  
Many of the carbon reduction strategies 
and policies recommendations in the 
report are inspired by this Campus 
Master Plan 2012 and its appendices. 

Many significant factors support a high-
level institutional framework for carbon 
reduction planning. In 2014 the UT 
Austin Energy Conservation Committee, 
created by the Committee on Business 
Productivity (2013), recommended that 
the institution will benefit by becoming 
more efficient in conserving resources 
and leveraging resulting savings to 
support a campus culture that enhances 
fiscal and environmental responsibility. 
In addition to this high level institutional 
support, other factors motivate the 
University to be more aggressive in 
reducing the campus community’s 
carbon footprint and associated fiscal 
and social costs, including the need to:
 
•	 Achieve	substantial	cost	savings	
 through resource conservation
•	 Hedge	financial	and	legal	risk	in	
 preparation for a future price on 
 carbon emissions
•	 Respond	to	growing	concern	among	
 students to mitigate carbon 
 emissions and adapt to a changing
 climate
•	 Match	the	commitments	of	UT		
 Austin’s peer institutions to reduce 
 emissions, despite the University’s 
 absence from the APUCC signatory 
 list
•	 Pursue	innovative	strategies	to	
 mitigate and adapt to climate 
 change in Texas, a state with 
 no legislative agenda or regulatory 
 guidance in response to climate 
 change

•	 Explore	educational	opportunities	
 on campus that meet research and 
 operational goals to conserve 
 resources, produce renewable 
 energy, and adapt to a changing 
 climate 
•	 Increase	the	campus	community’s	
 resiliency to realized and predicted 
 changes in the weather, such as 
 extreme heat, drought, ice, and 
 increasing volatility of these patterns

In the absence of any applicable federal 
regulation to reduce carbon emissions, 
much of the impetus to reduce 
carbon emissions is based on financial 
savings and stewardship goals from 
the corporate, local government, and 
higher education sectors. Corporations 
and educational institutions such as 
Microsoft and Princeton University 
have instituted internal carbon fees in 
order to capitalize energy efficiency and 
renewable energy projects. Many local 
governments across the United States 
engage in energy and carbon reduction 
planning, mandating green building 
requirements, sustainable behavior 
changes for employees, and develop 
incentive programs for sustainable 
development within their communities. 
This kind of work resonates across 

political lines when it is framed as an 
economic and quality of life issue, for 
example in states such as Arizona and 
Ohio.

In search of any state goals related to 
resource conservation and sustainability 
within Texas, “the most germane state 
goals related to natural resources and 
agriculture, which include preservation 
of the state’s land, water, and air 
resources, and the pursuit of sustainable 
economic development. But the actual 
oversight function that checks for 
linkages between those state goals 
and each state agency’s action plan is 
limited and largely ineffective.”8  Further 
compounding the lack of action on part 
of the state, “most state agencies in Texas 
view growth management and smart 
growth matters as a purely local concern 
and are largely ambivalent about 
supporting such efforts unless they 
see a logical connection to advancing 
their particular missions.”9  Therefore, 
the University of Texas should not rely 
on state intervention to plan for and 
implement carbon reduction strategies. 
More direction and inspiration is found 
in regional, local, and corporate sources.  
This reality motivates us to frame 
carbon reduction planning as a prudent 
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business decision, driven by financial 
performance and institutional mission-
alignment.

While current political stalemates on 
climate related issues persist, a future 
driven by the price of carbon is still a 
very relevant concept. Serious financial 
and legal risk looms over large carbon 
emitters, so much so that many large 
corporations as well as various oil and 
gas companies have already penciled in 
a price on carbon emissions into their 
long-range budgets.10 The widespread 
use of carbon pricing as a planning tool 
among large corporations suggests that, 
despite the absence of global regulation 
of GHG emissions, mainstream 
businesses find carbon pricing to be 
realistic, prudent, and useful. Though 
many companies using an internal 
carbon price referred to potential 
increased costs, no company cited major 
business disruption as an effect of either 
achieving GHG reductions or planning 
for costs of carbon as regulatory regimes 
evolve.11  

Changes in weather are felt regionally, 
and the large-scale transportation, 
land-use, and energy planning needed 
to mitigate and adapt to climate change 

must be coordinated at that regional 
level. There are many opportunities for 
central Texas municipalities, institutions 
of higher education, and businesses 
to work together to sustain the 
environmental, economic, and socially 
integrated quality of life that are vital to 
the continued success of the Austin area.  
Despite virtually no land-use constraints 
(as opposed to the urban setting of UT 
Austin), Texas A&M has made admirable 
progress on energy, transportation, 
and carbon reduction related goals. UT 
Austin should partner with the City of 
Austin, Austin Community College, large 
corporations, and other local institutions 
that are internally minimizing their risks 
and operations costs by reducing their 
carbon emissions.  

Risk Assessment 

When a price on carbon seemed an 
inevitable regulatory and market-based 
reality in 2010, many local governments 
and institutions prepared carbon 
based risk assessment strategies. Since 
support for such a tax has dropped 
out of the national political landscape, 
the focus on hedging risk related to a 
price on carbon emissions has similarly 
ceased in the public sector. However, 

large and influential corporations are 
publicly preparing for a future price on 
carbon by hedging their financial and 
legal liabilities and penciling in costs on 
carbon emissions in long-term budgets 
now.   

The New York Times recently profiled 
the carbon budgeting of large energy 
companies. “Ultimately, we think the 
government will take action through 
a myriad of policies that will raise 
the prices and reduce demand” of 
carbon-polluting fossil fuels,” said Alan 
Jeffers, an Exxon Mobil spokesman.12   
Internally, Exxon Mobil now plans its 
financial future with the expectation 
that eventually carbon pollution will 
be priced at about $60 a ton. Major oil 
companies seemed to have determined 
that a carbon price was an inevitable 
part of their financial future. Other 
companies that are incorporating a 
carbon price into their strategic planning 
include Microsoft, General Electric, Walt 
Disney, ConAgra Foods, Wells Fargo, 
DuPont, Duke Energy, Google, and Delta 
Air Lines.13 Many institutions of higher 
learning have taken aggressive steps 
toward reducing their carbon emissions 
and subsequent risks. Most notably 
our peer institutions Arizona State and 
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Oklahoma have achieved significant 
reductions in light of impending risks. 
Based on Exxon Mobil’s projection that 
carbon may be priced at $60 a ton in the 
future and on 2013 emissions rates of 
648,864 MT CO2e, UT Austin could be 
responsible for paying nearly $40 billion 
soon.  

Strategies for Reducing Emissions 

Based on the data from the Greenhouse 
Gas Inventory, the report Volume II: 
Risks & Strategies develops criteria and 
categories for campus wide strategies 
to reduce carbon emissions. Strategies 
to reduce carbon emissions at UT Austin 
should simultaneously move the campus 
toward sustainability while maintaining 
flexibility and providing sufficient returns 
on investments. To achieve this, all 
strategies we recommend in the report 
either: 
•	 Reduce	the	rate	of	increase	of	
 existing sources of carbon emissions 
•	 Avoid	and	eliminate	emissions	all	
 together 
•	 Replace,	maintain,	and	optimize	
 existing systems that increase 
 efficiency and reduce demand; and 
•	 Finally,	offset	carbon	emissions	
 that remain after reduction, 
 avoidance, and replacement 
 strategies have been implemented14  

Strategies are broken out into the four 
broad categories found in Volume 2: 
Risks & Strategies (as listed above). 
Each section is supported by goals, 
objectives and policies, many of which 
are cited from existing plans and 
programs at the University of Texas at 
Austin. Criteria developed to prioritize 
reductions and mitigations includes 1)  
Feasibility and east of completion; 2) 
Impact on reducing carbon emissions; 
3) Cost of strategy and financial return 
to university; and 4) Ability for the 
strategy and its projected savings to be 

monitored, verified, and in the case of 
financial savings be captured over time. 
At the end of each of the four sections, a 
summary table lists out each individual 
strategy with a corresponding score. The 
scores are derived from a system based 
on the criteria listed below, initially 
developed by Marionell Hernandez in 
her Master’s Professional Report Climate 
Action Strategies for the University of 
Texas at Austin in 2010. Operations, 
energy, water, utilities, transportation, 
waste management, and planning 
experts within the UT Austin community 
were asked to score each strategy based 
on this criteria, and aggregated to come 
up with an average implementation 
score. This information and specific 
recommendations and how they will be 
integrated into campus planning efforts 
can be found in the full report available 
from the Office of Sustainability.  
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