
The college experience extends far beyond buildings. Students' 

daily lives are shaped by outdoor spaces, from the pathways 

they travel from class to class to the lawns where they gather and 

play Frisbee. These environments significantly influence their 

perception of the institution and become integral to campus life.

BY ED BAUER

When a Campus Looks 
Good, Feels Good, and 
Does Good
Sustainable Strategies for the 
Outdoor Campus Environment
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Outdoor spaces present smart, innovative 
opportunities for achieving campus sustain-
ability goals.  Sustainable outdoor strategies 
help reduce waste, energy consumption, 
and carbon emissions while enhancing 
the campus experience. Students, who 
tend to prioritize environmentally friendly 
practices, will take notice. 

Sustainable Landscaping 
and Green Spaces
Implementing eco-friendly landscaping 
strategies benefits biodiversity and resource 
efficiency.

•	 Native and drought-resistant 
plants: Campuses like the University 
of California, Davis, have transi-
tioned to native plant landscaping 
to minimize irrigation requirements. 
Schools can work with local horti-
culturalists to identify native species 
that thrive in their climate zones.

•	 Green roofs and living walls: The 
University of Toronto has installed 
green roofs on multiple buildings to 
improve insulation and stormwater 
management.

•	 Permeable pavements: Schools 
like Michigan State University 
use permeable concrete and pavers 
to minimize runoff and improve 
groundwater recharge.

•	 Pollinator gardens and green 
spaces: Creating butterf ly and 
bee-friendly habitats supports local 
ecosystems and beautifies campus 
grounds. Institutions can involve 
biology departments and student 
volunteers to maintain these gardens.

Smart Water Management

•	 Permeable pavements: These 
reduce runoff and improve ground-
water recharge. Colleges can use 
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pervious concrete or porous asphalt to construct 
walkways and parking lots.

•	 Bioswales and rain gardens: These natural 
filtration systems manage stormwater and 
prevent flooding. Schools should integrate 
bioswales near parking lots and along roadways 
to improve drainage efficiency.

Campus Transportation and Mobility
Green transportation initiatives reduce a campus’s 
carbon footprint while improving accessibility.

•	 Electric and hybrid campus fleets: The 
University of Florida has transitioned to 
an electric vehicle (EV) fleet, reducing fuel 
consumption and emissions.

•	 Bike-friendly infrastructure: The University 
of Minnesota offers extensive bike lanes, 
repair stations, and bike-sharing programs to 
encourage alternative transportation.

•	 Public transit partnerships: Institutions 
like Portland State University provide free or 
discounted transit passes to encourage students 
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and staff to use public transportation 
instead of personal vehicles.

Student-Led Sustainability Programs

•	 Campus gardens and urban farming: 
Many colleges, including Dickinson 
College, have student-run gardens 
that provide fresh produce for dining 
halls. Schools can dedicate green 
spaces for student farming initiatives 
and integrate them into sustainability 
curricula.

•	 Eco-representatives and sustain-
ability committees: Student 
ambassadors lead campus-wide 
initiatives on waste reduction, energy 
conservation, and environmental 
education. Schools can provide 
leadership training and incentives for 
students to participate.

Case Studies in Campus Sustainability

Arizona State University: A Leader in 
Renewable Energy
ASU has installed over 90,000 solar panels 
across its campus, generating 25 MW of 
clean energy annually. The university’s solar 
installations provide shade and reduce cooling 
costs, exemplifying the benefits of on-site 
renewable energy.

Oberlin College: Smart Building 
Technologies
Oberlin’s Environmental Studies Center 
features real-time energy monitoring, 
rainwater harvesting, and passive solar 
heating. This LEED-certified building 
serves as a model for sustainable campus 
construction.

University of California, Berkeley: 
Zero-Waste Initiative
UC Berkeley aims for zero waste by 2025 
through aggressive recycling, composting, 
and waste reduction policies. These efforts 
have already led to a 70 percent waste 
diversion rate.

This is an exciting time for colleges and 
universities to set the standard for sustainable 
campus design and maintenance. It requires a 
multifaceted approach that integrates a variety 
of environmentally friendly initiatives. Facility 
directors play a pivotal role in their implemen-
tation, leveraging both innovative technologies 
and best practices to create sustainable 
landscapes. By following the lead of institu-
tions that have successfully implemented green 
initiatives, colleges and universities can signifi-
cantly reduce their environmental impact 
while fostering a culture of sustainability for 
future generations.
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ASU has installed over 
90,000 solar panels across 

its campus, generating 
25 MW of clean energy 

annually. The university’s 
solar installations provide 
shade and reduce cooling 

costs, exemplifying 
the benefits of on-site 

renewable energy.
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