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Foreword 
 

As global leaders come together for COP26 this month, the UK has a real and urgent opportunity to drive 

the bold changes needed for our planet and to avert the climate catastrophe we have long been warned 

of.  

Our capital is leading the way on climate action. Despite the city’s ‘big smoke’ reputation, London is 

making ambitious commitments to tackling the climate crisis, including a goal to become the world’s first 

carbon-neutral city of its size by 2030. 

If we are to achieve this important target, it is vital that the city’s universities are considered front and 

centre.  

Home to a quarter of UK universities, London is a major hub of both students and university staff, with 

the potential to bring about large-scale change at local, national and international level. 

As this timely report highlights, London’s universities are already taking concerted action on climate 
change and ecological breakdown. In every corner of our city, higher education institutions are cutting 
carbon, increasing biodiversity on campuses and driving change through teaching and research.  
 
Crucially, they are also reaching out to local community partners to make a difference on climate issues. 
As the Mayor of London highlighted at the recent London Climate Summit, we must not lose sight of what 
the green agenda means at this local level. Small changes in and around London’s university campuses 
will have a significant impact over the long term.  
 
In the pages that follow, you will find innovative examples of best practice from across the London Higher 

network. I hope that the projects and activities showcased in this report can be replicated in all kinds of 

organisations across the country, bringing a greener future for all.  

I would like to thank the London Higher team for compiling this report, and to all London Higher members 

for the work they are doing to make our city a better place - to live, study, work and breathe.  

At a time when the climate crisis can seem insurmountable, it is heartening to see the progress being 

made by institutions of all kinds. There is much work ahead, but I can’t think of a better group of 

organisations to be working with on this defining challenge of our time.  

 

 

Professor Frances Corner OBE 
Warden of Goldsmiths, University of London  

Executive Chair of the London Higher Sustainability Network 
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About us 

Who we are 
London Higher is the representative body for over 40 universities and higher education colleges across 

the Greater London region. We are committed to raising the voice of London’s higher education sector 

and ensuring our members are influencing the policies that matter. 

We are a not-for-profit charity and a company limited by guarantee. 

Our members 
Our members represent the full diversity of London’s higher education sector, from small and specialist 

conservatoires and research institutes to large, multi-faculty institutions. Our members include: 

Birkbeck, University of London  

Brunel University London  

City, University of London  

Goldsmiths, University of London  

Kingston University London  

London Metropolitan University  

London School of Economics and Political 

Science  

London School of Hygiene and Tropical 

Medicine  

Middlesex University London 

Queen Mary University of London  

Ravensbourne University London  

Rose Bruford College of Theatre and 

Performance  

Royal Academy of Music  

Royal College of Art  

Royal Holloway, University of London 

Royal Veterinary College  

SOAS, University of London  

St George’s, University of London  

St Mary’s University, Twickenham  

The Courtauld Institute of Art  

The Institute of Cancer Research  

The Royal Central School of Speech and Drama  

Trinity Laban Conservatoire of Music and Dance  

University College London  

University of East London  

University of Greenwich  

University of London  

University of Roehampton  

University of West London  

University of Westminster 

London Higher Centres 

Anglia Ruskin University London  

Coventry University London  

Loughborough University London  

Northumbria University London 

Staffordshire University London 

University of Sunderland in London  

University of the West of Scotland, London  

York St John University, London Campus 
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Introduction 
 

As the United Nations Climate Change Conference of the Parties (COP26) takes place in Glasgow, all eyes 

are looking to the United Kingdom (UK) for green leadership and robust action to tackle the growing global 

climate emergency. 

As the UK capital, London will have a major role to play in this policy agenda in the years ahead – not only 

in building resilience to help the city itself cope with the impacts of climate change, but to lead the charge 

as we aim to cut our emissions to ‘Net Zero’ and adapt to cleaner and greener ways of living and working 

for the future. 

Now is the time, then, for London to rid itself of the image of the ‘Big Smoke’ that has hung over the city 

since the Industrial Revolution and embrace the green agenda, using its substantial diplomatic strength 

and civic power to drive the bold change and innovation we need. 

With scientific expertise and deep roots in their local communities, London’s universities and higher 

education colleges have the power to lead the capital’s march on sustainability and, collectively, can help 

the city set an ambitious pace for transformation. 

From restoring the abundance of biodiversity in local areas to retrofitting buildings so they use less energy 

and from renewable sources, London’s higher education sector is continually making the city a cleaner 

and healthier place in which to live and work. The ground-breaking research performed by London’s 

universities also pushes the boundaries of possibility and enables us to develop new ways of responding 

to the grand challenges we face, supported by ethical business and leadership which will help effect 

positive culture change. 

This report provides a snapshot of just some of the work London’s universities and higher education 

colleges are doing to progress the green agenda – not just locally within London, but for the long-term 

benefit of the nation and the future health of our planet. 
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Climate change and London 
 

Cities are important to the green agenda. Not only are our global cities a major contributor to climate 

change as big emitters of greenhouse gases, but they are also incredibly vulnerable to the effects of 

climate change. However the climate crisis affects our planet, it is our cities that will be hit the hardest. 

London is no exception as a global city that is exposed to climate change. In 2021 alone we have witnessed 

growing incidences of flooding across the capital as changes to our climate are increasing the frequency 

of unusual weather events in the city, including storms, heatwaves, droughts and floods. 

Data from the Environment Agency shows that sea levels in the Thames Estuary are rising faster now than 

ever before and could rise by as much as 1.15 metres by the year 2100.1 

Analysis carried out for the Mayor of London predicts that six boroughs across London, from 

Hammersmith to Hackney, are at high risk from the climate impacts of both flooding and high 

temperatures, with Vauxhall, Earl’s Court and King’s Cross named as being at particular high risk of floods, 

while Peckham, Limehouse and Shepherd’s Bush are areas at particular risk of extreme temperatures.2 

Air pollution also remains a concern in London, with significant areas of the city still in breach of 

government targets. As recently as 2020, a study found that the health costs of air pollution from roads 

are higher in London than in any other city in Europe, with children and older people often the worst 

affected.3 

The human cost of climate change in London could be vast if left unaddressed. According to earlier 

research for the Mayor of London, two thirds of London flats could experience overheating by the 2030s. 

This will put additional strain on London’s National Health Service (NHS) Trusts, as ambulance call outs 

increase by one per cent for every 1°C increase in temperature over 20°C. The risks of dying from 

cardiorespiratory causes are also increased for Londoners living in the most disadvantaged areas of the 

city, with the risk of death rising by more than 10 percent for every 1°C increase in temperature.4 

 

 

 

 
1 University of Southampton, ‘Thames Estuary report highlights changes over decade’, 23 February 2021, available 
at: https://www.southampton.ac.uk/news/2021/02/thames-estuary-changes.page  
2 James Ashworth, ‘Extreme heat and flooding risk in London due to climate change’, 23 September 2021, available 
at: https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2021/september/extreme-heat-and-flooding-risk-in-london-due-to-
climate-change.html  
3 Stefano Valentino, ‘London the worst city in Europe for health costs from air pollution’, Guardian, 21 October 2020, 
available at: https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/21/london-the-worst-city-in-europe-for-
health-costs-from-air-pollution  
4 Caroline Russell AM, Climate Change Risks for London, April 2019, available at: 
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/climate_change_risks_for_london_-
_a_review_of_evidence_under_1.5degc_and_different_warming_scenarios.pdf  

https://www.southampton.ac.uk/news/2021/02/thames-estuary-changes.page
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2021/september/extreme-heat-and-flooding-risk-in-london-due-to-climate-change.html
https://www.nhm.ac.uk/discover/news/2021/september/extreme-heat-and-flooding-risk-in-london-due-to-climate-change.html
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/21/london-the-worst-city-in-europe-for-health-costs-from-air-pollution
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/oct/21/london-the-worst-city-in-europe-for-health-costs-from-air-pollution
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/climate_change_risks_for_london_-_a_review_of_evidence_under_1.5degc_and_different_warming_scenarios.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/climate_change_risks_for_london_-_a_review_of_evidence_under_1.5degc_and_different_warming_scenarios.pdf
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How can London’s universities help? 
 

Universities and higher education colleges are a major part of London’s learning and research 

infrastructure. They do not just help us to spot problems, but they help us to diagnose the causes, to find 

solutions and to adjust our ways of living and operating as we seek to address them. 

With one of the largest and most diverse higher education sectors in the world, London is fortunate to 

have universities and higher education colleges right across the city with the power to both undertake the 

ground-breaking research that is needed to tackle climate change and to provide cleaner and greener 

spaces for local communities to thrive. 

The knowledge and expertise of London’s higher education sector is crucial to underpinning the capital’s 

efforts to ‘go green’. That is why, at London Higher, we are proud to partner with London Councils to mark 

the occasion of COP26 and ensure our members’ research is supporting seven new pan-London climate 

change programmes, seeking to: help retrofit London’s buildings; promote low-carbon transport; and 

reduce consumption emissions in food, clothing, electronics and aviation.5 

London’s universities and higher education colleges, regardless of size or specialism, can all play a vital 

role in helping the capital to achieve a greener future – be it by creating cleaner and healthier local spaces, 

performing cutting-edge research or promoting ethical business and management with the potential to 

change mindsets and encourage critical ‘buy in’ across society. 

In the next three sections of this report, you can read about the various ways in which our members are 

working hard across London to create green campuses for the benefit of students, staff and local 

communities, advance green research projects and promote green governance and leadership. 

University sustainability targets 
London’s higher education sector is certainly ambitious when it comes to tackling climate change. 

As is natural when it comes to a diverse range of institutions, different universities are at different stages 

of their sustainability journey. Yet, all share the same end goal: to achieve a cleaner, greener future for 

London, the UK and the planet as a whole. 

To illustrate just some of the targets within the London Higher membership: 

 
5 For more information on the London Council’s seven programmes on climate change, see: 
https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/our-key-themes/environment/climate-change  

In 2015, SOAS, University of London had already exceeded its goal to reduce carbon emissions by 48 
per cent by 2020. 
 
In 2019, Goldsmiths, University of London declared a climate emergency and pledged to become a 
certified carbon-neutral organisation by 2025 and a zero emissions campus by 2030.  
 
The University of West London (UWL) is one of several London institutions which has pledged to 
become a net-zero carbon campus by 2030. To demonstrate its commitment to positive change, UWL 
was also a founding signatory of the ‘One Planet Pledge’ initiative – alongside the University of 
Greenwich and Staffordshire University which also has a campus in London. 
 

https://www.londoncouncils.gov.uk/our-key-themes/environment/climate-change
https://www.gold.ac.uk/news/carbon-neutral-plan/
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Other examples of ambitious ‘Net Zero’ pledges from across the London Higher membership include: 

- the University of London, which is working towards the aspirational target of reaching net zero 

operational carbon by 2036, the University’s 200th anniversary;6 and 

- the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE), which has not only pledged to 

achieve net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050,7 but has already been independently verified 

as carbon neutral for the academic year 2020-21 for all its measured emissions.8 

While targets may vary across institutions, London’s higher education sector is united in its commitment 

to show that change is possible. 

With the prospect of a more sustainable future for our planet resting both on new innovations and the 

power of education to change how society thinks and works, it is clear that London’s universities hold the 

key to the capital making real headway in this area and driving the sustainability agenda forwards for 

generations to come.  

 
6 cf. University of London website, available at: https://london.ac.uk/sustainability#zero-carbon-19500  
7 ‘LSE go emission-free’, 27 September 2019, available at: https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-
LSE/2019/i-September-2019/LSE-to-go-emission-free  
8 cf. LSE press release, ‘LSE becomes the first Carbon Neutral verified university in the UK’, 4 November 2021, 
available at: https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2021/k-November-21/LSE-becomes-the-first-
Carbon-Neutral-verified-university-in-the-UK  

https://london.ac.uk/sustainability#zero-carbon-19500
https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2019/i-September-2019/LSE-to-go-emission-free
https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2019/i-September-2019/LSE-to-go-emission-free
https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2021/k-November-21/LSE-becomes-the-first-Carbon-Neutral-verified-university-in-the-UK
https://www.lse.ac.uk/News/Latest-news-from-LSE/2021/k-November-21/LSE-becomes-the-first-Carbon-Neutral-verified-university-in-the-UK
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Green campuses 
 

It is often said that “change begins at home”. This is especially true when it comes to sustainability and 

demonstrating respect for the environment and the world around us. 

Across London, university and college campuses provide large spaces, not just for the students and staff 

that study and work in them, but also for the local communities around them – with parks and gardens in 

which to walk and relax and buildings for public meetings and events. 

For many students and researchers, their university campus is also their home, with many higher 

education institutions across London home to large halls of residence. This means university estates teams 

are thinking hard about how to become sustainable in multiple areas: managing energy consumption; 

reducing waste; encouraging the use of public transport; and offering nutritious and environmentally 

friendly catering options at campus outlets. 

This chapter details just some of the policies that London Higher members are adopting to create green 

spaces in their local boroughs. 

 

• Middlesex University London is working with the London Wildlife Trust to develop a rolling 

annual biodiversity plan; working to enhance biodiversity in partnership with the London 

Borough of Barnet through an Annual Bio Blitz to measure success. The ongoing project has 

seen: the creation of two large wildflower areas; planting of a native hedgerow; planting of 

thousands of native bubs in a woodland walkway; relaxed mowing in selected areas of the 

campus; development of plans for a community orchard; a Students Union garden and 

associated facilities; and a plan for the enhancement of Hendon Grove. 

• The University of Greenwich is working on the delivery of a new Biodiversity Action Plan and 

rolling out initiatives such as the ‘Hedgehog Friendly Campus’, which is encouraging citizen 

science by asking staff and students to log species they have encountered on campus. 

• The University of Roehampton also has a Biodiversity Group which has recently achieved a 

bronze accreditation from the Hedgehog Friendly Campus scheme; an initiative to protect 

hedgehogs which is funded by the British Hedgehog Preservation Society. 

• Kingston University London hosts the Kingston University Biodiversity Action Group, which is 

a vehicle for students, staff and local community volunteers to work on a range of projects 

with the aim of protecting biodiversity on and around the University’s campuses.  

• University College London (UCL) has made bold headline commitments, and is tracking 

progress against them, such as committing to increasing their recycling rate to 85 per cent 

and decreasing water waste per person by 20 per cent, both by 2024.  

• The University of London is working alongside UCL and the Bedford Estates on the ‘Wild 

Bloomsbury’ project, which introduces nature-based solutions to increase and improve 

biodiversity and biomass in the Bloomsbury area. The intention is to bring more green spaces 

to the area with a stated commitment of 10,000m2 of extra biodiverse space by 2024 to 

improve existing green spaces and increase community and student use of these spaces. 

 

 

 

https://www.mdx.ac.uk/news/2017/02/london-wildlife-trust-helping-students-turn-middlesex-into-a-home-for-wildlife
https://docs.gre.ac.uk/rep/ef/biodiversity-action-plan
https://www.roehampton.ac.uk/environment/
https://d68b3152cf5d08c2f050-97c828cc9502c69ac5af7576c62d48d6.ssl.cf3.rackcdn.com/documents/aboutkingstonuniversity/howtheuniversityworks/policiesandregulations/documents/cultural-strategy-2017.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/sites/sustainable/files/sustainable_ucl_annual_report_2019-20.pdf
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/ucls-sustainability-annual-report-our-progress
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/ucls-sustainability-annual-report-our-progress
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/wild-bloomsbury
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/sustainable/wild-bloomsbury
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• London Metropolitan University is committed to creating a food system that benefits their 

community, food producers, and environment. Their caterers work with vendors, local 

farmers and suppliers to achieve real food that is produced through means that promote 

social justice and environmental sustainability. 

• City, University of London’s sustainable food statement was first developed in 2009 with a 

view to making progressive improvements to food procurement and raising awareness of 

the benefits of healthy eating. The policy was developed as a collaborative effort between 

Property and Facilities, the Food Policy Centre and City's catering contractor. This 

commitment to providing healthy eating also links up with City's Wellbeing campaign to 

promote a healthier lifestyle for students and staff. 

• The University of Roehampton’s ‘Growhampton’ sustainability project also puts a big focus 

on food. The University has created an edible campus with its own growing site; complete 

with polytunnel and several smaller growing areas spread throughout the university campus. 

With this, it has become a place where fresh fruit and vegetables are grown to offer students 

more opportunities to learn about healthy food and where it comes from. The 

Growhampton team also operates The Hive Café, is a unique venue built out of former 

shipping containers, enabling organic, ethical and local food to be affordable and accessible. 

• The University of East London (UEL) is running a sustainability showcase from October to 

December 2021, including an exhibition of artist Michael Pinksy’s ‘Pollution Pods’ that 

recreate the air found in London, Beijing, São Paulo, New Delhi and Tautra. The high-level of 

engagement with the Pollution Pods means that they will also be featuring at COP26.  

• LSE has introduced Sustainable LSE – a project which works to embed sustainability across 

the School as it commits to become a net-zero organisation by 2050. Areas of focus include: 

carbon emissions including those associated with commuting and business travel; energy 

efficiency; waste and resource management; high environmental standards for new-builds 

and refurbishments; reducing water consumption; reviewing catering services and wider 

supply chain management to ensure responsible procurement; minimising air pollution; 

adopting a socially responsible investment policy; enhancing biodiversity on the LSE estate; 

contributing to the circular economy transition; and progressing the sustainability agenda in 

close collaboration with the LSE community, higher education sector and the public.  

• The University of West London (UWL) has declared a climate emergency and became a 

founding signatory of the One Planet Pledge to become net-zero by 2030. 

• Goldsmiths, University of London launched its first Biodiversity Management Strategy in 

2020. The College has been working with a team of ecologists to monitor species and 

improve habitats for wildlife on their South-East London campus. 

 

 

 

https://student.londonmet.ac.uk/life-at-london-met/campus-life/environmental-sustainability/sustainable-food/
https://student.londonmet.ac.uk/life-at-london-met/campus-life/environmental-sustainability/sustainable-food/
https://www.city.ac.uk/about/vision-and-strategy/sustainable-development/sustainable-food
https://www.roehamptonstudent.com/growhampton/about/
https://www.uel.ac.uk/about-uel/news/2021/october/michael-pinskys-pollution-pods-uel
https://info.lse.ac.uk/staff/divisions/estates-division/sustainable-lse/what-we-do
https://www.uwl.ac.uk/about-us/sustainability#environmental
https://www.gold.ac.uk/about/gnd/research
https://www.gold.ac.uk/about/gnd/research
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Green research 
 

With over 40 universities and higher education colleges, London is well-placed to mobilise the region’s 

strengths in research and education to accelerate progress in climate action. 

Understanding and tackling climate change requires interdisciplinary approaches, combining new 

scientific and technological advancements with social, cultural and behavioural studies to effect lasting 

change. That’s why all of the capital’s higher education institutions have a part to play in inspiring future 

generations to become the ‘green’ citizens of tomorrow. 

This chapter showcases a selection of the research activities that are being led, or contributed to, by 

London universities to co-create solutions to the world’s grand challenges. 

• UEL has launched the ARENA Project which supports London start-ups, spin-outs and SMEs 

seeking to develop and commercialise innovative ideas, products and services in the areas of 

resource efficiency, urban green infrastructure, and nature-based solutions for urban 

resilience. ARENA has been supporting Green Roof Shelters in their work to restore nature 

into even the smallest and most high-density urban areas. 

• The London Met Lab at London Metropolitan University convenes academic expertise to co-

design solutions to social challenges that disproportionately affect local communities. 

Environment is one of their six crucial areas. 

• Goldsmiths, University of London will provide incentives to support more researchers to 

explore the climate crisis. The College is also developing termly workshops for early-career 

researchers to raise awareness of environmental issues and best practice in conducting 

research and developing national and international networks.  

• Queen Mary University of London received a €2 million European Research Council (ERC) 

grant to develop more efficient solar technology, thereby reducing cost and increasing 

commercial viability. Another researcher was awarded a UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) 

Future Leaders Fellowship for her work developing innovative energy storage systems. 

• Kingston University London is working on the development of new devices for monitoring 

pollutants within honeybee hives through funding from the Business, Innovation & Growth in 

South London Voucher Scheme, alongside BeesMax not-for-profit and Surrey Honey Farm. 

• The University of Westminster has launched a new United Nations (UN) Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDG) exhibition from Westminster architecture colleagues to showcase 

research into creating a more sustainable world. One example from the exhibition is ‘Sensing 

the Changing Environment’ where in-depth evaluations of built environments in nine different 

climatic regions were undertaken to inform proposals on how to improve their environmental 

performance. The SDGs are now addressed across all departmental operational plans and 

portfolios for Colleges and Schools within the University. 

• UCL’s Institute for Sustainable Resources supports cross-disciplinary research approaches to 

promote the globally sustainable use of natural resources. Its themes include: sustainability 

at the water-food-land nexus; energy system transitions to achieve net-zero; financing the 

low-carbon transition; improving energy access and resource use in the developing world; and 

sustainable resource-efficient economies and societies. 

https://www.uel.ac.uk/our-research/research-school-architecture-computing-engineering/sustainability-research-institute-sri/arena
https://www.londonmet.ac.uk/about/london-met-lab/
https://www.gold.ac.uk/about/gnd/ee/
https://www.gold.ac.uk/about/gnd/ee/
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/about/sustainability/sustainability-at-qmul/sustainability-research/research-news-articles/queen-mary-researcher-receives-2-million-grant-to-develop-more-efficient-solar-technology.html
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/about/sustainability/sustainability-at-qmul/sustainability-research/research-news-articles/queen-mary-researcher-receives-2-million-grant-to-develop-more-efficient-solar-technology.html
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/about/sustainability/sustainability-at-qmul/sustainability-research/research-news-articles/queen-mary-researcher-awarded-ukri-future-leaders-fellowship.html
https://www.qmul.ac.uk/about/sustainability/sustainability-at-qmul/sustainability-research/research-news-articles/queen-mary-researcher-awarded-ukri-future-leaders-fellowship.html
https://www.kingston.ac.uk/news/article/2569/27-sep-2021-experts-explore-how-new-technologies-can-address-role-of-environmental-pollution-in-decline-of-honeybees/
http://blog.westminster.ac.uk/changeforgood/
http://blog.westminster.ac.uk/changeforgood/
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/sustainable/research-0
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• A consortium led by the Royal College of Art (RCA), and including UCL, was awarded 
a £5.4m UKRI grant to enable the transition to a circular economy by establishing the 
Textiles Circularity Centre, focussing on reducing the environmental and social impacts of 
‘fast fashion’ and helping the industry contribute towards the UK’s net zero target.  

• The London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine’s Centre on Climate Change & Planetary 
Health seeks to prepare governments, academia, health systems and citizens for a new era 
of public health by working to create and implement research-based solutions to global 
grand challenges through collaboration with diverse stakeholders.  

• The interdisciplinary research at Brunel University London aligns with the Government’s 
Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF) challenge areas. Examples of sustainable research 
projects include work on highly efficient cladding eco-panels; low-cost solar-powered food 
cold storage and distribution; implementing digitalisation in Turkish energy distribution 
systems to allow for more renewable energy installations; and smart integration of 
insulation. 
 

 

https://www.rca.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/rca-awarded-grant-by-uk-research-and-innovation-to-lead-the-textiles-circularity-centre/
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/research/centres/centre-climate-change-and-planetary-health
https://www.lshtm.ac.uk/research/centres/centre-climate-change-and-planetary-health
https://www.brunel.ac.uk/research/Strategic-Challenge-Areas/Sustainability%20-%20challenge-led
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Green leadership 
 

The complexity of environmental change requires robust responses at the interface of science and society, 

or nature and politics. Stemming the rate of change means adopting governance and leadership practices 

which work in unison with the environment, the economy, society and policy. 

Adopting sustainable governance structures for green universities means thinking in a systemic and 

forward-looking way, not just about teaching and research, but also about knowledge transfer and other 

operations, and considering the ecological limits of the planet. This chapter details what some of our 

members are doing to reform processes both within their institutions and within their local ecosystems – 

going beyond teaching and research to interact and cooperate with key stakeholders sustainably. 

• SOAS is a member of the Camden Climate Change Alliance, a not-for-profit membership 

network for businesses and organisations in the London Borough of Camden with Stephen 

McKinnell, Head of Energy Management at SOAS, currently the chair. 

• St Mary’s University, Twickenham has a Carbon Management Plan showing a 26.9 per cent 

reduction in emissions from 2015 to 2020.  

• The Royal Veterinary College’s Environmental Sustainability Strategy for 2019-2021 focuses 

on five themes: energy and carbon (supporting UN SDG 13); resources and waste (SDG 12); 

sustainable travel (SDG 13); water management (SDG 6) and; wildlife enhancement (SDG 15). 

Initiatives include: a Green Travel Plan to encourage sustainable travel; and a ‘zero to landfill’ 

waste management approach that saw 35 per cent of non-hazardous waste sent for recycling, 

with the rest sent to energy-from-waste facilities in 2018-19. 

• LSE’s Socially Responsible Investment Policy adopted in 2015 to minimise investment exposure 

to companies deriving revenue from: thermal coal; tar sands (a carbon-intensive approach to 

oil extraction); tobacco manufacture (all companies in the Global Industry Classification 

Standard, GICS); and controversial weapons (companies producing landmines, cluster bombs 

and their launch systems, per Morgan Stanley). 

• The Institute of Cancer Research, London has established a Sustainability Advisory Group, 

alongside a Health, Safety and Environment Policy Statement, outlining their commitment to: 

protecting the environment (locally, regionally and globally), both from the direct impact of 

activities and by influencing contractors, suppliers and partner organisations; continual 

improvement by setting objectives, monitoring and review of progress, and verifying 

compliance through an Integrated Management System, audits and management reviews; and 

providing specialist health, safety and environmental advisors in order to provide appropriate 

advice, amongst other areas. 

• UWL has an Ethical Investment Policy guided by the management of Environmental, Social and 

Governance risks, meaning that the University will not invest in organisations that 

demonstrate explicit environmental damage. 

• City University was ranked 1st in London by the People and Planet University League for 

green universities, with a Sustainability Committee that reports to the University’s Executive 

Council, ensuring that sustainability is embedded within all of City’s activities involving 

students and staff. They have committed to net-zero by 2040, have reduced carbon 

emissions by 53% since 2005/6 and all their electricity comes from renewable energy 

sources. 

•  ‘Bloomsbury Heat and Power’ – University of London shares a district heating network with 

UCL and SOAS, and the three Universities are working collaboratively to upgrade the existing 

system and reduce it carbon emissions. The project is reaching the end of its design stage, 

and the institutions plan to derive the network's primary heat from waste heat from the 

sewers. This alongside air source heat pumps are expected to drive up to an 80% reduction in 

https://www.camdencca.org/
https://view.officeapps.live.com/op/view.aspx?src=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.stmarys.ac.uk%2Fabout%2Fcorporate-information%2Fdocs%2F2021-mar-carbon-management-plan.docx&wdOrigin=BROWSELINK
https://www.rvc.ac.uk/static/environmental-sustainability-strategy/2019-21/index.html
https://info.lse.ac.uk/staff/divisions/Finance-Division/Responsible-Investment
https://d1ijoxngr27nfi.cloudfront.net/docs/default-source/corporate-docs-accounts-and-annual-reports/Corporate-docs/health-safety-and-environment-policy-statement-2019.pdf?sfvrsn=17452669_2
https://www.uwl.ac.uk/about-us/sustainability#environmental
https://www.city.ac.uk/about/vision-and-strategy/sustainable-development
https://www.city.ac.uk/about/governance/committees/sustainability-committee
https://www.camden.gov.uk/documents/20142/145786127/Site+Allocations+2020+-+04+Bloomsbury+Campus+Area.pdf/083bea72-24e1-8ec4-ba0f-e26c98c8e000?t=1581430530347
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• City, University of London was ranked first in London by the People and Planet University 

League for green universities, with a Sustainability Committee that reports to the University’s 

Executive Council, ensuring that sustainability is embedded within all of City’s activities 

involving students and staff. City has committed to net-zero by 2040, reduced carbon 

emissions by 53 per cent since 2005/6 and all its electricity comes from renewable energy 

sources. 

• The University of London shares a district heating network with UCL and SOAS called 

‘Bloomsbury Heat and Power’ and the three Universities are working collaboratively to 

upgrade the existing system and reduce its carbon emissions. The project is reaching the end 

of its design stage, and the institutions plan to derive the network's primary heat from waste 

heat from the sewers. This, alongside air source heat pumps, is expected to drive up to an 80 

per cent reduction in emissions from the network which heats many of the institutions' 

buildings across the Bloomsbury area. The intention is to continue to decarbonise the network 

with a roadmap to achieve net-zero carbon by 2030. 

• The University of Greenwich has won a European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) grant 

allowing tourism and leisure entrepreneurs to access help from the University’s business 

experts. It was awarded €3.89M for the team to help develop practical, accessible and small-

scale pilot projects. 

• Goldsmiths, University of London will install a new low-carbon heating network in major 

campus buildings this academic year, using a £5m grant secured under Phase 2 of the Public 

Sector Decarbonisation Scheme. The project will replace gas boilers with an electrically-

powered heat pump, cutting the College’s gas consumption by over 75 per cent and saving 

over 1100 tonnes of carbon each year.  

https://www.city.ac.uk/about/vision-and-strategy/sustainable-development
https://www.city.ac.uk/about/governance/committees/sustainability-committee
https://www.camden.gov.uk/documents/20142/145786127/Site+Allocations+2020+-+04+Bloomsbury+Campus+Area.pdf/083bea72-24e1-8ec4-ba0f-e26c98c8e000?t=1581430530347
https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.gre.ac.uk%2Farticles%2Fpublic-relations%2Ftourism-grant&data=04%7C01%7Cchloe.bukata%40londonhigher.ac.uk%7C7ff1c825946d4c7b814508d99fab50e6%7C1c50f02b820346f698f923055084fb18%7C0%7C0%7C637716380400857680%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=Gsc7iau1F9A1HcGaj%2BjR8RgQPQKfj3fimB9fYPBEqqo%3D&reserved=0
https://www.gold.ac.uk/news/low-carbon-heating/
https://www.gold.ac.uk/news/low-carbon-heating/


15 
 

Conclusion 
 

As this report outlines, London’s higher education sector is leading the way across all areas of the 

sustainability agenda. Working with faculty, staff, students, their wider stakeholder communities and 

alumni, higher education institutions play a critical role in helping shape ideas and delivering education, 

while also producing sustainable knowledge and bold innovation. 

With reach across every borough of London, our members are well placed to lead initiatives across the 

capital – from advancing the world-leading research needed to tackle the global grand challenges to 

creating cleaner and healthier local spaces for students, staff and the communities around them, working 

with local food suppliers and introducing renewable energy sources to campuses.  

With a combined student population of over 425,000 and a further 223,000 jobs supported across the 

economy, London’s universities are well-placed to deliver strong leadership and instil practices which 

work in harmony with the environment, the economy, society and policy.9 

That is why we want to see national and local policymakers harnessing the wealth of support available in 

London’s higher education sector to help them achieve their green ambitions and implement sustainable 

strategies.  

With real-world change beginning at home, there is no need to look no further than to those world-leading 

institutions on our doorstep with local, national and international reach.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
9 cf. data from the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) on ‘Who’s studying in HE?’, 9 February 2021, available 
at: https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#numbers; and The Economic Contribution of 
the Higher Education Sector in England, Frontier Economics, 27 September 2021, available at: 
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-
09/UUK%20Economic%20Footprint%20of%20HE%20Sector%20Summary.pdf  

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/students/whos-in-he#numbers
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-09/UUK%20Economic%20Footprint%20of%20HE%20Sector%20Summary.pdf
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/field/downloads/2021-09/UUK%20Economic%20Footprint%20of%20HE%20Sector%20Summary.pdf


16 
 

 

Recommendations 
 

UK Government should: 

• protect, as a minimum, the current level of resource for London’s research and development 

(R&D) base to ensure the benefits of London’s innovations continue to be felt right across the 

nation and attract international investment; 

 

• recognise London’s leadership potential to champion a green and sustainable future for our 

nation and planet by establishing the capital as a global ‘Green Innovation Hub’ to allow the 

research conducted in, or in partnership with, London’s universities to be deployed at scale, 

locally, nationally and internationally; and 

 

• develop and fund regional collaborative R&D clusters across the UK, including for London, to 

encourage research-led and practice-based solutions to local challenges and community needs. 

 

The Mayor of London should: 

• use his new chairmanship of the C40 Cities Climate Leadership Group to set a bold, clean image 

of London, away from misleading perceptions of the ‘Big Smoke’, by sharing ideas and innovations 

emanating from London’s higher education sector with global counterparts in the effort to 

expediate climate action and bring the expertise from London’s universities to bear in cities 

worldwide; and 

 

• seek to establish a ‘Green Expert Panel’ from across the full diversity of London’s higher education 

sector (via London Higher) to support the delivery of the Green New Deal for London, to ensure 

sustainability projects across the capital are best supported by advice and research emanating 

from London’s world-leading universities. 

 

Local Government in London should: 

• support the pioneering partnership between London Councils and London Higher in establishing 

seven borough-led knowledge programmes to address London’s green challenges and collaborate 

to accelerate progress; and 

 

• actively build further knowledge partnerships with higher education institutions within their 

boroughs, or within the local London sub-regions, to advance green innovation and jobs. 

 

 

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.hepi.ac.uk%2F2021%2F05%2F14%2Fboosting-regional-research-and-development-the-role-of-regional-university-networks%2F&data=04%7C01%7Cchloe.bukata%40londonhigher.ac.uk%7C302f6be5a0f14700e33908d99fc68a7b%7C1c50f02b820346f698f923055084fb18%7C0%7C0%7C637716497336736975%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=jUx%2BH%2BBGSVFGiRT%2FeTq7E7O8gCXjdcGBd5AK4UU%2BIf4%3D&reserved=0

