SMART
and SUSTAINABLE

E ARE APPROACHING WHAT 1

would term a critical inflection point in the

/ evolution of global society. Such inflection

points occur when new advances in our
y understanding converge in some meaning-

ful way with our existing social, cultural, economic, and historical
circumstances and practices, allowing us to glimpse new oppor-
tunities. Sustainability is a term that is easily applied to so many
1hings that we constantly risk di]ming its power as a concept, but
without doubt it represents nothing less than a reconceptualiza-
tion of our relationship with both the planet and the community.
The rask for scholars and administrators in our nation’s col-
leges and universities is to register the significance of this inflec-
tion point and ro consider how best to rcﬁgurc institutions to ac-
commodate and advance the new transdisciplinary teaching and

research eritical to our collective well-being.

New Challenges, New Solutions

With a global population of 6.5 billion thar is projected to increase

An Organizing Principle for

to 8.3 billion by mid-century, we face challenges of unimaginable

complexity, both as a species and, more narrowly, in terms of our

American standard of living and quality of life as a nation. The . All npw -le“er e p Ga v e “m acﬁ ! nnm m Al

increasing interconnectedness and integration ol societies and

economies worldwide makes us interdependent, but we are all . .
. 3 ; : impact on environmental systems.
wholly dependent on the dynamic and interactive system of com- : S . .
; : i R The concepr of sustainability, sometimes mistakenly equated
plex biogeochemical eycles that makes life on earth possible in the . e . i g T
rstplace with an exclusive focus on the environment, is at once straightfor-
] - ward and far more complex than one might suspect. Sustainability
Yet despite our efforts to advance our understanding, there re- . ? e
: . . : embraces environmental concerns, certainly, but its implications
main both incomprehension and complacency regarding the ex- " i T / :
. N . : are far richer, spanning issues intrinsic to economic development,
tent to which the Earth is falling increasingly under our influence i : e
) e w health care, environmental planning and urbanization, energy,
as the dominant life-form. ; : : ] 7 ] <
o . chemicals, materials, agriculture, national security, business, in-
As we impinge more and more on natural systems—with our : FH R
i . L. e . dustry, and government—in short, all the concerns of daily life in
planet falling increasingly under the domination of a single species iy g ’
. . o societies around the globe. Sustainability acknowledges the needs
with the capacity to modily natural systems, extract and consume 2 R SRS <
) . ] of human societies but in its framing seeks a balance berween so-
TCSOUTCES, and generate waste on a scale that even in the recent past y h i " S )
R cial values, including equity and justice, and the environment.
would have been unimaginable—we must assume challenges that S

. i . We are at a critical juncture in the evolution of our relationship
remain beyond our historic and present capacity to solve.

to the environment—the long-term sustainability of our nation

We are at a critical juncture in the evolution and even our planet remains in doubt—and universities must take
of our relationship to the environment, and the lead in addressing issues of sustainability. Academic commu-
universities must take the lead in adﬂl‘eSSing nities cannot be removed from the front lines of social change,
issues of Sllstaillabilily. and our universities must serve as a forum for culrural, economic,

. e . ; - ; olitical, and social reform. Universities are transformational cata-
Nations are falling further behind, both in terms of developing P e . A o
i 5 o, e lysts for societal change and perform functions essential to our
the basic infrastructure necessary to maintain quality of life and an ; .
o ; i . : collective survival, but we must confront the fact that we do not
adequate standard of living for all citizens, and in balancing the T :
- ¥ - - Fll”\-" 111'JdLTSl;I1'lL| r’“: II‘Ilp]IC"!ill}ns (]F }'ll]rni]ﬂ |'|-['|Pilf_'i' on I’“_' cn-
I'Jl:l.'.dﬁ (Ji ]“lm:ll]lry W“]'J l'hl_' ]()ng—l'l.‘l'n'l t:(!I‘JSL‘.(]ikchC.‘- (]l ]'l”l“:in . 2 L
vironment and are not adequately prepared to advance policies
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abtlity:

olleges and Univ smes

izona State University’s president.

regarding the oprimal intersection of human and natural systems.

The central question that confronts us is whether we will be able
to choose wisely among alternative future trajectories, and in this
sense our academic institutions are the keepers of the keys. Our
colleges and universities generate the knowledge necessary both in
terms of scientific and rechnological knowledge and the ability to
wisely govern the world that we have made.

Burt univ

ies are a thousand-year-old institutional form and
L‘lmngv very 5][}\\'])-‘, m;iiul‘;iining their existing urg;m[mliun;l] struc-

tures and core cultures unaltered whenever possible. While we do

not understand the long-term effects of our impact on the planer,
we have even less knowledge about how to organize our academic

institutions to confront this challenge.

A New American University
At Arizona State University we are in the midst of an effort both
to reconceptualize a public metropolitan research university and to

redefine public higher education through the creation of a proto-

type solution-focused institution that combines the highest level of

academic excellence, maximum societal impacr, and inclusiveness
o as h!'[!?i{l 4 lltf[]][)gr:lphitl as P!]S.\'i[)h.‘.

The paradigm is conceprually framed as the “New American
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In the Decision Theater at ASU, scientists, students, and others can see
alternate future environmental scenarios through 3-D visualizations.

University,” and because the institution is predicated on excellence,
aceess, and fmpact, I believe that it has relevance for L:[J”L‘gtfh’ and uni-
versities both in this nation and abroad. Sustainability is at the core
of this conception, not simply because interdisciplinary research on

human-dominated environmental systems has long been one of the

slrvngl]us of the univer: ty, but because we made an tf)(l'}]ii.ii[ institu-
tional commitment to sustainability.

The problems that we face require multiple approaches and an
integration of disciplin

‘5. H'lllS, 45 our []'[_I]'II HI)L' [!J L‘['tg:]gL'[Tll'l)I in

sustainability, we conceived an academic entity construed across
disciplin;u’v boundaries, hrinainq [(}Qurhur scientists, engineers,
and scholars from a broad community of disciplines, engaging the
if\'l}tf'l'l'ISL.‘ :le ]n“ut'['ll'.L' (}[ ]L'illli_"l'ﬁ frnm l)ll.‘tFT'lL'.“.‘\. IT'ILIHSU')', ii[l(] gﬂ\'-
ernment to develop solutions to pressing real-world problems.
With a planning gift of $25 million from Julie Ann Wrigley,
pn_'ﬁidcm and CEQ of the Julie Ann \\;-"rig]cls-' Foundartion (a [\]!i]-
Zlnf}'lr{'ll}'i[: '.{'II.IT'ILIZ“I[UH i..'l]ﬂ'l]]‘ill{fll o 1[1&.: i‘.n\'ir:me'I'H. hﬁiillh carg,
and educarion), the Global Institute of Sustainability (GIOS) was
launched in November 2004 to catalyze and advance interdisciplin-
ary research on environmental, economic, and social sustainability.
IF academic institutions are to succeed, each must leverage its

strengths. ASU was already uniquely positioned to play a central >
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SUSTAINABILITY:

AN ORCGANIZING PRINCIPLE FOR COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES

The ASU campuses boast a number of LEED-certified buildings, including this interdisciplinary science and technology facility (left). Research

facilities include the Biodesign Institute (middle); an altemative fuels project in its laser lab helps explain how plants turn light into energy (right).

role in providing science-based solutions to address the challenges
of sustainable development, especially as these bear on the bur-
geoning Phoenix megalopolis, including;

» the impacts of rapid growth on a semiarid ecosystem;

* waler-resource management;

* human health and well-being;

* ecosystem viability; and

» biological diversity.

Leveraging our growing prominence in earth-system sciences,
we decided to deploy our capacity to apply authoritative insight,
prototype decision-support tools, and institutional mechanisms
to improve the relationship between social and ecological systems
through a continuum of understanding, prediction, adjustment,
and adaptation. Together with resource managers, industry leaders,
and local, regional, and state policymakers, ASU has positioned
itself to tackle complex issues associated with sustainability.

Our sustainability initiative also provides a framework to con-
nect the university to institutions similarly interested in collaborat-

ASU’s sustainability initiative provides a
framework to connect the university to institu-
tions similarly interested in collaborating on
applications relevant to the global community.

ing on applications relevant to the global community. GIOS thus
has developed productive partnerships with a number of premier
institutions around the world, including Stanford University, Har-
vard University, MIT, the University of Washington, the Insti-
tuto Tecnolégico de Monterrey (Mexico), Cambridge University
(U.K.), the University of Cape Town (South Africa), and the In-
dian Institute of Technology in Delhi.

To prepare students capable of integrating a broad range of dis-
ciplines in a rapidly changing world, we have conceprualized and
launched the School of Sustainability, the first of its kind anywhere
in the world. With both undergraduate and graduate degree pro-
grams, the school is educating a new generation of leaders through
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collaborative, transdisciplinary, and problem-oriented training
thar addresses the environmental, economic, and social challenges
of the twenty-first century. Teaching and research in the school
secks adaptive solutions to such issues as rapid urbanization, water
quality and scarcity, habirat transformations and the loss of biodi-
versity, and the development of sustainable energy, marerials, and
technologies.

Time for Commitment

There is much ar stake, and now is the time for academic leaders to
commit their institutions to advancing what is nothing less than an
evolutionary transformation in our collective consciousness. The
world is not yer on a trajectory that is sustainable, and thus it is
incumbent on academic communities to demonstrate persuasively
that the advancement of social interests is wholly compatible with
sound environmental stcewardship.

If we are to harness our knowledge to address the complex chal-
lenges we face in reconciling development goals with the environ-
mental limits of the planet, academic leaders must be willing to
rethink and reconfigure their institutions to foster teaching and
research that seek to guide a conscious transition towards a more
sustainable relationship with the Earth.

Sustainability has every potential to become a new principle
for organizing knowledge production and application and for
reorganizing our institutions. Sustainability is a concept with as
much transformative potential as justice, liberty, and equality, and
we must foster its discourse and implementation in our academic
institutions.

Inflection points such as this are rare, and given what is at stake
we must not hesitate to make the necessary investment. We are in
the critical early stages of the advancement of a sector critical to the
well-being of human society and ultimately crucial to our contin-
ued economic development. At this stage there is everything to win
and everything to lose in the effort to advance sustainability, and we
must maintain our focus if we are not to lose our way.

Michael Crow is president of Arizona State University.
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