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GSA vision for sustainability 
 

To be a world-class sustainable environment for learning, teaching, working and living. To be a 
positive force in the fight against the impacts of climate change.  

The impacts of Climate Change are a global problem, the consequences of which will change our way of life 
and at worst threatens the very existence of mankind. The scientific and evidential basis of the problem is 
now well established, and the seriousness of potential impacts on climate, sea-level, eco-systems, and 
human settlement are becoming clear. The need for nations, organisations and individuals to recognize this 
threat, and to respond to it, is now self-evident.  

There is also an increasing legislative framework for carbon reduction. The Higher Education sector will be 
required to respond to the standards set in the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009, which includes 
emission reductions of 42% reduction by 2020 and by 80% by 2050. 

At the same time pressures on energy systems arising from fossil fuel depletion, security of supply and 
needs to de-carbonise energy supply infrastructure means that cost of energy, material consumption and 
travel will increase significantly over the coming years. The need to minimise consumption of natural 
resources, and reduce production of waste and pollution is part of this agenda. 

Organisations have both a legal and moral responsibility to respond to these challenges and change the way 
they operate so as to mitigate and adapt to adverse impacts on the environment, climate and the social and 
economic systems of the planet as well as to ensure their own economic and operational sustainability. 

The need for sustainability  - “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” is therefore self-evident. 

It is widely accepted that the three pillars of sustainability are environmental (protecting the environment and 
ecology), social (meeting the needs of people and society) and economic (value and affordability). These are 
often described as three overlapping areas, however it is increasingly apparent that social and economic 
sustainability cannot occur if the needs of environmental sustainability are not met.  

For the GSA, these three areas can be broadly understood as: 
• the need to mitigate and adapt to the environmental consequences of climate change and resource 

consumption;  
• whilst meeting the academic, physical and social needs of its staff, students and wider community;  
• within the context of a publically funded and accountable institution. 
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The GSA recognizes its responsibilities in relation to these pressures as a community for teaching and 
research. These exist at a range of levels from the institutional to the individual, and from the legislative to 
the ethical. 

As a creative community we operate as: 

Practitioners  - what we make and design  

Educators  - how we prepare future generations 

Researchers - how we develop new knowledge 

Staff – how we conduct ourselves professionally 

Students – how we gain knowledge 

An institution  - how we behave as an employer and as employees 

Individuals - how we conduct ourselves as people 

Citizens - how we conduct ourselves as a nation 

The starting point for this strategy is to identify the legal and moral standards against which the GSA will 
make decisions – not only what do we have to do, but also what do we choose to do. Ultimately we will be 
judged on the latter. 

 

Strategy Development 

In February 2009 the Directorate initiated an all staff event of Sustainability. This event was highly successful 
in raising awareness of the issues of climate change, and the challenges facing GSA in responding to these. 
However, it also raised questions about how the GSA could and should respond to these challenges. 

As precursor to this, the GSA became a signatory to the Universities and Colleges Climate Commitment for 
Scotland (UCCCfS). This initiative is supported by the Scottish Funding Council and signatories are 
committed to producing and publishing a 5-year Climate Change Action Plan. Plans will include measurable 
targets and timescales to achieve a significant reduction in emissions from all business operations and 
activities, including: 

• energy consumption and source 

• waste reduction, recycling and responsible disposal 

• sustainable estate development 

• sustainable travel planning 

• responsible procurement of goods and services 

Institutions will incorporate work on climate change into established improvement processes and will publish 
annual results on progress, detailing outcomes achieved and further actions required. 

The commitment to the UCCCfS requires institutions to address the following areas: 

• Purpose – describe its reasons for is taking this initiative and other background information. 

• Carbon Footprint – describe its current emissions trajectory and set specific target dates for emissions 
reduction-including visual representations of its emissions trajectory under business as usual and under the 
Climate Change Action Plan, as well as illustrating graphically the contribution to total emissions from each 
emission source. 

• Emission Reduction Strategies – outline the practical measures to be taken to achieve emissions 
reductions- including sub-sections describing how it will reduce emissions from each source. 

• Learning & Teaching, Research and Community Outreach – describe plans to make climate change and 
sustainability part of the curriculum and/or other educational experience for all students as well as actions to 



Glasgow School of Art - Sustainability Strategy April 2010	  
	  

expand research, community outreach and/or other efforts toward the achievement of reduced emissions – 
possibly including sub-sections on education, research, and community outreach. 

• Resources – explain who will implement the Action Plan and how it will finance the mitigation strategies and 
other efforts described in the plan. 

• Tracking Progress – describe how it will track its progress in achieving the goals set out in the plan 

In support of this commitment the GSA directorate approved the development of Sustainability Action Group, 
with a remit of producing a draft 5-year sustainability strategy. Following the staff event on sustainability, 
requests were made across the GSA for individuals who were interested in participating in this initiative. The 
individuals who form this group represent as far as possible, all sectors of the GSA. They are: 

Cynthia Bowles – Lecturer, SofFA 
Justin Carter – Lecturer, Environmental Art, SofFA 
Ian Grout – Lecturer, Product Design, SofD 
Derek Gray – Planning Officer, Registry 
Michael Kelly – Maintenance Manager, Estates 
Kathy Malloy – Senior Library Assistant 
Tim Sharpe – Senior Lecturer, MSA – (Convenor) 
Michael White – SRC president  
Colin Watson – Head of Information Technology 
Jane Woods – Academic Support Manager, SofD – (Secretary) 
Dan Williams – Lecturer,  Visual Communication, SofD 
 

Activity 
 
The group has met over the period June 2009 – February 2010. Whilst taking cognisance of the need to take 
a holistic view of the working of the GSA, a number of areas of activity that would need to be addressed 
were identified.  
 
Management – corporate responsibility and governance, financial planning, decision making structures  
Physical Estate - buildings, plant, heating and lighting systems, etc. 
School Systems - central resources, IT, Library, Finance Registry, Marketing, etc. 
Education - academic programmes, research and consultancy, student learning, knowledge exchange, 
employability, etc. 
Other – related initiatives 
 
The remit of the group is to identify strategies and objectives that may be addressed within these areas and 
to identify how these may be fit into a 5 year strategic plan. This has now been refined in the current strategy 
to identify a series of preparatory actions (Year 0) followed by the Year 1 – 5 aims and objectives and these 
are outlined below. 
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The Strategy 

The fundamental principles are to gather information with which to raise awareness; to change attitudes at 
all levels; and from this to change our behavior as an institution. 

Knowledge is the key to this process. We need to understand what the problems are in order to know how to 
address them and we need to know how we are performing against our goals. The emphasis at early stages 
is therefore on the generation of knowledge and understanding, without which we operate in ignorance. 

The strategy ensures that the responsibility for change is shared across all levels of the institution. Whilst 
recognising the responsibilities that exist at Governor and senior management levels, it also identifies that 
school, departmental and individual levels of responsibility are required and supported. 

It also sets out those areas against which leadership, direction and responsibility should be championed. 
These include the management of the school; the physical estate; operational systems; and academic areas.  

It identifies the main strategic aims, and establishes a series of objectives that will lead to the aims being met 
over a 5-year period. In doing so it recognizes that there is need for continuous examination and iteration of 
the scope and purpose of the strategy as it moves forward.  

A fundamental tenet of this strategy is the scope for participation by staff and students at GSA in its further 
development, refinement and implementation. It became apparent very early on the nature and scale of 
activity required to address these issues would require a breadth of activity that crosses traditional school 
and organizational boundaries 

The strategy also recognises the scale of GSA as a Small Specialist Institution. As such there are limitations 
of funding streams, capacity and need to deliver core services. Nevertheless, there is considerable scope to 
improve performance and deliver change. 

Whilst there are considerable challenges, there are also significant opportunities. Investment in sustainability 
measures will deliver direct benefits such as reduced energy costs and compliance with legislation, but also 
indirect benefits, such as improved recruitment, an enhanced and expanded teaching and research portfolio, 
improved research and teaching quality, as well as making the GSA an attractive and responsible place to 
work and learn.  

The GSA is well placed to deliver on these ambitions and to realize this vision. The successful procurement 
of the new estate building provides a golden opportunity to make a significant improvement to the 
performance of the GSA estate. There are existing high quality areas of teaching and research that can 
underpin the strategy and provide a stepping stone to wider delivery. There are many examples of projects, 
courses and initiatives that address these issues and above all, it has highly committed staff and students 
who have helped to realize this vision and who are committed to taking it forward.
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Year 0 Actions 

As a precursor to a strategy it vital to establish a clear understanding of our current performance, attitudes 
and activity. Without this it is impossible to measure improvement and direction. Accordingly the Strategy 
identifies a series of Year 0 actions to gather information and to put in place the framework for future activity. 
Many of these activities are now in progress and some are near completion. 

The actions come under under 3 general headings: 
1 Establishing frameworks for implementing the sustainability strategy 
2 Gather data to understand GSA current position in terms of performance, knowledge, awareness 

and current activity. 
3 Communicate this information to and from staff, students and other stakeholders 
 
The intention of the Year 0 activities is to provide a better understanding of our position and our direction. It 
also provides opportunities for far wider engagement and participation in the delivery of these strategies. 
This includes an ability to continually review and reshape the strategy as new agendas emerge and existing 
targets evolve. 
 
Work has begun on all these aims, with progression toward several important objectives in progress, for 
example a Carbon Trust supported Carbon Management Programme, the Green Travel Plan and 
Sustainability KPI’s embedded in the Phase 1 design aims. The goal is to have completed these Year 0 
actions by the start of academic session 2010-2011. 
 
Action 1 
Establish a resource plan to invest in the sustainability strategy, to support activities, to manage the 
process, and to enable strategic investment in carbon and energy reduction. 
Provides a management and resource framework for further development and implementation of the 
strategy. It will identify the management structure, and both internal and external funding and support 
resources.  
 
Action 2:  
Measure the current annual carbon footprint of the GSA 
This will provide an audit of the current carbon, energy and waste footprint at GSA, and will be used to help 
identify the targets identified in Aim 3. 
 
Action 3 
Establish targets and benchmarks for improvement in performance 
This will review and identify both the legislative and aspirational targets against which performance can be 
measured for varying areas, for example, energy, carbon, waste, environmental impact. 
 
Action 4 
Map existing sustainability activities across the GSA 
This will capture information on existing initiatives and activities across GSA that address strategic targets 
 
Action 5 
Map existing sustainability in learning and teaching, research, and knowledge exchange 
Captures information on existing course content addressing sustainability across the GSA 
 
Action 6 
Develop an understanding of staff and students attitudes and knowledge of sustainability 
Augments quantitative data obtained in Aim 2 with qualitative data on staff and student attitudes and 
awareness. 
 
Action 7 
Identify Immediate Action items (Quick Hits) 
This will identify and support a series of immediate actions that can be undertaken to address strategy aims 
and to provide a momentum for further work. 
 
Action 8 
Communicate the information gathered in the Year 0 actions to staff and students, governors and 
relevant external agencies 
This will gather all the information contained in Aims 1 – 6 and communicate this to stakeholders 
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Year 1 – 5 Strategic Aims 
The strategy contains six aims, each with a series of outline objectives to be met over a 5-year period. These 
have the same areas: frameworks, actions and communication. In some cases the objectives are iterative 
and reoccur each year, while others have a progression plan over the period. The strategy also allows for a 
review process, both for the strategy itself with regard to both external and internal drivers, but also 
objectives that lead to its implementation. 
 
The overall objective is to achieve a state where we have an exemplary operational and ethical approach to 
sustainability, by achieving all the aims contained in this strategy. As well as actions, the strategy aims to 
enable culture change in the GSA, through the development of awareness, changing attitudes and changing 
behaviour. 
 
 
1 To maintain a management system and resource allocation to ensure delivery of the strategy  
Sets up frameworks and systems for management and participation in the strategy and actions that 
contribute to it. 
Outcome: To have provided successful mechanisms for support, governance and participation in the 
strategy 
 
2 To identify the challenges and risks that arise from Climate Change; and to respond to these 
in a positive, creative and active way 
Requires the ongoing gathering of intelligence on Climate Change and sustainability and to identify ways of 
meeting these challenges. 
Outcome: To have remained aware of, and responsive to, the agenda for climate change and sustainability 
 
3 To reduce our contribution to Climate Change by means of both measurable and 
demonstrable activities for reduction of carbon emissions with specific goals for reduction in energy 
use, waste production, travel and resource consumption. 
Identifies high impact and high value areas and targets for specific engagement and actions that are directed 
at reducing carbon and improving environmental performance. 
Outcome: Achieve a 30% reduction in Carbon Emissions; to have reduced waste production by 10%, to have 
reduced carbon intensive travel by 10%, and to have reduced consumption by 10% over Year 0 footprints 
 
4 To ensure that our staff and students have the necessary awareness, skills and support to 
respond positively and creatively to the existing and future challenges of climate change. 
Requires the examination and development of both existing and new academic pathways to address climate 
change and sustainability, including both academic content and working practices. 
Outcome: To have recognised expertise in relation to the teaching of sustainability and working practices, 
evidenced in external examiners reports, student feedback, applications, QAA documentation. 
 
5 To undertake research and knowledge exchange activities that respond to the challenges of 
Climate Change 
Requires the development of research activity to address gaps in knowledge in art, design and architecture 
arising from the emerging sustainability agenda; and to disseminate these to academic communities and 
wider society. 
Outcome: To have externally recognised expertise in sustainability, evidenced in Research Excellence 
Framework and to have externally funded research projects and Knowledge Exchange activities that have 
value and impact externally 
 
6 To communicate our principles and progress to staff and students, governors, and external 
agencies; and enable a dialogue across the institution concerning our strategy and goals. 
Requires that the information, knowledge and performance arising from this strategy is visible, accessible 
and useful, and informs the direction and purpose of GSA. 
Outcome: To maintain a record of our achievement in the strategy. To have a dynamic dialogue and debate 
concerning the ongoing vision for sustainability at the GSA 


