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Vision 2020 Climate & Sustainability Action Plan 
 
Since September of 2016, the McGill Office of Sustainability (MOOS) has been conducting consultation 
events to help draft the Vision 2020 Climate and Sustainability Action Plan. Once complete, the Plan will 
be split into the five pre-existing categories: Research, Education, Connectivity, Operations, and 
Governance and Administration. Within each of these categories, several actions are currently being 
developed to achieve two high-level targets: carbon neutrality and a Platinum sustainability rating from 
the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in Higher Education (McGill currently holds a Gold 
rating).  
 

Proceedings of the Community Conversations  
 
In order to raise awareness about the topic of carbon 
neutrality and gather feedback from the McGill community, 
MOOS hosted three Community Conversations on Carbon 
Neutrality (March 28th- 30th). The first event was held at 
Macdonald campus and the latter two were held downtown. 
In total, 43 staff, students, and faculty members attended to 
provide their opinions and ideas surrounding McGill’s ability 
to achieve carbon neutrality.  
 
The events were broken into three components:  

1. Introductory presentation on carbon neutrality and 
McGill’s current carbon emissions to ensure that all attendees were well informed 

2. A break-out session where attendees discussed the major sources of McGill’s carbon emissions 
and possible reduction strategies.  

3. Finally, group discussions about carbon neutrality at McGill. 
 

Communications and Outreach 
 
The Community Conversations were publicized through various channels and formats: 

 Two articles featured in the McGill Reporter: February 28th and March 23rd.  

 Social media outreach: 
o Facebook event reached 8,200 people  
o Facebook posts reach: 3,618 
o Twitter impressions: 1,078 

 Two MOOS newsletters March 9 (488 opens) and March 27 (549 opens); featured  on SSMU and 
MCSS newsletters 

 MRO email sent on March 20th, 2017 to all McGill staff and students.  

 Event information hosted on McGill’s main webpage for the 10 days prior to the events 

 Print posters were put up in 8 buildings on both campuses 

Context: Response to Open Forums 
In September, 2016, McGill hosted three 
Open Forums on the recommendations of the 
2016 Committee to Advise on Matters of 
Social Responsibility (CAMSR) Report on 
Divestment. A final report of these Open 
Forums was presented to Senate on January 
18th 2017, in which Professor Christopher 
Manfredi, Provost and Vice-Principal 
Academic, issued an accompanying 
statement. Here, the Provost stated that in 
conjunction with other relevant University 
actors, he will “to the extent possible given 
the nature of McGill’s physical infrastructure, 
set a target date and implementation plan for 
McGill to become a carbon neutral 
institution”. 

http://publications.mcgill.ca/reporter/2017/02/a-carbon-neutral-mcgill-have-your-say/
http://publications.mcgill.ca/reporter/2017/03/carbon-neutrality-join-the-campus-wide-conversation/
https://us5.admin.mailchimp.com/campaigns/show?id=1023449
https://us5.admin.mailchimp.com/campaigns/show?id=1015885
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What is Carbon Neutrality? 
 
Carbon neutrality is a process that is intended to achieve net zero greenhouse gases by two means: 
1) eliminating greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions wherever feasible, and 2) implementing a combination 
of carbon sequestration and carbon offsetting initiatives for the equivalent amount released. Therefore, 
the three considerations of carbon neutrality are, in order: GHG reduction, carbon sequestration, and 
carbon offsets. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The chart below shows the distribution of McGill’s GHG emissions. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Greenhouse Gas emissions are grouped into 3 scopes, briefly described below. For more information 
about McGill’s GHG emissions, see the GHG Inventory here. 
 

Scope 1 (Direct Emissions): This includes emissions from sources owned or controlled by McGill. 
Scope 2 (Indirect Emission): This includes emissions from the generation of purchased energy. 
Scope 3 (Other Emissions): This includes all indirect emissions (not included in scope 2) that 
occur in the value chain of the reporting company, including both upstream and downstream 
emissions. 

 
 

http://www.mcgill.ca/facilities/utilities/greenhouse-gas-inventory


5 
 

Between 1990 and 2015, McGill has reduced its total emissions by 12%. However, both scope 2 and 3 
emissions have increased due to growth in McGill’s population. Scope 1 has been the only area of 
reduction, and is currently 25% lower than it was in 1990. More information on the reduction of McGill’s 
GHG emissions since 1990 can be found in the table below: 
 

 
 

GHG Reduction 
The first consideration in achieving carbon neutrality is to implement GHG reduction actions. Such 
actions will be part of the 2017-2020 Climate & Sustainability Action Plan. 
 

GHG Sequestration 
The second consideration in achieving carbon neutrality is carbon sequestration – a natural process of 
long-term storage of carbon dioxide that can mitigate the effects of climate change. A research project 
is currently under way to evaluate the current state and the sequestration potential of different land 
management strategies adapted to McGill’s forests and the Macdonald Campus Farm. 
 
Currently, McGill’s owns three assets for carbon sequestration: 

1. Gault Nature Reserve: 1,000 hectares (2,470 acres) of forest 
2. Morgan Arboretum: 245 hectares (605 acres) of forest 
3. Macdonald Farm: 205 hectares (505 acres) of agricultural land 

Other carbon capture engineering solutions relying on biological, chemical, or physical processes have 
been developed, few of which have reached technological maturity.   
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GHG Offsets 
The final consideration in achieving carbon neutrality would be to purchase carbon offsets for the 
remaining emissions. A carbon offset (or GHG offset) is a credit for greenhouse gas reductions achieved 
by one party that can be purchased and used to compensate (offset) the emissions of another party. 
Currently, the price of a high-quality carbon offset varies from $20 to $30 CAD per ton.  

Community Input  
 
During the Community Conversations on Carbon Neutrality, small groups assessed how McGill should 
address the largest sources of McGill’s GHG emissions emanating from buildings, air travel, commuting, 
and McGill-owned vehicles. Below is summary of the comments and suggestions made at the three 
events.  
 

Buildings 
Participants largely believed that the biggest barrier to reducing GHG emissions from building 
use is funding. With increased funding, more efficient infrastructure could be built. However, in 
addition to simply ensuring that there is enough money, some commented that stricter policies 
are needed that include regulations for new buildings and renovations for existing buildings. 
Particular emphasis was made on the insulation and HVAC systems of buildings. Participants 
also listed cultural shifts that would help to mitigate building emissions, such as educating lab 
users about sustainable lab practices. Other ideas included a possibility to have an internal 
carbon credit trading system between departments. 

 

Air Travel 
For air travel, most participants felt that policy changes were the most important leverage point 
for reducing GHG emissions. Such a policy could determine when air travel is necessary, and 
make appropriate alternatives available when it is not. Attendees believed that a culture shift is 
necessary to accept teleconferencing instead of travelling to a conference or meeting, as many 
comments referenced the importance of face-to-face communication, especially in research. 
For this reason, some travel is entirely necessary and funding is required in order to offset 
emissions from air travel. Comments were made about the general affordability of commercial 
air travel offsets.  

 

Commuting 
Similar to air travel, the consensus was that policy changes would create the biggest impact in 
reducing commuting-related GHG emissions at McGill. Suggestions included having electric-
vehicle-only parking spaces, parking fee increases, and financial incentives to carpool. In 
addition, many comments were made about increasing partnerships with organizations like the 
STM to offer discounted rates to students, as well expanding current options (e.g., setting up an 
additional Bixi station on the west side of campus). Many suggested that increased effort needs 
to be given to education about the personal and environmental benefits of active transport in 
order to facilitate a culture shift.  
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McGill’s Fleet of Vehicles 
The majority of participants suggested that funding is necessary to purchase vehicles that will 
have a lower impact on the environment. While policies can be developed to ensure the 
purchasing of electric or hybrid vehicles, some participants noted that it is likely not possible 
without increased funds. Many suggested that the Macdonald campus shuttle bus should be a 
hybrid or electric vehicle, on both practical and symbolic grounds.  

 
After the break-out activities were complete, we posed a number of questions to the group and 
participants were asked to vote to indicate if they were for, against, or neutral/hesitant about each 
question. Participants then had the opportunity to explain the reasons for their position, and share 
additional comments regarding carbon neutrality.  
 

Divestment from Fossil Fuels  
Several participants pointed out that if McGill is seeking to become a leader among its peers on 
climate action, any commitment to carbon neutrality should also be accompanied by 
divestment from fossil fuels to remain morally and substantively consistent.  Many wanted to 
know how divestment from fossil fuels might fit in to this plan, e.g., whether McGill would 
include the emissions from the companies in which we invest in our GHG inventory. 

 

Ethics of Carbon Offsets  
Many questions were raised about the ethics and reliability of carbon offsets. For instance, 
some argued that offsets simply allow organizations to buy their way out of emissions while 
continuing operations in a business-as-usual fashion. Further research is needed to ensure that 
the carbon credits that McGill purchases meet community standards for quality and integrity. 

 

Climate Action as Imperative    
The vast majority of attendees agreed that McGill should be aiming for carbon neutrality, while 
some even thought that this was not ambitious enough and that we should aim to be a carbon-
negative campus. Many expressed that committing to carbon neutrality, and climate action 
more generally, is not a “should” but a “must”. Some raised concerns that the University might 
use carbon neutrality to improve its public image, without instituting meaningful changes to the 
status quo, i.e., greenwashing. Most participants favoured having a carbon neutrality goal in 
order to create real, tangible changes on our campuses. 

 

Impact of Carbon Neutrality on Daily Life  
The majority of people believed that it would impact them, and said that if it was done correctly 
it should impact all facets of the university. However, concerns were raised about ensuring that 
carbon neutrality did not negatively affect productivity of research at the university. Others 
remarked that comfort levels in buildings would increase, people would feel more positive 
coming to work, and that the general culture on campus would improve. 

 

The Burden of Responsibility  
One participant commented that value systems need to align between students, staff, and 
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faculty to synchronize our efforts towards a carbon neutrality target. In addition, while students 
do have a valuable role to play in this, the burden should not be entirely on them; McGill’s 
administration should lead the charge in creating institutional-level changes.  
 
 

Conclusion 
 
The Community Conversations illustrated that there is general support and interest for McGill to 
commit to carbon neutrality. However, there was some apprehension among participants concerning 
how significant and ambitious McGill’s path to carbon neutrality would be. Chief among these concerns 
is the level dependence of carbon offsets and the target date to achieve carbon neutrality.  
 
The comments and concerns expressed at the Community Conversation events, along with those made 
at other community consultation events (e.g. Vision 2020 Action Team meetings, the Advisory Council 
on Sustainability, and the Task Force of Academic Experts on Carbon Neutrality) will inform the final 
2017-2020 Climate & Sustainability Action Plan. This Plan is set to be released in September 2017.  
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