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Summary  
 

This discussion paper was prepared by an independent group of faculty, students, staff, and alumni 

to articulate how Brown University can become a true global leader in responding to the climate 

change crisis. Failing to act on the climate crisis will endanger human lives as well as the systems 

that support human society. Thus, in this paper, for each of these domains, we consider: “What 

would it look like to respond to an emergency?”. Commensurate with the degree of crisis that we 

face, we advance a bold and broad vision for Brown’s response.  

 

The discussion paper begins in Section 1 with a review of the climate crisis and its political drivers. 

We then argue in Section 2 that Brown’s current commitment to reducing its campus footprint 

should be seen as a foundation for greatly expanded efforts across the range of our operations. 

Section 3 reviews current programs addressing the climate crisis (or lack thereof) across the full 

scope of the University and outlines a series of ambitious changes to be made over the next several 

years, beginning with the above reforms to our business relations. These proposals include: 

 

● Implementing minimum standards which aim to insulate Brown from the influence of 

businesses, foundations and other organizations with a history of systematically denying 

the reality of climate change and undermining efforts to adequately and democratically 

address it. See Appendix 1 for the full motion. 

● Engaging and leading in our city, state, and country — particularly by devoting more 

resources to programs in support of Providence’s Climate Justice Plan. 

● Devoting significant funds to new research and curriculum on climate crisis solutions. 

● Hiring 10-20 new faculty members who research the climate crisis across university 

departments, with a particular focus on the humanities, political science and economics. 

● Helping faculty and staff to reduce the University’s travel footprint and increase energy 

efficiency. 

● Creating paid oversight positions and a staff-elected committee to develop these changes. 

 

We intend this letter as the start of an evolving plan for community action and progress over the 

next several years. We hope such plans will move forward with the assistance of the University 

Administration. However, the intended audience for this letter is as much staff, undergraduates, 

graduate students, researchers and faculty as it is administrators or Corporation members — and 

we welcome any response or feedback from members of the Brown community. The climate crisis 

demands action from all of us, and Brown is a better place to start than most. 
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“If universities and colleges do not lead in taking on this 

responsibility [to confront the climate crisis], we will miss 

this epochal opportunity to serve the planetary interest.”  

- President Christina Paxson 

I. Introduction 
 

As we write, the most recent spate of environmental disasters includes devastating wildfires in 

Australia, the Amazon, Siberia, and Central Africa; a summer and winter that broke heat records 

across much of the world; continued ocean heating and mass coral bleaching; and all of the 

accompanying disruption, insecurity, and suffering for humans and wildlife. Anyone reading this 

document will likely feel this disruption in their lifetime. The worst burdens, however, will fall on 

the most marginalized members of Brown’s students’ generation and those that follow. The recent 

global pandemic has been a preview of the significant disruptions and burdens that the climate 

crisis will only exacerbate. It also demonstrates that global society is capable of mounting rapid 

and large-scale responses to existential crises — and the danger in failing to act quickly in such 

situations.1 The climate emergency demands similar, urgent action. A ruined planet is surely one 

of the most unjust inheritances in history. 

This discussion paper was prepared by faculty, students, staff, and alumni who believe that 

Brown University must commit all the resources at its disposal to address the climate crisis. We 

write for the entire community of people whose lives intersect with the University, and particularly 

those with the power and legitimacy to change Brown’s practices. As more people wake up to the 

need for urgent emergency-level action on climate change, Brown is positioned to become a global 

leader in this effort. Failing to respond would constitute not only a grave moral lapse, but also a 

failure to fulfill Brown’s official mission: “to serve the community, the nation and the world by 

discovering, communicating and preserving knowledge and understanding in a spirit of free 

inquiry, and by educating and preparing students to discharge the offices of life with usefulness 

and reputation.” The struggle for climate justice is a struggle to protect and communicate 

knowledge. To “educate and prepare” our students we must support them in facing the defining 

threat of their generation.  

Fulfilling Brown’s mission in the context of the climate crisis requires efforts far beyond 

those we have undertaken or currently plan to take on. Brown has led on campus energy efficiency 

for decades, and the University is developing a Sustainability Plan to further reduce the 

environmental impact of the campus operations.2 We applaud those efforts but argue that Brown 

must go further and tackle the climate crisis in ways that extend beyond our campus. This paper 

outlines a multi-year path for doing so, beginning with a call to reform our business and community 

relations and sever ties with organizations who promote climate misinformation or delay. A fully 

mobilized Brown would furthermore advance new research and teaching on climate crisis 

solutions, engage local government including the City of Providence on policy development and 

program implementation, support student and faculty initiatives on climate change, and reduce 

emissions from travel associated with University business.   
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II. The Climate Crisis and Climate Misinformation 
 

To understand what our university must do about the climate crisis we need to understand the basic 

scientific and political facts about climate change. We must also understand how misinformation 

and climate science denial campaigns have worked to prevent the world from addressing these 

problems — in large part by undermining or mis-portraying research at universities like ours.  

The world is entering a climate crisis due to greenhouse gas pollution from burning fossil 

fuels and industrial agriculture. These emissions are warming the Earth, heating and expanding the 

oceans, causing ice sheets to melt, and threatening species extinction and the global food supply. 

Moreover, greenhouse gases emitted today will continue warming the planet for centuries, and 

feedback loops such as thawing permafrost and larger wildfires threaten to accelerate warming 

within the next several decades to rates that human societies will be hard-pressed to withstand.3 

The most important point is this: the climate crisis poses a systemic and possibly existential threat 

to the stability of all human societies, while its vastly unequal effects across time and space also 

make it a grave injustice.4  

In the face of an existential threat, one might expect the world’s most powerful nation to 

mobilize its vast resources in search of solutions, but key parts of the U.S. federal government 

have actively undermined even inadequate global responses to this emergency. The current 

administration has eliminated fundamental efforts to reduce emissions from power plants, cars, 

and trucks, and sought to roll back efficiency requirements for appliances and buildings — even 

in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic.5 Due in part to U.S. intervention, three decades of 

negotiations by the United Nations have not produced a treaty capable of halting or even slowing 

emissions. The much-acclaimed 2015 Paris Agreement imposes non-binding emissions reduction 

targets, which would in any case fail to keep the world within the stated goal of 2°C of warming 

above pre-industrial levels even if they were enforced.6 Instead, the world will probably pass 3°C 

of warming.7 While substantially better than the worst-case projections, 3°C of warming will likely 

leave many currently settled areas underwater or uninhabitable. Even 2°C of warming—a near 

certainty—will cause increased heat waves, droughts, crop failures, flooding and collapse of key 

fisheries, and will force tens of millions of people from their homes.8  

The reason for this failure is clear: extensive networks of think tanks, PR firms, university 

programs, and political organizations supported by the fossil fuel industry and its allies have very 

effectively blocked efforts by the U.S. clean energy policies and similar efforts abroad.9 For 

example the Heritage Foundation, one of the most influential think tanks in America,10 celebrates 

the booming fracked gas industry and calls environmental activists “extremists,” while claiming 

that there is no climate crisis.11 Household-name corporations such as ExxonMobil have 

contributed to organized climate denial efforts in the U.S. However, that list of climate denial 

funders includes many from outside the fossil fuel industry. Two recent reports by Brown faculty 

and undergraduates described a series of leading coalitions built to block climate action, and helped 

unearth a coalition of railroad, utility and coal companies that have contributed millions to climate 

denial organizations.12  

Many actors implicated in this network now publicly proclaim their commitments to 

fighting climate change. For example, ExxonMobil touts its research on algae-based fuels as a 

zero-carbon alternative to oil or natural gas. At the same time, the “oil majors” of the biggest 

extraction and refining companies are spending thirty times as much on exploring for new oil 

deposits than they are at developing alternative fuels.13 Evidence abounds of ongoing denial efforts 

which have a serious impact upon America’s ability to act on climate change, and which continue 
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to undermine the status of climate research and science-based public policy.14 Consider recent 

reports that the Environmental Protection Agency and the Department of the Interior are 

systematically excluding references to climate change in their publications, and are trying to lower 

the overall importance of science in their administration.15  

These efforts cannot be attributed solely to the current President: many of the ideas and 

staffers responsible for implementing them can be traced back to think tanks and networks built 

for obstruction of climate action. For example, a leader of the Trump 2016-17 transition team at 

the EPA was on loan from the Competitive Enterprise Institute, a central climate counter-

movement organization (and which has received grants from ExxonMobil).16 This staffer was key 

in President Trump’s subsequent decision to withdraw the United States from the Paris 

Agreement.17 Other Administration officials have multiple past relationships with different 

organizations in the denial network, such as the core person responsible for altering language on 

climate change from Department of the Interior publications.18 Influence efforts target key 

members of Congress and representatives at the state level. Other ongoing initiatives have 

disseminated material questioning the scientific consensus on climate change to thousands of K-

12 school science teachers across the nation.19 The speed and facility with which the current 

administration has moved to dismantle the role of environmental science in federal policy — while 

publicly dismissing that science — stems in large part from the consistent, long-term support of 

these climate-denying organizations.  

All of the efforts to undermine climate policy efforts have relied centrally on attempts to 

undermine the credibility of scientists and policy experts from universities like ours. Meanwhile, 

many of the same fossil fuel interests that fund denial efforts also fund important research across 

nearly all of the sciences and spend lavishly on political theory and economics departments. It is 

in part the widespread acceptance of these actors and the funding they offer which allows them to 

retain public legitimacy and evade serious consequences.20 We therefore propose that Brown adopt 

minimum standards to preclude financial relationships with institutions that support climate 

change denial (See Appendix 1).  

In sum, the world is disastrously far from responding adequately to the climate emergency. 

This is not a coincidence. Given the scale of the crisis and the rate at which it is accelerating, we 

should be deeply skeptical of techno-fixes and other supposedly easy solutions. Addressing the 

crisis will require serious response, by all hands. Brown can be an important leader in this response.  
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III. The Moral Imperative for Brown  
 

The moral case for action on climate change rests on an uncontroversial, basic commitment to 

preventing a large, prolonged increase in suffering and instability. The complexity lies in 

translating this ethical commitment into a course of action for Brown. 21 To be clear, it is not our 

intent to assign blame — it is rather to reassess our past actions and current plans with a sober 

acknowledgement of the depth of the current crisis, and the responsibilities that it entails. 

While the moral case for action on the climate crisis is clear, we must not delude ourselves 

that such action can be confined to the bounds of our campus footprint. Overcoming the climate 

change countermovement described above and beginning a real global response to the climate 

crisis is more of a political and cultural task than a scientific one.22 The world cannot rely on 

existing treaties or techno-fixes to solve the climate crisis, and the scientific research conducted 

so far has proven unable to drive an adequate societal response. Only global participation will 

prevent truly catastrophic climate change, but such cooperation relies on productive engagement 

by the United States. We therefore need to ask: what tools does Brown have at hand to bring about 

this leadership? Our proposals assume that the answer to this question has more to do with Brown’s 

status in Providence and Rhode Island, and its core functions of education and creating knowledge, 

than our campus footprint. 

Moreover, because the Brown community has disproportionately benefited from the 

activities that have caused climate change, our obligation to act is greater. Brown University sits 

on the traditional homelands of the Narragansett and Wampanoag peoples; the buildings and 

history of our institution are imposed on cultures which value reciprocal and complex relationships 

with nature.23 Brown’s acknowledgement of these legacies of displacement, exploitation, violence, 

and settlement, must then be inextricably linked with action regarding stewardship, sustainability, 

and integrated education.24 Furthermore, the region’s subsequent economic successes were 

predicated on the labor of millions of enslaved people whose forced labor transformed diverse and 

distant ecosystems into plantations funneling profits to New England landowners, as well as by 

underpaid immigrants working in New England’s coal-powered mills.25 Elite universities like 

Brown have participated actively in the creation of a deeply unjust global economic system that 

now threatens all of us, and thus bear a disproportionate share of the responsibility for solving it. 

Because the impacts of our research, teaching, and purchases have global reach, we must 

think globally in our response to the climate crisis. The symbolic, educational, political, and 

cultural power of prestigious universities like Brown can spur progress beyond the Van Wickle 

gates. Following from our mission, Brown should be outspoken in cutting business ties with 

companies, groups, and individuals who actively spread climate change disinformation and 

undermine science’s role in informing public policy. We should assist other communities and 

institutions in achieving a just post-carbon transition, not merely our own, and we should ensure 

that the Brown community understands and is prepared to face this global historic crisis. 

Brown has a role to play in the Providence community at large. While most of Brown’s 

official income derives from a global network of students,26 alumni, and donors, the land, 

infrastructure, and people of Providence are equally important in sustaining the University. Brown 

therefore benefits from the unique privileges afforded to it in a city otherwise prone to 

environmental racism. Providence’s aging housing stock often fails to provide safe and warm 

residences; the utilities that Brown’s campus and staff rely upon not only leak methane and burn 

fossil fuels, but also disproportionately situate their infrastructure in poor neighborhoods home to 

people of color. 
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Given that Brown has already achieved impressive levels of energy efficiency on campus, 

we argue that more of Brown’s resources, expertise and human energy should be directed toward 

the reduction of emissions and pollution across the city of Providence. As Brown pays no taxes to 

the city, despite being among its largest landholders and employers, fulfilling a reciprocal 

relationship with Providence means that Brown’s commitment to sustainability and equity must 

have an outward-facing component. The City already has a pioneering Climate Justice Plan in 

place, as the result of a three-year process led by residents of color.27 By lending our support to 

climate action and justice in Providence, the University would advance many of its own goals, 

including addressing historical and current injustices. Supporting the City, as a whole, would 

directly benefit our own workers and our relationship with our home community. 

Simultaneously, Brown’s potential to serve as a global leader should not be 

underestimated. Other schools, communities, organizations, governments, and individuals are 

seeking models for a bold and just transition away from fossil fuels. Many people at Brown place 

ethical considerations at the center of their work; their desire to improve lives is a large part of 

what calls them here. But if Brown is to continue to attract, inspire, and serve new generations as 

a center of engaged scholarship, its exercise of moral leadership must be continually and 

courageously renewed in the face of the climate and other crises. Every step towards acting 

conscientiously is an opportunity to elevate our actions and make impactful changes possible.  

 

IV. Brown’s Path to Leadership 
 

It will take many years and a great deal of effort for Brown to truly begin equitably addressing the 

climate crisis. We cannot hope to provide a full plan in this letter. Rather, we outline a preliminary 

series of steps that Brown ought to take, with the intention of spurring a public conversation among 

our administrators, departments, staff, and students; and as a means of comparing our present 

efforts to what they might be. Scholars at Brown for Climate Action will continue to publicize, 

evolve, and press for progress on all of these demands in the future, taking on board input from all 

members of the Brown community. We hope to do so arm-in-arm with Brown’s administration. 

The following sections review Brown’s past and current sustainability and climate 

initiatives throughout our operations, finances, research, teaching, student support, and local and 

national advocacy. While the University performs well in some places, full confrontation of the 

climate crisis requires a step-change in ambition across nearly every category. Some of the 

recommendations we propose will apply to the administration, while others will require action by 

departments and individual members of the community. This reflects our belief that we must face 

this crisis together as a community, and that the responsibility for addressing its consequences is 

shared by all.   
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Gifts, Finances, and Business Relationships  
On March 4, 2020, Brown announced that 90% of its investments in fossil fuel-producing 

companies have been sold, with the remainder awaiting liquidation. Brown further announced 

plans to use future investing opportunities to encourage companies to reduce their own emissions. 

We are proud Brown is leading this effort nationally, and fully endorse these plans and policies 

which all institutions should adopt, commensurate with their responsibility to address climate 

change. We also commend the Brown Divest Coal and Fossil Free Brown campaigns, along with 

similar campaigns across universities, for keeping finances and investments at the forefront of our 

discussions surrounding ethical responsibilities.  

However, as a leader in socially impactful education and policy development, we believe 

that Brown can do more, and indeed, has a responsibility to do so. In particular, we suggest that 

Brown set standards protecting against financial and business relationships with organizations that 

support and fund climate denial. Our detailed suggestions for minimum standards to govern 

Brown’s financial relationships going forward can be found in Appendix 1.  

Many fossil fuel companies that fund denial efforts also fund important, necessary research 

across much of the sciences. The researchers and departments benefitting from these relationships 

often use them to do valuable, unbiased work, and very rarely alter their research programs due to 

this funding source. Yet grants from climate-denying organizations can undermine the freedom of 

university research without ever straightforwardly manipulating any researcher. For example, one 

well-documented strategy among members of the “climate change countermovement” is to 

establish university institutes, hire sympathetic faculty members, and use those institutes to 

legitimate otherwise-extreme political views. This has been a major strategy for the Charles and 

David Koch Foundation, which has donated substantially to many U.S. universities. While this 

funding may not change any one researcher’s agenda, it often serves as a filter to selectively 

promote those voices that are most openly doubtful of climate change science.28 Second, paying 

for university programs and research helps climate-denying entities maintain a “social license to 

operate”: the widespread acceptance of these actors which allows them to retain public support 

and evade serious consequences. 

Much of Brown’s climate-related research is devoted to understanding the causes of 

climate change and solutions to combat the repercussions of a warming world, and it is 

unconscionable for such a prominent research university to receive funds from organizations that 

propagate climate change denial. We therefore call on the University to follow its laudable 

divestment from fossil fuel money with a similar distancing from corporations actively supporting 

climate denial. Further, in order to ensure the fair and consistent application of these policies, we 

propose the formation of an oversight body to regularly evaluate Brown’s financial relationships 

with climate denial organizations and companies. We propose that Brown make a solid stand 

against organizations who actively suppress climate change science or fund organizations which 

do so.  

Brown made a bold step in the right direction, well ahead of our peer institutions, by selling 

our direct fossil fuel investments. It is in this spirit that we propose Brown formally cut ties with 

all companies, organizations and individuals involved in organized climate change denial, not least 

because they are working to discredit the work of Brown’s own scientists. These actors have played 

central roles in blocking a global response to climate change and eroding public opinion about 

expert knowledge. Climate deniers have consistently attacked and harassed university researchers 

and conducted bad faith attacks on published findings for decades. More insidiously, however, 

many of these same entities have, at the same time, sought to purchase legitimacy at hundreds of 
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elite universities. Researchers at Brown and elsewhere have tracked the spending of notorious 

climate change-denying organizations such as ExxonMobil or Koch Industries, both of which have 

donated hundreds of millions of dollars to universities across the U.S. and the world — including 

Brown. Indeed, Brown is the first of the Ivy League to allow a Koch-funded center on campus (the 

Political Theory Project).29  

Given the enormous impact climate misinformation has had on the U.S. electorate and 

government policy, we suggest that by publicly disengaging with climate denial, Brown could 

make a bigger contribution to reducing global emissions than any improvements it can make to 

campus infrastructure. Our proposal aims to protect Brown from the influence of actors with a 

history of undermining science and free inquiry, and to ensure that Brown’s financial decisions do 

not make us complicit in the climate crisis. Brown can achieve these dual goals by adopting a set 

of minimum standards to apply across the full range of our business and financial relations, 

including investments, gift acceptance, on-campus recruiting, and purchasing.30  

These minimum standards would protect Brown’s researchers and students from the 

influence of entities with a proven history of climate denial, and they would further signal to the 

world that universities can and will stand up to their pervasive influence. We also suggest creating 

an oversight body to ensure that Brown’s financial relationships continue to meet these minimum 

standards. Our proposal is outlined, in full, in Appendix 1. 

 

Recommendations for Gifts, Finances and Business Relationships  
• Adopt minimum standards, summarized in the following resolution:  

Individuals and organizations doing business with Brown University may not knowingly 

undermine science and science-based climate change policy, or support climate 

misinformation organizations. This includes but is not limited to: 

a. Directly undermining climate change science and science-based public policy, or 

b. Funding or supporting known organizations that attack or undermine climate 

change science and science-based policy, or 

c. Receiving such funding.  
 

• Develop an oversight body to regularly evaluate Brown’s financial relationships to 

ensure that they meet these minimum standards.  
 

• Engage in fundraising to replace these revenue streams.  

 

Local Engagement 
While many university climate and sustainability plans pay particular attention to on-campus 

emission and pollution reductions, Brown can become an institutional leader by expanding our 

scope to the broader community. We believe Brown should transparently engage in local advocacy 

and work together with local governments and community groups to combat climate change and 

promote climate justice. Specifically, we believe Brown should help Providence advance its 

Climate Justice Plan and Rhode Island advance its climate change mitigation and resiliency goals.  

Brown wields significant influence over Providence and Rhode Island, at large. Currently, 

the University participates in a number of business groups and foundations that have a track record 

of shaping city and state policy. Although the University’s positions within these groups are not 

always made clear to the full Brown community, a number of high-profile policy issues in the past 

decade have involved University engagement. For example, the University has bought entire 
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streets from the city, while its leadership has argued in favor of dismantling the Kennedy Plaza 

bus hub and attempted to buy one of the state’s largest hospital networks.31 

Brown’s leaders claim to represent the interests of our community in their interactions with 

policymakers, and we trust that this is their goal. Nonetheless, they cannot do so in good faith 

without transparency. Furthermore, our University’s power derives from our community’s 

collective financial and scholastic contributions. Students, faculty, staff, and alumni should, at the 

very least, know for what the University’s representatives advocate. Yet Brown has not disclosed 

the extent of its engagement in the Providence Chamber of Commerce, the Providence Foundation, 

the Rhode Island Foundation, or the Partnership for Rhode Island. Each of these organizations 

wields significant influence over the course of development in Rhode Island. The Brown 

community should be informed of the University’s political actions through an empowered 

Government and Community Relations Office.  

More broadly, Brown should use its influence to work with Providence and Rhode Island 

to act on climate change, most notably by participating in the programs the State and City are 

already developing. As a civic leader, Brown has a unique opportunity to bridge the divide between 

public and private stakeholders. Brown should facilitate a dialogue between the City, the State, 

and the business community to find mutually beneficial policies to address climate change. The 

University should work with grassroots climate change advocates and urge the City and State to 

do so as well. Climate policy must reflect the needs of local communities, especially those that 

have been historically marginalized and ignored by policymakers. Rather than pursuing narrow, 

self-interested policy goals, Brown should embrace its role as a civic leader and use its power to 

amplify the voices of historically disenfranchised and climate change-vulnerable communities.  

In the near term, Brown should openly support Providence’s Climate Justice Plan. Adopted 

in 2019, the Climate Justice Plan acknowledges that solutions to climate change must positively 

invest in historically marginalized communities.32 These communities will bear the brunt of 

climate change yet are among the least-well connected to public resources. Providence has long 

accepted high levels of social inequality, including, but not limited to, racial and institutional 

segregation, health inequalities,33 and education and employment gaps.34 Climate change threatens 

to worsen this divide. Furthermore, these social inequalities interact with the histories of land use 

and ownership to unequally expose frontline communities to the burdens of environmental 

hazards. As a critical institution in the city, Brown has the opportunity to simultaneously combat 

these inequalities while promoting a just transition to a more socio-ecologically sustainable 

Providence.  

The following recommendations would help Brown support climate justice in Providence 

by fostering deep, sustainable relationships with government and frontline communities. Both the 

Office of Government and Community Relations (GCR) and the Swearer Center have important 

roles to play in the process of developing long-term and collaborative community relationships to 

promote climate justice, mitigation, and adaptation. In line with GCR’s recent report on 

community engagement activities,35 we recommend establishing a Climate Justice Coordinator to 

oversee current relationships and partnerships between campus units working with the local 

community on sustainability and climate justice. The Coordinator would be responsible for 

mapping all current relationships, partnerships, and coordination among the different campus units 

working on community issues with relevance to sustainability and climate justice.  

Brown should provide increased funding for programs that engage and support community 

sustainability projects. This includes funding for the Office of Sustainability to connect with local 

organizations, the City, and the State. Actions should also include support for local emissions 
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reductions programs like Arcadia Power and Green Energy Consumers Alliance, and incentivizing 

employee adoption of sustainable home improvements. Further, graduate students often live in the 

most energy inefficient housing units around the University, and Brown should actively work with 

them to decrease their environmental footprint and financial burden. In terms of transportation, the 

average ride hailing trip, often used by undergraduates, emits far more greenhouse gases than a 

traditional car ride36. Brown should support the city’s efforts to provide scooters and e-bikes. 

Rather than investing in private shuttles that are often empty and do not benefit the wider 

community, Brown should use these resources to help RIPTA improve its service in the areas 

currently covered by the shuttles.  

 

Recommendations for Community Leadership/Engagement 
● Support local environmental justice efforts, such as the Providence Climate Justice 

Plan, and apply Brown’s resources to advancing them. Review ways in which our 

expertise might help develop climate policies in New England and provide resources, 

including meeting space on campus, to local advocacy groups. 
 

● Establish a Community Climate Advocacy Coordinator to improve transparency of 

our engagement with the climate crisis in our community, tasked with reporting on 

Brown’s engagements in local climate politics and fostering coordination with groups 

representing Providence residents.  
 

● Push for climate change initiatives in state politics and work with state agencies to 

advance those goals. Leverage our representation on Rhode Island councils, committees 

and foundations, as well as our status as one of the state’s largest employers and 

landowners. 

 

Campus Operations 
The University is currently reviewing a draft Strategic Sustainability Plan,37 which aims at 

reducing campus emissions and other pollutants. The Plan builds on Brown’s history of leadership 

in these areas. Campus energy efficiency programs date back to the 1970s. The Urban 

Environmental Laboratory was a 1982 student/faculty adaptive reuse project pioneering energy 

efficiency and renewable energy technologies. In 1990, Brown announced the “Brown is Green” 

initiative to link campus operations with academic ‘campus-as-lab’ projects, significantly 

increasing energy efficiency programs through lighting and motor retrofits. The program became 

a model that led to the development of campus environmental stewardship programs at many 

colleges and universities. 

In 2007, Brown established a carbon reduction target of 42% by 2020—the equivalent of 

1990 emissions levels for Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions (burning fossil fuels on campus and 

using electricity from burning them elsewhere, respectively).38 As of 2019, Brown has achieved a 

30% reduction and is on track to approach its target with the implementation of the Thermal Energy 

Efficiency Project. In 2019, Brown committed to a 75% reduction of campus greenhouse gas 

emissions by 2025, and to achieving net-zero emissions from campus operations (Scope 1 and 2) 

by 2040. The University signed two renewable power purchase agreements that will provide 100% 

of campus electricity use by 2025.  

Brown established standards for new construction and major renovation projects in support 

of the 2007 emissions reduction goals. High-performance design goals for all new constructions, 
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major renovations, and acquired facilities are a minimum certification of Leadership in Energy 

and Environmental Design (LEED) Silver and modeled energy utilization performance at least 25 

percent better than code requirements. To date, over 10 buildings have achieved LEED 

certification, most at the level of Gold.39 

We fully support the major steps Brown has taken to reduce on-campus greenhouse gas 

emissions and other pollutants. In addition, we believe that Brown’s path to leadership should 

include reducing our Scope 3 emissions (indirect emissions, mostly associated with travel and 

procurement) by providing support to community members in reducing their environmental impact 

while performing university-related activities off-campus. Given that air travel is one of the largest 

sources of greenhouse gas emissions at Brown, the University should work on installing top-notch 

teleconferencing facilities across the campus and train faculty, staff, and students to use them.  

In adapting to the COVID-19 pandemic, Brown (along with most institutions around the 

globe) moved all but its most essential operations off-campus to function almost entirely via 

teleconferencing. The tools and support that the University rapidly developed to address this 

immediate crisis should be maintained going forward as we continue to address the ongoing 

climate crisis. In particular, the University should improve and sustain its capacity to organize, 

host, and participate in virtual workshops and conferences. Many peer institutions across the US 

and Europe had already ramped up their teleconferencing capabilities prior to the pandemic,40 and 

strengthening this capacity going forward is a necessary step towards incentivizing the Brown 

community to reduce air travel. Furthermore, Brown attracts many scholars from distant locations 

to give talks and workshops in person when equally qualified candidates live closer and could 

come by land, or when such talks could be given remotely. Brown should also place less emphasis 

on activities that require long-distance travel during faculty promotion decisions. Members of 

Brown should be given as much support as possible to live by the sustainable values we hope the 

institution will adopt. 

 

Recommendations for Campus Operations 
● Institute the steps proposed in the 2019/2020 Sustainability Plan put forward by 

Associate Vice Provost for Sustainability Stephen Porder. 
 

● Establish mechanisms to address Scope 3 emissions in the near future, especially those 

related to air travel. For example, the University should disincentivize air travel and work 

with departments to reduce long-haul flights of faculty and invited scholars.  

 

Teaching and Research 
Climate change results from biophysical and socio-political forces, and course offerings need to 

reflect this complexity by approaching climate issues through a variety of lenses. Accordingly, the 

breadth of courses offered on climate change should expand to include social sciences and 

humanities as well as natural sciences. Moreover, because climate change will affect people 

unevenly, we need to advance climate and environmental justice pedagogy, and not just within its 

traditional subject areas. 

The Institute at Brown for Environment and Society, the Department of Earth, 

Environmental and Planetary Sciences, and the Sociology department currently offer the most 

courses on the climate crisis.41 Students who want to get involved in projects addressing the climate 

crisis have valuable but limited options, including working with faculty members from the Climate 

Science group42 or contributing to the Climate and Development Lab.43 The IBES Environmental 
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Studies & Sciences program offers engaged scholarship courses that facilitate students’ active 

involvement with local and regional policy and programs, and connection with community 

networks. Through Brown’s partnerships, undergraduate students have access to a number of 

summer internships as well.44 Departments and institutes that contribute their expertise to research 

on climate change or the post-carbon transition include the Department of Earth, Environmental 

and Planetary Sciences; the School of Engineering; the Department of Ecology and Evolutionary 

Biology; the Sociology Department; the Departments of History, Anthropology, and the 

Joukowsky Institute for Archaeology; and Brown’s Division of Applied Mathematics and Physics 

Department. Collectively, these growing research fields span much of the overall research profile 

of sciences at Brown and represent a potentially important nexus for growth in climate change 

science and study. 

However, important gaps remain. For example, few scholars in the departments of Political 

Science and Economics work on climate change, even though the methods of those fields are 

important to solving climate problems. Students grappling with the philosophical, ethical and 

religious implications of the environmental crisis will not find much guidance at Brown, because 

very few faculty members in any of Brown’s twenty-two arts and humanities departments focus 

on these questions.45 Recognizing the enormous interest in environmental topics among students 

in the humanities and social sciences, a group composed of one faculty member in religion as well 

as several others from social science departments (four in history and one in political science) 

founded the Environmental Humanities Initiative at Brown last year, supported by the Cogut 

Institute for the Humanities.46 While this group has organized a successful speaker series and 

reading group, it suffers from a lack of broader faculty interest, which contrasts with enthusiastic 

interest from a growing number of students. We thus suggest that Brown hire faculty in these 

domains, perhaps through IBES, which, as yet, lacks significant representation in the humanities.  

Because climate change will affect all spheres of life, students should learn about climate 

issues regardless of their concentrations, and a CLIM designation could help students choose 

courses that focus on climate issues in any department. With the goal of developing more CLIM-

designated courses, new courses will need to be created in the humanities, as well as through team-

teaching across disciplines and divisions (Arts and Science, BioMed, Engineering, and Public 

Health). We will also need to develop more solution-based courses that are engaged with leading 

research institutions, government agencies, non-profits, and corporations addressing different 

elements of the climate crisis. These could include, for example, courses working with the City of 

Providence Sustainability Office in operationalizing the Climate Justice Plan, working with top 

architecture and building firms to develop innovative design solutions, working with journalist 

groups to identify knowledge gaps, and working with civic organizations and think tanks to 

develop public policy proposals. Brown should also offer a teaching practicum course for students 

to learn how to teach climate change issues effectively.47 Faculty enthusiasm for developing these 

courses exists, but doing so requires time, resources and institutional leadership. Accordingly, 

Brown should provide more support in the form of course development funds and other incentives 

for the development of interdisciplinary classes focused on or around the climate crisis. 

Brown can learn from peer institutions who have taken the lead in these regards. For 

example, the University of California, Santa Barbara has over 70 faculty (90% of whom are 

tenured or tenure-track) who perform research in environmental humanities. UCSB offers graduate 

degrees which integrate science, management, law, economics and policy for an interdisciplinary 

approach to environmental problem solving.48 Princeton University offers both undergraduate and 

graduate certificates in environmental studies. It also hosts the Princeton Environmental Institute 
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which offers awards for faculty and students to encourage innovative research and training. A 

grants program for environmental humanities brings leading scholars to the University, supports 

course development and faculty-led research in environmental humanities. The Institute at Brown 

for Environmental and Society exists to foster interdisciplinary research and teaching on 

environmental issues and has the potential to be a leader if Brown had faculty working on climate 

issues in a greater diversity of fields.  

 

Recommendations for Teaching and Research 
● Create 10-20 faculty positions across the University in diverse areas of climate change 

science, solutions, economics, policy, humanities, arts, communications, and 

environmental justice.49 We recommend combining these positions with Brown’s 

diversity and fundraising objectives by targeting more junior candidates and combining 

hires with diversity and inclusion initiatives.50 
 

● Support faculty research with seed grants and summer salary. Provide course 

development funds for courses on or closely related to the climate crisis in 

underrepresented fields.  
 

● Establish a CLIM designation to highlight courses involving climate change across the 

University curriculum, so that any student can take a course on the climate crisis in many 

different fields. 

 

Support of Brown Community Members  
The climate crisis affects Brown’s community members in terms of mental and physical health, 

through disruptions caused by extreme weather, and social and economic upheaval. As members 

of the Brown community, we can and should do more to support each other. Brown has previously 

stepped up to support its community in times of crisis,51 and we should expect more opportunities 

to help our community, in a similar vein, as the climate crisis escalates. Some of these changes can 

come from decisions by our administrators, and others will rely on direct cooperation among 

students, faculty and staff. 

Feelings of eco-anxiety,52 or fear about the climate crisis, are becoming increasingly 

widespread at Brown, as elsewhere. Students at Brown often feel alone in their experiences of eco-

anxiety and find a lack of institutional support. Organizations like the Swearer Center for 

Community Engagement have shown interest in this issue,53 and some researchers at Brown are 

working on this topic, but there are no centralized sources of support. Moreover, it is also important 

to develop environmental justice peer-group support systems to empower students that are 

particularly affected by the negative effects of climate change. For this purpose, a closer 

collaboration between sustainability initiatives and groups promoting equality and diversity on 

campus is essential. 

Many other support structures need to be reassessed and developed to prepare students for 

a life in a rapidly warming world. Brown's CareerLAB offers initiatives that facilitate employment 

choices in the areas of environmental careers and careers in the common good more broadly.54 

These efforts should receive significantly more financial and personnel support so that no students 

have to settle for jobs that they feel implicate them in the climate crisis. Moreover, Brown’s support 

structures for incoming students can play a vital role in fostering sustainable behavior patterns. 
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The Office of Sustainability already offers a few orientation events and some materials about 

sustainable lifestyles, but the impact is nowhere near the level that could be achieved. 

Staff and faculty are no less affected by climate-related stressors, and Brown should do its 

part to support these members of its community. Furthermore, we recognize that many of the staff 

will be the ones on the ground implementing many of the practical changes enforced within these 

and the sustainability plan recommendations, thus we encourage the University to acknowledge 

the knowledge, perspectives, and labor of staff in the design as well as the implementation and 

enforcement of associated actions. The University should thus form and consult with staff and 

faculty-led advisory groups on matters of operations and policy. The mental, physical, and 

economic well-being of staff and faculty should be supported through, for example, orientations 

for new hires, staff development days, and climate-related offerings through Wellness at Brown.  

 

Recommendations for Support of Brown Community Members 
● Launch an eco-anxiety group to develop a comprehensive strategy to address the 

challenge of eco-anxiety, in collaboration with CAPS, for students, staff, and faculty. 
 

● Community education programs should include segments on climate change. These 

could include mandatory orientation, websites, and staff development days that would 

outline the ways university members can get involved in initiatives and find support. 
 

● Expand career resources with a focus on environmental justice and social change; 

promote and improve existing initiatives with CareerLAB. 
 

● Form a staff-led advisory group to consult on the design, implementation, and 

enforcement of these recommendations in the day-to-day operation of our University as 

well as the longer-term transition towards equitable sustainability. 

 

Accountability and Governance  
The climate crisis calls for institutions to revise their financial and business relationships to move 

away from groups and corporations that fund climate misinformation. This requires increasing 

transparency and accountability of holdings and revenue. Currently, the opaque nature of Brown’s 

financial and business relationships prevents accountability.  

We propose that Brown adopt a similar accountability and governance strategy to the 

model proposed at the University of Exeter.55 The University of Exeter model includes multi-level 

integration of sustainability concerns into all strategic decisions through the establishment of 

numerous sustainability-focused positions at the administration, college, contingency, advisory, 

professional services, and student levels guided by a core set of values including democratization, 

transparency, and equity, among others. Their governance structure strives for sustained change 

through accountability with an intentional balance of economic, environmental, and social 

standards in the implementation of its response to the climate crisis. In particular, it will be critical 

for Brown to support staff and administrators given their vital roles in overseeing long-term, 

complex changes to our operations and university policies.  

Brown should establish and support institutions that can effectively quantify and reduce 

carbon emissions in the most transparent and accountable way possible. However, it is also clear 

that many of the metrics by which leaders in sustainability are measured involve swiftly moving 

goalposts. For example, goals have shifted from carbon neutrality, to net zero carbon, to negative 

emissions over the span of a few decades. We therefore need a governance structure that can 

effectively cater to these moving targets. Moreover, while quantifiable goals remain critical and 
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central components of any climate plan, Brown can and should also take the lead in key 

components of sustainability, including a commitment to equity (as outlined in sections above). 

Accountability mechanisms must be in place to track how equity questions are addressed as part 

of climate actions at Brown, particularly as these may be harder to quantify. Considering its 

existing strengths and expertise, Brown could easily become a leader in this field. An empowered 

official position, a faculty-elected committee and a staff-elected advisory board will be critical in 

transparently overseeing the changes detailed in this document.  

 

Recommendations for Accountability and Governance 
● Increase transparency about Brown’s financial and business relationships, requiring 

portfolio managers to document that their holdings do not include corporations that fund 

climate denial organizations.  
 

● Establish a permanent Assistant Provost for Sustainability, overseen by a diverse 

Climate Emergency Committee encompassing staff, faculty, postdocs, and students. 

The committee shall be chaired by a faculty member elected by the full faculty, and the 

Chair shall have the authority to call meetings and set the agenda. Together, the Assistant 

Provost and the Committee will establish, oversee the implementation of, and monitor the 

University’s response to the climate crisis, including by developing clear and measurable 

targets for all quantifiable goals, and a set of guiding values for their implementation, as 

well as regular institutional reports on qualitative priorities and compliance. 
 

● Establish a staff-elected advisory board which would work with the Assistant Provost 

for Sustainability and Climate Emergency Committee to consult on the design and 

enforcement of transitions in practice in Hospitality and Dining, Facilities Management, 

Grounds Management, etc. 

 

  



Advancing Brown’s Response to the Climate Emergency  

 

 

18 

V. Conclusion 
 

Climate change is a defining issue of our time. The scale of the threat to the biosphere and to the 

continued stability of human society constitutes an undeniable emergency and demands an urgent 

and robust response. Anything short of that would be disastrous: it would incur enormous costs, 

far exceeding the cost of the response itself in economic, ecological, and social terms. A failure to 

respond would not only be impractical but would constitute a great moral failure.  

Brown University is a world leader in higher education and research. As faculty, students, 

staff, and alumni, we are keenly aware of the potential our institution has to respond. We see 

clearly the numerous domains in which Brown can and should act, from establishing principled 

terms for financial and business relationships, to taking leadership in research and teaching, to 

establishing mechanisms for self-governance and accountability to ensure a robust response. 

Moreover, we are individually and collectively committed to our common mission: “to serve the 

community, the nation and the world by discovering, communicating and preserving knowledge.” 

Our commitment to these principles underlies our conclusion that Brown University has a moral 

imperative to act. We hope that this paper awakens others to this imperative and we invite the 

entire community to join us in charting a path forward. 
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Appendix 1. No Support of Climate Change 

Misinformation: The Brown Minimum Standards for 

Business and Financial Relations  
 

Proposed by Scholars at Brown for Climate Action  

 

Introduction 
 

The manipulation of academic institutions by outside private interests directly undermines 

the University's mission, which is to “to serve the community, the nation and the world by 

discovering, communicating and preserving knowledge and understanding in a spirit of free 

inquiry, and by educating and preparing students to discharge the offices of life with usefulness 

and reputation.” Billions of dollars have been spent in the United States by corporations, 

foundations, and individuals to undermine the role of science in informing public policy, on a 

series of issues. In the case of climate change, these efforts are undermining the impact of Brown’s 

own research. These efforts attempt to create uncertainty and undermine the ability of citizens and 

public servants to make informed decisions about the risks and choices they face. Universities 

across the country are the targets of interventions by fossil fuel interests, who seek to influence 

campus discourse and student beliefs. (For example, The Charles and David Koch Foundation, 

funded by natural gas and pipeline corporations, has funded over 300 universities in the U.S., 

including Brown.) Other universities, financial institutions and corporations have taken the lead 

by ending their investments in fossil fuels, which are known to be destabilizing the global climate, 

and Brown recently announced its divestment is nearly complete. Yet relatively few universities 

have addressed the impact of public misinformation campaigns on the interests of higher 

education, leaving a space in need of leadership. 

Brown can become a leader in addressing organized climate change denial by establishing 

minimum guidelines that would apply to its business and financial partners, to ensure its mission 

of free inquiry and service to the nation and the world. This document proposes the following 

minimum standards for business and financial relations for adoption by Brown University and its 

governing board, ‘The Corporation.’ The purpose of these standards is to provide a framework for 

ethical action by Brown’s extended community, protecting the University from the political and 

financial powers of organizations involved in furthering climate misinformation and delay, and to 

assure that we are not enabling and legitimating efforts which directly undermine our own 

interests. This is a critical near-term step for securing Brown’s ability to be a part of an effective 

response to the climate crisis, and to fulfill its purpose as a university, as outlined in Advancing 

Brown’s Response to the Climate Emergency.  

These minimum standards apply to all business and financial relations of Brown 

University, including but not limited to: purchasing, gifts, restricted gifts, donor-driven programs, 

indirect costs, centers, institutes, research funding, consortiums, special initiatives, partnerships, 

investments, strategic corporate alliances, and programming. When seen as crucial for student 

experience, the University shall endeavor to raise funds to replace excluded funding with monies 

from other internal and external sources. These minimum standards establish a code of conduct 

for all individuals and organizations wishing to continue or enter business relations with Brown 

University.  
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Resolution 
 

Therefore, be it resolved that Brown University adopt The Brown Minimum Standards for 

Business and Financial Relations, which holds that: 

 

Individuals and organizations doing business with Brown University may not knowingly 

undermine science and science-based climate change policy, or support climate misinformation 

organizations. This includes but is not limited to: 

a. Directly undermining climate change science and science-based public policy, or 

b. Funding or supporting known organizations that attack or undermine climate 

change science and science-based policy, or 

c. Receiving such funding.  

 

Brown should provide sustained support for the research needed to document actors and financial 

flows supporting climate denial and delay, and transparently make the results of that research 

public for use by other institutions. If a business relation does not meet these minimum standards, 

the University and its Corporation will provide a limited period of time for a firm or organization 

to come into compliance (a maximum of one year), after which the University will suspend further 

engagement until they provide evidence that they have addressed the areas of concern. ACCRIP 

(Advisory Committee on Corporate Responsibility in Investment Policies) or its successor 

ACURM (Advisory Committee on University Resources Management) will oversee and maintain 

the list of firms understood to be supporting climate denial in the ways mentioned, and review 

appeals of firms and organizations to be removed from this list.  

These standards shall not infringe upon independent research and teaching and freedom of 

speech at Brown, but such shall not knowingly utilize deception to undermine climate change 

science and science-based public policy. Additional minimum standards and conflict of interest 

policies should be developed for other specific subgroups and portions of the Brown community.  
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Execution of this Resolution 

 

This resolution proposes the addition of one line of text to three University policies. To 

each of the University’s Policy on Business Ethics, Conflict of Interest in Research Policy, and 

ESG guidelines (see links below), this motion will add text consistent with the resolution above, 

of the spirit that “Organizations doing business with Brown University may not knowingly 

undermine science and science-based climate change policy, or support climate denial 

organizations, including directly and indirectly funding or receiving such support.” 

Policy on Business Ethics  

https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/purchasing/about/procurement-standards/business-

ethics 

Under “Sound business ethics include the following elements:” add the text: “Not knowingly 

undermine science and science-based climate change policy, or support climate misinformation 

and delay organizations, including directly and indirectly funding or receiving such support.” 

Conflict of Interest in Research Policy  

https://www.brown.edu/research/COIpolicy 

Add a line or short section 3.7 prohibiting “the receiving of funding from organizations that 

knowingly undermine science and science-based public policy on climate change.”  

ESG Guidelines 

This language is still to be determined, with the publication of Environmental, Social and 

Governance standards for the University.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Brown Report on Companies’ Support of Climate Misinformation and Delay is being 

researched at the University in partnership with leading national organizations in this area, and a 

draft will be released in Fall, 2020. We are open to collaboration with other universities and 

institutions in developing this list and the research background files to support it. 

  

https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/purchasing/about/procurement-standards/business-ethics
https://www.brown.edu/about/administration/purchasing/about/procurement-standards/business-ethics
https://www.brown.edu/research/COIpolicy
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