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Presidents of the AGS institutions, and, as I once heard Congresswoman Bella Abzug 

introduce a speech at the World Bank, Òother distinguished members of an endangered speciesÓ.  

The invitation for me to speak today ÒurgedÓ me to be Òas provocative as possible, to stimulate 

original and critical thinkingÓ on the subject of research universities contributing to more 

effective interactions with social sectors in order to promote rapid and equitable transitions to 

sustainable development.   

First, my congratulations to the Alliance for Global Sustainability for your extensive 

achievements arising out of your collaboration over these several years, all as reflected in reports 

that the V. Kann Rasmussen Foundation has received from time to time.   

Second, my congratulations to MIT for the progress it is making in the environmental 

field.  The Sustainable Endowments Institute (see www.endowmentinstitute.org), a new 

organization which we support, has prepared the College Sustainability Report Card 2008, giving 

grades to universities, not in connection with their academic focus, but rather as institutions, 
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through the lens of sustainability.  MIT did very well, achieving a B+.  MIT received an A for 

Green Building, reflecting its policy that all new buildings and major renovations must meet or 

exceed LEED silver standards.  But current Silver standards are not demanding enough, and the 

very new Òname architectÓ building in which we are meeting is not a model of energy efficiency; 

in fact, it is an Òenergy pigÓ.  MIT also received an A in Climate Change and Energy, reflecting 

your energy conservation, behavioral change campaigns, and other extensive programs, but 

much of those are on the drawing boards, and MIT has a long way to go to Òwalk the talkÓ on 

achieving the energy efficiencies that are clearly available.  I would suggest a grade of 

ÒIncomplete.Ó   

Mindy Lubber, president of Ceres (www.ceres.org), is on this panel, and Ceres has made 

a huge impact on the investing community of this world, which is pushing the corporate world to 

respond to climate change.  But, I would note that the endowments of most universities are not 

participating in this effort.  Rather, it is being led by major reinsurance companies and the public 

pension funds.  In fact, the College Sustainability Report Card gives MIT a grade of F in the 

category of Endowment Transparency as the Institute does not disclose its endowment holdings 

or its shareholder voting record. 

As undergraduate and graduate students become more active in pushing their universities 

to Òwalk the talkÓ, I would note another resource in addition to the College Sustainability Report 

Card 2008.  Please see the National Wildlife FederationÕs new publication Higher Education in a 

Warming World, which provides many case studies for climate leadership on campus (see 

www.nwf.org). 

The AGS 1999 Self Evaluation reflected two significant comments of AGS board 

members which were quoted:  Òit is necessary to fundamentally rethink how universities with the 
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principal objectives of research and education can advance industry-academia collaboration in a 

sustainable manner.Ó  And Òmore needs to be done to publicize the work . . . to broaden the focus 

of studies, and to achieve more integrated studies.Ó   

When the V. Kann Rasmussen Foundation renewed its grant to the Alliance for Global 

Sustainability, our June 8, 2000 letter stated:  ÒThe Foundation shares the beliefs expressed at the 

January 2000 meetings in Cambridge of the AGS that it is important for AGS, over the next five 

years to make significant progress in ̀ translating knowledge into action.ÕÓ  Noting that the three 

AGS institutions had acknowledged the importance of outreach beyond the institutions, our letter 

stated that Òwe look to MIT for leadership in the AGS in addressing this goal.Ó 

I do not believe that MIT and the AGS have accomplished as much as we had hoped in 

influencing sectors outside the institutions in order to achieve a sustainable world.  This 

demonstrates just how difficult transformational change is, both within great technological 

institutions, as well as in society at large.  I believe research universities must do much more to 

educate other sectors about climate change and other key environmental problems, to participate 

in developing an understanding of the solutions that are available, and to encourage 

implementation in time for effectiveness.  This is not an easy goal, as universities, highly 

structured by discipline and department, for the most part resist such engagement, arguing that 

their role is to do research, train the next generation of educated leaders, and basically, leave it at 

that. 

At the AGS annual meeting here three years ago, (March 20, 2005), MIT President 

Charles Vest stated in his key analysis of AGSÕ impact beyond its own partners:  

ÒIndeed, in many ways there has been a tension all along through 
the first decade of the AGS, a tension between whether our 
ultimate role should be as a university alliance for research and 
education, or whether we should be more of a voice and a catalyst 
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for the global sustainability movement.  And since this is a 
personal reflection, I have to say right up front that I have tended 
to be more in the first camp, if you will, namely that we should 
focus on what we do best, which is research and education.  But 
this is something that needs to be continually rethought as we go 
forward.Ó 

The October 2006 MIT report for the Alliance to the V. Kann Rasmussen Foundation for 

the period 2001 Ð 2005, stated that:  

ÒIt is generally agreed, however, that broader outreach and greater 
impact are desirable, and discussions are ongoing as to how to best 
accomplish that goal.Ó 

In that same speech, President Vest stated:   

ÒAnd I believe that we need . . . to do a better job of applying 
sustainability concepts effectively in our institutional operations.Ó 

Let me give you a couple of examples:  Other universities have created loan funds, made 

available to departments and schools for investment in energy-saving, emission-reducing and 

other environmental steps that, in fact, will save money, and provide a positive return on the 

investment to the loan fund, whether drawn from the endowment or other assets. 

I was intrigued that President Hockfield informed us in her welcoming speech this 

morning that Australia has banned all incandescent light bulbs.  So my question is, when will 

MIT do that? 

I would note that students of MIT have been successful in letting the world know of their 

interest and progress in this field, as publicized by Tom Friedman in his New York Times column 

of December 2, 2007.  He had met with members of the MIT Energy Club and a group launching 

the Vehicle Design Summit.  Their goal (vds.mit.edu) is Òto identify the key characteristics of 

events like the race to the moon and then transpose this energy, passion, focus and urgencyÓ on 

catalyzing a global team to build a clean car.  Friedman notes with enthusiasm their tag line: Òwe 



 

5 
US1DOCS 6531516v2 

are the people we have been waiting for.Ó  And I ask, ÒAre you the universities they have been 

waiting for?Ó 

ETH sponsored a July 2007 conference in Zurich for the International Sustainable 

Campus Network, a collaboration to promote the development of sustainable practices in the 

design and management of university campuses.  This is quintessentially a subject on which we 

would hope the AGS partners collaborate, and bring their learning to other universities.  And 

advice within academia should not be susceptible to the charge of being improper advocacy. 

President Hockfield, in her inaugural address as President of MIT reviewed several major 

goals for the Institute and said: "A second great opportunity and a great obligation, is our 

institutional responsibility to address the challenges of energy and the environment . . . the time 

for that progress is now.  I believe that the country and the world may finally be ready to focus 

on these matters seriously.  Again, it is our responsibility to lead in this mission."   

This morning, President Hockfield noted the immense transformation in awareness of the 

climate change issue over the past ten years and stated that we need a national debate on 

sustainability.  She called for leadership to elevate the public debate, tell the truth about the 

technological possibilities, and explain the fundamental pathways that get to the scale and speed 

that are necessary.  I challenge MIT to play an active role in that debate and provide leadership, 

and not just call for it. 

Stephen Viederman, former President of the Jessie Smith Noyes Foundation, speaking on 

the subject ÒCan the Universities Contribute to Sustainability?Ó in October 2003, quoted 

President Derek Bok, of Harvard University as saying in 1992:   

ÒArmed with the security of tenure and time to study the world 
with care, professors would appear to have a unique opportunity to 
act as societyÕs scouts to signal impending problems long before 
they are visible to others.  Yet rarely have members of the 



 

6 
US1DOCS 6531516v2 

academy succeeded in discovering emerging issues and bringing 
them vividly to the publicÕs attention.  What Rachel Carson did for 
risks to the environment, Ralph Nader for consumer protection, 
Michael Harrington for problems of poverty, Betty Friedan for 
womenÕs rights, they did as independent critics, not as members of 
a faculty.  Universities will usually continue to respond weakly 
unless outside support is available and the subject involved 
command prestige in academic circles.Ó 

There are very few public intellectual voices who try to engage the public on serious 

science and technology issues.  Vice President Gore has transcended his political history and has 

achieved deserved status for his role in raising the consciousness of the world to climate change.  

Our keynote speaker today, R.K. Pachauri, is that rare scientist and leader of an institution who 

has led the IPCC so effectively as to share the Nobel Peace Prize with Mr. Gore.  Perhaps the 

Nobel Committee is reflecting our need for institutional leaders to serve as public intellectuals 

seeking to provide leadership to a world that gets it too infrequently from its political leaders.  I 

hope that the leaders of the AGS and other great institutions will speak out more on critical 

issues facing the world.   

I fully understand the aversion of universities to ÒadvocacyÓ as going way beyond 

academic research and teaching into the messy world of policy and politics.  While individual 

professors are of course free to articulate positions, they are often reluctant to do so, even after 

obtaining tenure, as most professors continue the style that brought them promotion.  Certainly 

James Hansen (Columbia), John Holdren (Harvard), Gus Speth (Yale) and other major figures at 

prominent universities have spoken out, but I believe we need the prestige and power of great 

universities and their leaders on the line too.   

Further, ÒadvocacyÓ to many means taking unresearched or unqualified positions on an 

issue.  But what is the excuse when a position is based on careful, sound, research and analysis?  

Why shouldnÕt MIT and AGS, based on their hard research, take positions publicly on issues 
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such as the fully-loaded environmental cost and impact of various biofuels, advise as to 

scientific, technological and policy alternatives, and provide meaningful advice to the public and 

policy makers?  This is particularly needed now, at a time when politicians and the media are 

generally poorly informed, even ignorant, of science and technology.   

I recognize that the disciplinary peer-reviewed system has kept quality at research 

universities high, but the usual university structure thwarts interdisciplinary work, especially 

between science and technology on one hand and management, policy, social sciences and the 

humanities on the other.  John Holdren, in his presidential address at the AAAS (American 

Association for the Advancement of Science) one year ago stated that Òapplied, interdisciplinary, 

and integrative work by individual scientists and technologists and by teams is not necessarily 

less rigorous, less demanding, or less worthy of recognition Ð and certainly not less valuable to 

society Ð than work that is narrower or ÔpurerÕ.Ó I know that MIT has succeeded in integrating 

industrial ecology into the engineering curriculum, and MIT is probably more cross-disciplinary 

than most universities.  Perhaps the great institutions that make up AGS can provide leadership 

in seeking pathways to cross these boundaries. 

It is not clear to me, as trustee of a foundation that has funded seven research universities, 

that the current institutional structure permits them to play as meaningful a role as I would hope 

they, you, could do.  I fear that great research universities are so satisfied with their past success, 

their prestige and power, that they may not be willing to make the structural changes necessary 

to respond on a timely basis to constant change in our increasingly complex world. 

You are all familiar with the history of the New Deal, which required new government 

agencies and structures to be created, in order to avoid the static approach to new problems from 

existing government departments.  Can universities restructure to respond to new needs? 
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At Arizona State University, President Michael Crow has led the creation of more than 

twelve interdisciplinary schools in the last five years, reflecting the need for new structures to 

respond to new problems and challenges.  Do other universities have to do the same thing?  If 

not, what are the differences that make new organizational structure unnecessary? 

We all recognize the great success of the IPCC, which has developed over a twenty year 

period to become an effective and important international science alliance with recognized 

authority.  Obviously, many individual scientists associated with major research institutions were 

involved in the IPCC process.  Did research universities play a major role in the creation, 

development and success of the IPCC?  Could they have?  Do universities have a leadership role 

to play on the world stage collaborating to organize and carry out such significant science 

research?  And, do they, you, have a moral responsibility to do so? 

What are the barriers to individual research university presidents, or even better, several 

acting jointly, providing the kind of warnings to the world on climate change or other dangers 

that are the subject of scientific knowledge, that were delivered by Dr. Pachauri or Mr. Gore?  If 

the AGS really believes that creating a sustainable world is an imperative for the continuation of 

human experience as we know it on our endangered planet beyond a hundred years from now 

(perhaps the lifetime of a grandchild of someone in this room), what prevents leaders of our 

greatest research institutions playing the role of public and civic leadership at a time when, in so 

much of the world, governmental leadership is focused only on the short-term?  What 

responsibility do the AGS and other great research institutions have to truly engage the outside 

world, inform on the depth of problems, collaborate or developing alternative solutions, and play 

a more meaningful role in the society than you presently do? 
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I suggest that societal needs require greater Òstrategic engagementÓ by which universities 

step over the boundary of academic tradition, because your advice and guidance is needed, and 

you have legitimacy, so long as you utilize and rely on your expertise and researched 

conclusions.  This world needs a great deal of leadership and universities can provide much of 

that, and I hope the AGS and MIT can take the lead in changing the equation of university 

involvement in society.   


