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Sustainability
At the last meeting of the academic year, the members discus-
sed sustainability. For most members, this was also the first 
meeting of their term in the University Forum. The theme was 
introduced by two guest speakers: Ewout Doorman, sustaina-
bility policy officer, and Lucy Upton, General Manager of the 
UvA Green Office.

The UvA currently already has a sustainability policy: the 
so-called ‘white paper’. In his presentation, Ewout introduced 
those present with the most important objectives formulated 
there. The UvA is committed to a 25% reduction in the ecologi-
cal footprint within five years, stimulating a sustainability com-
munity, paying attention to sustainability in education, training 
sustainability pioneers and making a contribution to the cli-
mate with our research. Ewout emphasized that these plans are 
not the final destination. Fundamental questions remain, such 
as whether we want to do well compared to other universities 
or whether we want to go further and do what it takes to beco-
me fully sustainable. In addition, there is also the question of 
whether we should not take a more critical look at the content 
of our education and research and how this has contributed in 
the past and how this still affects structures that hinder sustai-
nability, such as the fossil industry.

Ewout Doorman

Lucy Upton

Lucy told the members of the University Forum about the UvA 
Green Office, an organization that is run by students and that 
contributes to the implementation of the sustainability goals 
and activates students to get started with sustainability. A sus-
tainability community is one of the goals of the white paper, but 
in practice it proves difficult for students to achieve results. This 
is largely due to the high turnover. Students are only active for 
a short time, which means there is no continuity and the wheel 
has to be reinvented time and again. How do we ensure that 
we keep students engaged and how can the UvA ensure more 
continuity? These are questions that need answers if we want an 
effective student sustainability community.



Statements

After the introduction by the guest speakers, the members and 
other attendees started working on the four provoking state-
ments below in break-out sessions. You can read the results of 
these group discussions in this report.

1
The UvA must do everything it can to align its environ-
mental impact with the planet’s ecological capacity and 
the Paris climate goals. Even if this means, for example, 
that there will be less money for research and educa-
tion, that buildings can no longer be cooled or heated 
and that furniture and ICT equipment can no longer be 
replaced.

3
The UvA must switch to fully vegan catering or take 
measures (for example price increases) to ensure that 
the consumption of animal proteins is in line with the 
carrying capacity of the planet. For example, consider 
a reduction of 80%. We must also do this if this means 
that students and employees go outside the canteen to 
get their food and drinks.

4
The development and dissemination of knowledge is 
not only the solution to but also the cause of the climate 
problem. The UvA must therefore analyze whether the-
re are programs and research groups/projects that are a 
major part of the climate problem or are exacerbating 
this problem. The UvA must then try to reform or dis-
continue these degree programs and research groups or 
projects.

2
Scientists must stop flying to attend conferences, for 
example, and the UvA must draw up a plan to comple-
tely ban such flights within five years.



The UvA must do everything it can to 
align its environmental impact with 
the planet’s ecological capacity and 
the Paris climate goals. Even if  this 
means, for example, that there will be 
less money for research and education, 
that buildings can no longer be cooled 
or heated and that furniture and ICT 
equipment can no longer be replaced.
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Everyone agrees that the UvA should become more sustainable. 
But how sustainable exactly? Being ‘truly’ sustainable means that 
your climate impact is in line with the carrying capacity of the 
planet. We are not there yet at the moment. If we look at the 
measures that the UvA is currently taking, it is striking that there 
are hardly any measures that actually cut into the organization, 
while it is likely that this is necessary to achieve complete sus-
tainability. In the discussion in this break-out group, a number 
of different considerations were discussed that may play a role 
here. There is concern, for example, that measures that affect the 
quality of the campus by making the use of space and heating 
more sustainable will lead to fewer students and staff coming to 
the UvA. Restricting air travel and reducing the influx of new 
students would reduce emissions from UvA-related travel mo-
vements, but these students and employees would then probably 
go to another university where sustainability is less important.

These are just examples of a series of possible sustainability 
measures that could affect the attractiveness of the UvA as a place 
to study and work. There is a trade-off that is painful to make. Do 
you want to ‘correct’ your climate impact as quickly as possible 
and thereby possibly chase students and employees away, or is it 
smarter to take it easy and keep those students and employees 
on board as much as possible? When making that choice, it is 
important to think carefully about the term. Cutting hard in the 
organization to reduce emissions may be sensible in the short 
term, but may hinder sustainability in the longer term because it 
could repel students and staff who would otherwise be able to in-
ternalize sustainability values   within the UvA or even contribute 
to sustainable innovations. Break-out group 4 spoke extensively 
about sustainability and scientific innovations.



The discussion is in line with the classic debate between de-
growth and green growth, about which opinions are also divi-
ded within the UvA. Are we going to cut to reduce emissions, 
or continue to grow, but in a more responsible and green way? 
More radical sustainability would be easier if competition with 
other universities was less intense, which argues for a greater 
role for coordinating bodies, such as the national government 
in particular.

Unfortunately, The Hague proves time and again not ambitious 
enough, so we will really have to take up that responsibility our-
selves. By collaborating extensively with other universities, we 
may be able to reduce competition risks without being depen-
dent on The Hague, but it remains the case that due to the lack 
of coordination from above, the degrowth scenario would be 
more complicated than green growth. In addition, departments 
within the UvA are relatively autonomous and strict measures 
could therefore also be complicated to implement.

Ideally, we will find a way to combine growth with sustainabili-
ty. This means that the measures we take are not so much aimed 
at cutting and strict rules, but at encouraging the right choices. 
As far as air travel is concerned, this would mean, for example, 
that we switch to a ‘no, unless…’ model, in which flying is no 
longer the norm, but it is not excluded either. If we keep our fo-
cus on the long term, emissions in the present may be justified 
if they contribute to scientific development for sustainability in 
the future.

Opponents of this strategy say that until now we have learned 
from sustainability at the UvA that placing responsibility with 
the individual does not yield sufficient results. We will therefore 
have to act more actively if we really take sustainability serious-
ly, even if there is no support for it.



Scientists must stop flying to attend 
conferences, for example, and the 
UvA must draw up a plan to com-
pletely ban such flights within five 
years.

The flight behavior of UvA employees is one of the most dis-
cussed topics in the sustainability debate. It is clear that flying 
is bad for the climate, but does that mean that we should stop 
it completely? Break-out group 2 has considered this questi-
on. One of the main reasons for flying is to attend scientific 
conferences. These conferences are extremely important for 
maintaining networks with colleagues in the relevant field, for 
exchanging research and, especially for starting academics, an 
important step in their career.

Science knows no borders; we will have to maintain contact 
with foreign colleagues in any case. The question is whether 
this is only possible through physical conferences that require 
you to fly. One congress is not the same as the other, and the-
re are definitely meetings that could possibly also be online. 
Fortunately, we are already seeing a development in which it 
is increasingly accepted to say ‘no’ to a long journey for, for 
example, a single lecture. In that regard, we can absolutely learn 
from our experiences in the pandemic and do digitally what 
can be done digitally. Unfortunately, that doesn’t apply to eve-
rything. Congresses are certainly valuable because of the in-
formal interactions, which are difficult to establish in a digital 
context. In addition, there are disciplines that are so interna-
tional in nature that intensive international collaboration is a 
must. This sometimes applies not only to our own researchers, 
but also, for example, to researchers who do not have a safe en-
vironment in their home country for the exchange of ideas and 
who are therefore dependent on international networks for the 
performance of their work. Such cooperation and the exchange 
of ideas is better in physical meeting.

Flying should therefore remain possible for destinations that 
cannot be reached in any other way and where physical pre-
sence is clearly of added value. Destinations that are also easily 
accessible by train can be excluded. The UvA must then release 
extra money to reimburse the often higher travel costs of the 
sustainable alternative and in the case of air travel, in any case, 
opt for CO2 compensation.

2



Limiting air travel is one way to become more climate-friendly. 
It wouldn’t be good to stare blindly at it. What someone finds 
important differs enormously per person, so let’s try to create 
space for sustainability in different ways, according to the need. 
For example, some departments could fly more because this is 
necessary in their field of research, but can compensate for this 
by making other areas more sustainable.

Behind the discussion about flying is a bigger question: does 
the UvA want to be a world university or a Dutch university? 
This question precedes a wide range of discussions within the 
UvA, about internationalization, but also sustainability debates 
about air travel. A question on which the last word has not yet 
been said.



The UvA must switch to fully vegan cate-
ring or take measures (for example price 
increases) to ensure that the consumption
of  animal proteins is in line with the car-
rying capacity of  the planet. For example, 
consider a reduction of  80%. We must also 
do this if  this means that students and em-
ployees go outside the canteen to get their 
food and drinks.
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Another much-discussed area where sustainability would be 
necessary is UvA catering. Animal proteins, and meat in parti-
cular, have a major impact on the climate. Wouldn’t it be better 
if we switch completely to vegan meals? Following on from the 
previous two groups, there is a dilemma here. Should we pro-
ceed expeditiously and make ‘wrong’ choices impossible, with 
the risk that staff and students will still buy non-sustainable 
meals outside the UvA? Or should we proceed more subtly by 
adjusting the choice architecture of the catering in such a way 
that people make better choices themselves without us directly 
limiting their options? The University Forum clearly preferred 
the latter. In this way, we avoid undermining support for sustai-
nability and we offer UvA students the opportunity to improve 
sustainability in their own way. After all, food is not equally 
important to everyone. For some it is much easier to eat vegan 
than for others.

The two most important ways to positively improve the choi-
ce architecture are price nudging, whereby we make less sus-
tainable choices more expensive, and information, where we 
communicate more clearly which choices are sustainable and 
which are not. An additional advantage of working on that in-
formation is that we can immediately make allergy information 
and information related to nutrition values   clearer, something 
that is currently often lacking to the frustration of students and 
employees who need it. Although there is a website with that 
information, it is hardly known and it would be much easier if 
this information was available in the cafeteria itself when stu-
dents and staff make their choices. 



In order for this approach to work, it is of course important that 
the basic offer is sufficiently diverse to offer room at all to make 
such responsible choices. That means an expansion of the vegeta-
rian and vegan range.

Unfortunately, it turns out to be difficult to actively manage the 
caterer’s policy, because we are dealing with an external priva-
te company that also appears unwilling to enter into discussions 
with students and employees about their needs. The UvA should 
commit itself to more control over catering so that we can work 
towards the goals discussed and preferably also do something 
about the high prices at the same time.

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the catering discussion is of-
ten based on certain assumptions about the wishes and consump-
tion behavior of students and staff, without having the data to 
support those assumptions. It would benefit these discussions if 
we had more insight into this.



The development and dissemination of  
knowledge is not only the solution to but 
also the cause of  the climate problem.
The UvA must therefore analyze whether 
there are programs and research groups/
projects that are a major part of  the climate 
problem or are exacerbating this problem.
The UvA must then try to reform or discon-
tinue these degree programs and research 
groups or projects.

4

The consequences of scientific research are difficult to predict, 
which makes it difficult to distinguish between problematic 
and unproblematic research projects. So what we should not do 
is exclude certain projects from above, at most in cases where 
the application is clearly problematic (in the dual use cases for 
example). With regard to climate, we would be better off taking 
measures aimed at stimulating ‘good’ research and discoura-
ging harmful research. There was consensus that we should 
do something about it. Doing nothing is also choosing sides 
to maintain the problematic status quo. Scientific research can 
extend the lifespan of a system that we should really get rid of 
as soon as possible, such as the fossil industry. How do we pre-
vent UvA research from playing such a role in hindering sustai-
nability? Parties that provide research funding such as private 
partners or organizations such as NWO have a great deal of 
influence on the research agenda, but that does not mean that 
we cannot steer. We should make it clear that we take a critical 
look at the sustainability aspect with every application and take 
this into account when deciding whether we will start working 
on it. If we show that we, as the UvA, want to serve the planet, 
this could eventually lead to a change in the research agenda.

A point of discussion was the question of whether we should 
stop departments that are currently ‘problematic’ or whether 
we should focus on positive change. Once again the discussion 
returns between degrowth and green growth.

In addition to research, the role of education was also discus-
sed. With our academic education, we train the students who 
will later fulfill important roles in society. We must ensure that 
we have a positive impact on society and that we do not repro-
duce the ideas and values   that have caused the climate problem. 
We need to change the status quo rather than reproduce it. That 



is not happening enough at the moment, as it appears. In many 
courses there is little or no attention for your social responsi-
bility as an academically trained individual. That responsibili-
ty goes beyond sustainability alone. Setting up a course within 
every study program focused on these themes would be a good 
step, but we must watch out for ‘tokenism’: a single sustainabi-
lity elective should not become an excuse to ignore the theme 
further.

This touches on an underlying question about the concrete im-
plementation of measures for greater sustainability in education 
and research. Are we betting on rewarding or punishing? Auto-
nomy of departments or central management? From psychology 
we know that drawing a line, for example a minimum number 
of credits on sustainability, can also have negative effects. Peo-
ple start to focus on that limit and moderate themselves in that 
way, while otherwise they might have been able and willing to 
do more than that guideline. That’s something to watch out for.

We cannot introduce sustainability and academic responsibility 
everywhere in one fell swoop. It will be a process of continuo-
us critical (self) reflection and adjustment. What we should do 
quickly in the short term is to set those processes in motion. The 
minimum that departments can do is start asking themselves 
explicitly whether they are doing enough. That is the start of the 
conversation and a first step that has not yet been taken in many 
places within the UvA.



Op de eerste fysieke bijeenkomst van het Universiteits-
Forum sinds een jaar stond gelijk een belangrijk thema 
centraal: werkdruk. Al jaren staat de beteugeling van 
werkdruk hoog op de agenda, maar de situatie op de werk-
vloer blijft penibel. Wat maakt werkdruk zo’n complex 
probleem? Welke factoren spelen een rol? Aan de UvA 

Vragen? Neem dan contact op met secretaris 
Roeland Voorbergen
universiteitsforum-bb@uva.nl


