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Executive Summary 

In spring 2019, Referendum Question No. 1, sponsored by Claire Wayner ‘22 on behalf 

of the Princeton Student Climate Initiative, passed with a 95% approval rating and a voter 

turn-out rate of approximately 42% of the student body. The referendum called on Princeton 

University to take stronger climate action in response to a heightened global demand for swifter 

reductions of carbon emissions. The referendum’s high approval rating speaks to the importance 

of strong climate action to the University’s undergraduates and sends a message to the 

administration that Princeton must set an example to other educational institutions on how to 

decarbonize its campus in an efficient and transparent manner.  

Because of the clear approval by the majority of undergraduates of the referendum, the 

Princeton Undergraduate Student Government (USG) is supportive of this initiative. This paper 

documents the history behind climate action at Princeton, outlines the referendum and its 

demands, and describes future recommended action steps that should be taken both by USG and 

other responsible parties (students, faculty, and administrators) to ensure both a timely and 

meaningful implementation of the referendum. 

 

A History of Climate Action at Princeton 

Princeton University has historically taken steps to reduce its carbon emissions in 

response to the global threat of climate change. In 2008, the University’s first Sustainability Plan 

set a goal to decrease emissions to 1990 levels by 2020.  Reduction strategies emphasized 1

on-campus actions, such as improvements in building energy efficiency and operations at the 

1 “A Sustainability Plan for Princeton,” Princeton University, February 2008, 
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sites/sustainability/files/Sustainability%20Plan.pdf, 4. 
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campus co-generation energy plant, instead of purchasing off-campus carbon offsets.This set the 

standard for addressing climate change through local, tangible activities. Other measures 

established in the 2008 plan included a voluntary “CO2 tax” to be used when performing 

cost-benefit analyses of new campus energy practices to determine their climate impacts.   2

Since the 2008 plan was adopted, campus carbon emissions have consistently declined, 

reaching 1990 levels for the first time in 2017,  illustrating that this goal was both practical and 3

attainable for the timeline set. Currently, about ⅔ of emissions come from the on-campus 

Princeton Energy Plant, which generates 15 MW of electricity (typical daily campus energy 

needs) by combusting natural gas and diesel (#2 oil) fuel at an 80% efficiency rate.  An 4

additional 1,008 metric tons come from gasoline usage with campus fleet vehicles. These 

emissions are classified as Scope I emissions because they are associated with the direct 

combustion of fossil fuels on campus (the classification of carbon emissions by scope is 

significant to the work done in the referendum).  The remaining ⅓ of emissions are related to the 5

2 Off-campus carbon offsets are popular options for reducing carbon emissions. Through the purchasing of offsets, 
money is donated to initiatives, oftentimes in other locations around the world, that decrease carbon concentration in 
the atmosphere, such as the protection of intact ecosystems and reforestation. Offsets, however, oftentimes do not 
address carbon emissions being produced by the purchaser. In the 2008 Sustainability Plan, it was noted that offsets 
“give the purchaser the right to continue emitting greenhouse gases.” In place of offsets, therefore, a voluntary CO2 
tax would be considered. 
“A Sustainability Plan for Princeton,” Princeton University, February 2008, 
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sites/sustainability/files/Sustainability%20Plan.pdf, 5. 
3 1990 emissions were 98,556 metric tons of CO2; 2017 emissions were 97,771 metric tons of CO2. 2017 was also 
notably a year with a unseasonably warm winter, leading to less fuel usage for heating and therefore fewer fossil fuel 
emissions. The Office of Sustainability has still not fully claimed that the 2008 goal has been met, but it is clear that 
great progress has been made. 
“Princeton University Main Campus Emissions by Year in Metric Tons,” 
https://reports.aashe.org/media/secure/328/7/650/4844/FY%202017%20Emissions%20Inventory.pdf. 
4 Typical efficiencies for this style of energy plant are 25-45%, but with the addition of steam boilers, water chillers, 
and a thermal energy storage system to harness “waste heat” through a cogeneration process, the Princeton Energy 
Plant has an efficiency of 80%. When the plant’s cogeneration capabilities were introduced in 1996, its high 
efficiency contributed to immediate reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. 
“Princeton Energy Plant,” Princeton University Facilities Engineering and Campus Energy, 
https://facilities.princeton.edu/news/the-princeton-energy-plant. 
5 Carbon emissions can be divided into three “scopes.” Scope I emissions are those associated with the direct 
combustion of fossil fuels on site. Scope II emissions are associated with combustion of fossil fuels off-site. 
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electricity purchased from the local grid (Public Service Enterprise Group, or PSEG) from fuels 

like coal and natural gas; these are Scope II emissions because the fossil fuel incineration 

occurred off-campus but was funded through Princeton’s purchasing of grid power.  6

Figure 1. University CO2 emissions from 2017 by sector.6 

In 2014, University President Christopher Eisgruber recognized the need to take more 

aggressive climate action than the carbon reduction goal set in 2008 and convened the CO2 Task 

Force, a group of faculty and administrators, to research Princeton’s current carbon footprint and 

develop reduction goals and guiding principles for decarbonizing the campus.  Out of this task 7

Greenhouse Gas Protocol, “What are scope 3 emissions?,” https://ghgprotocol.org/sites/default/files/ 
standards_supporting/FAQ.pdf. 
6 “Princeton University Main Campus Emissions by Year in Metric Tons,” 
https://reports.aashe.org/media/secure/328/7/650/4844/FY%202017%20Emissions%20Inventory.pdf. 
7 “CO2 Task Force,” Princeton University Office of Sustainability, https://sustain.princeton.edu/about/co2task. 
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force came Princeton’s current goal to be carbon neutral by 2046,  chosen because of its 8

significance as the University’s 300th anniversary and because of its alignment with global 

climate goals to be carbon neutral by 2050.  Carbon neutrality should be achieved, however, 9

through rapid action upfront, according to the Task Force’s decision-making criteria, indicating 

that while 2046 can be considered the absolute end goal, steps should be taken immediately to 

begin on the pathway toward carbon neutrality. The Task Force’s criteria also recommended that 

offsets should be avoided unless they “contribute to a globally scalable greenhouse gas 

mitigation strategy,” reiterating the original prioritization of local action established in the 2008 

Sustainability Plan carbon reduction goal. Finally, the Task Force emphasized the importance of 

communicating Princeton’s decarbonization efforts to “students, alumni and the public” to 

“facilitate replication of successful greenhouse gas mitigation approaches,” illustrating the 

powerful impact that educating the Princeton University community can have on widespread 

climate action beyond the Princeton campus.  These findings from the CO2 Task Force have 10

been instrumental in deciding Princeton’s climate policies moving forward. 

The Referendum 

Since the culmination of the CO2 Task Force’s work in 2015 with the establishment of 

Princeton’s 2046 carbon neutrality goal, more recent developments in climate science and 

projections for warming have underscored the need for even more aggressive steps to reduce 

8 “Princeton University Sustainability Action Plan,” April 2019, 
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sites/sustainability/files/Sustainability%20Action%20Plan%20-%20Accessible%20Ver
sion.pdf, 7. 
9 For instance, the European Union is striving to be carbon neutral by 2050. Matt McGrath, “Climate change: EU 
aims to be ‘climate neutral’ by 2050,” November 28, 2018, https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment- 
46360212. 
10 “Princeton University Sustainability Action Plan,” April 2019, 
https://sustain.princeton.edu/sites/sustainability/files/Sustainability%20Action%20Plan%20-%20Accessible%20Ver
sion.pdf, 9. 
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carbon emissions. The 2018 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) report detailed 

how the Earth is already experiencing the effects of 1°C of warming and called for limiting total 

warming to 1.5°C instead of 2°C,  which would require a 100% global reduction in greenhouse 11

gas emissions by 2050.  The 2018 National Climate Report issued by the U.S. EPA reiterated 12

the need to keep warming to 1.5°C through a rapid switch to renewable energies.  Climate 13

projections are getting more, not less, severe, as are calls to action from climate scientists to 

continue fast-tracking greenhouse gas emission reductions, especially in developed nations like 

the United States in order to give more time to developing nations which may be unable to 

currently decarbonize due to a lack of resources. 

Driven by this heightened sense of urgency, students in the Princeton Student Climate 

Initiative (PSCI) came together in the fall of 2018 to start the Carbon Neutral Campus (CNC) 

team, a sub-group of PSCI that would begin strategizing how to reduce campus carbon 

emissions. Recognizing that climate change is an equity issue  due to its uneven impact on 

lower-income communities of color and many developing countries,  the CNC team emphasized 14

that Princeton, “in the nation’s service and in the service of humanity,” has a responsibility to 

utilize all of its resources available to act on climate in order to decrease its contribution to the 

negative and inequitable societal effects of climate change and act as a leader in doing so. 

Through conversations with students across campus, the CNC team realized that students at 

Princeton care about climate change and have been deeply affected by related disasters (e.g., 

11 IPCC, “Summary for Policymakers of IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C approved by 
governments,” October 8, 2018, https://www.ipcc.ch/2018/10/08/summary-for-policymakers-of-ipcc-special- 
report-on-global-warming-of-1-5c-approved-by-governments/. 
12 Coral Davenport, “Major Climate Report Describes a Strong Risk of Crisis as Early as 2040,” New York Times, 
October 7, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/2018/10/07/climate/ipcc-climate-report-2040.html. 
13 Fourth National Climate Assessment, https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/. 
14 Ibid. 
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Hurricane Maria, California wildfires, etc.) but that there currently exists a disconnect between 

students and the Princeton administration when it came to communicating the importance of 

climate action. In an effort to bridge this divide and illustrate to the Princeton community how 

significant climate change is to the undergraduate student body, the CNC team decided to pursue 

a USG referendum to call on Princeton to take swifter climate action. 

In November 2018, the CNC team began meeting with the Princeton Office of 

Sustainability to understand the climate actions already being taken by the University and to 

identify room for growth. During these conversations, the forthcoming 2019 Sustainability 

Action Plan (released on April 22, 2019, a week after the referendum’s passage),  which laid out 15

future sustainability goals for the Princeton campus in areas including greenhouse gas emissions, 

was identified as a critical tool to leverage within the referendum. Students drafting the 

referendum were given access to an advance copy of the Sustainability Action Plan to assist with 

formalizing the language of the referendum so that its requests would build on Princeton’s 

existing climate action goals elaborated in the Action Plan. In doing so, students wrote the 

referendum to both acknowledge the action that Princeton has now committed to take as part of 

the 2019 Action Plan and to highlight the areas where Princeton could be taking more aggressive 

action to further reduce carbon emissions. The emphasis of the referendum has consistently been 

on collaborative criticism, i.e., using opportunities for improvement within Princeton’s climate 

action to spark meaningful conversations and responses between undergraduates and 

faculty/administration. 

15 “Princeton University Sustainability Action Plan,” April 2019, https://sustain.princeton.edu/sites/sustainability/ 
files/Sustainability%20Action%20Plan%20-%20Accessible%20Version.pdf. 
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After several months of careful deliberations about room for growth within Princeton’s 

climate goals, the CNC team finalized the referendum to include three requests. The first is to 

create a Scope III emissions task force,  similar to the 2014 CO2 Task Force, that would be 16

responsible for “regularly quantifying campus Scope III emissions as well as developing and 

implementing comprehensive reduction strategies.”  This goal was also included in the 17

Sustainability Action Plan’s list action items with regards to lowering campus emissions and is 

clearly an administrative priority.   18

The second is to establish benchmark dates within the 2046 carbon neutrality goal. 

Currently, the Sustainability Action Plan outlines a timeline toward carbon neutrality that is 

linear but doesn’t visibly include any intermediate dates for obtaining certain milestones (besides 

a 2026 target of 73,000 metric tons of CO2). This request specifically asks for the University to 

set dates for three goals – 100% renewable energy procurement from the grid, fully electrified 

heating/cooling, and an entirely electric fleet of campus vehicles – all of which are critical for 

reaching true campus carbon neutrality. Ultimately, this request aims to enhance accountability 

and impart a sense of urgency. While 2046 is the absolute latest date possible for carbon 

neutrality, in other words, Princeton should be acting as swiftly as possible to attain these three 

goals sooner. 

16 Scope III emissions are indirectly associated with fossil fuel usage as part of everyday practices (i.e., not related to 
power generation). Examples include emissions from the manufacturing of products, transportation, and food 
procurement. Greenhouse Gas Protocol, “What are scope 3 emissions?,” https://ghgprotocol.org/sites/default/files/ 
standards_supporting/FAQ.pdf. 
17 Referendum Question No. 1, spring 2019, 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a46a96aace86433f0ea985b/t/5cfbd35db45735000179d620/1560007517881/
Referendum+Question+No.+1+%28Sustainability%29.pdf, 1-2. 
18 The specific action item listed in the plan is to “track and reduce key indirect greenhouse gas emissions sources 
(Scope 3 emissions).” “Princeton University Sustainability Action Plan,” April 2019, https://sustain.princeton.edu/ 
sites/sustainability/files/Sustainability%20Action%20Plan%20-%20Accessible%20Version.pdf, 10. 
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The third component of the referendum is a request to enhance student engagement. 

Throughout the initial surveying performed prior to the referendum, the CNC team identified that 

students were unaware of the University’s carbon neutrality goal and, more broadly, the 

Sustainability Action Plan, illustrating the need for better communication to undergraduates 

about campus carbon goals. As was highlighted by the 2014 CO2 Task Force, collaboration with 

undergraduates can yield valuable feedback on approaches to decarbonization. The referendum 

proposes specific suggestions for engagement, including public student forums and an annual 

publication of emissions data, in order to break down barriers between students interested in 

contributing to climate action at Princeton and the faculty and staff working within the Office of 

Sustainability and Facilities Engineering on reducing campus emissions. 

USG Position and Next Steps 

The Princeton Undergraduate Student Government (USG) is highly supportive of the 

goals set within the Carbon Neutral Campus referendum, both because of the intentional 

harmonization of the referendum’s requests with the recently released Sustainability Action Plan 

and the resounding student support evident from the election results. Voter turnout was higher 

than usual for the spring 2019 election (2,246 undergraduates, or 43%, voted)  and also higher 19

than the minimum requirement of 33% turnout for referendum results to be valid. Out of the four 

referenda on the ballot, the Carbon Neutral Campus referendum received the most votes (2,222 

votes, or 99% of voters) and a 95.3% approval rate (2,117 votes for, 105 votes against),  20

19 Princeton USG, “Spring 2019 Elections Results,” 
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a46a96aace86433f0ea985b/t/5cfbd2b352439d0001d2f387/1560007347515/E
lectionsResults_Spring19.pdf. 
20 Ibid. 
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significantly higher than the typical approval rating for referenda. Clearly, undergraduates 

support rapid climate action by the University. 

In response to the passage of the referendum, USG has discussed with members of the 

Carbon Neutral Campus team to identify action items for both USG and other responsible parties 

to best implement the referendum. Moving forward, the USG Sustainability Task Force, headed 

by U-Councilor and referendum sponsor Claire Wayner ‘22, will be in charge of carrying out the 

action items assigned to the USG as well as following up with the other responsible parties 

identified below. 

Action Items 

1) Action Item: Formally establish the Scope III Emissions Task Force with responsibilities 

as enumerated in the referendum (quantify and evaluate reduction methods for key 

campus Scope III emissions). The task force should specifically (1) determine the 

dominant sources of Scope III emissions on campus for tracking and reducing, (2) 

develop quantitative methodology for tracking these targeted campus Scope III emissions 

and for setting reduction goals for these emissions, and (3) develop decision-making 

criteria for Scope III emissions reductions (including researching ethical carbon offsets 

and investigating an expansion of the campus CO2 internal tax to apply to Scope III 

emissions). The task force should also prioritize undergraduate and graduate student 

engagement, either through collaborative research projects, seminar classes, or public 

presentations and meetings. 

Timeline: Conversations have already taken place among the Office of Sustainability, 

PSCI, and Professor Denise Mauzerall, co-chair of the 2014 CO2 Task Force, about 
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initiating this new task force, and the tone has generally been supportive. In moving 

forward, the Office of Sustainability will serve as a source of administrative support in 

getting the task force created, with the Vice President for Facilities and the Executive 

Vice President being ideal candidates for ultimate administrative approval and initiation. 

The task force should be initiated by October 1, 2019. An update from the task force 

should be sought at a spring 2020 meeting of the Council of the Princeton University 

Community (CPUC). 

Responsible Parties: Princeton Student Climate Initiative to support student engagement 

within the task force, Princeton Office of Sustainability (Shana Weber, director) to assist 

with framing the task force, President Christopher Eisgruber to approve the task force 

2) Action Item: Compile and propose a draft list of benchmark dates for the three goals 

listed in the referendum (100% renewable energy procurement from the grid, fully 

electrified heating/cooling, and an entirely electric fleet of campus vehicles). 

Subsequently seek undergraduate, graduate, and faculty feedback on these dates to create 

the most aggressive yet feasible timeline toward carbon neutrality possible (this input can 

possibly be sought through the public forum detailed below in #3). 

Timeline: Draft benchmark dates should be assembled by November 1, 2019. Student 

input should be sought throughout the remainder of the fall semester with final dates 

released by February 1, 2020. 

Responsible Parties: Princeton Office of Sustainability (Shana Weber, Director), 

Facilities Engineering and Campus Energy (Tom Nyquist, Director; Ted Borer, Energy 

Plant Manager) 
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3) Action Item: Hold at least one public forum on Princeton climate action during the 

2019-20 school year, co-sponsored by USG, to enhance collaborative dialogue among 

interested undergraduates, related faculty, and the staff members working within the 

Office of Sustainability and Facilities Engineering and Campus Energy on campus 

emissions reductions. The forum should both present existing priorities and actions being 

taken by the University and seek feedback from students on these actions. Students may 

also be recruited at this event for independent research projects aimed at quantifying and 

reducing campus emissions (perhaps via the Scope III Emissions task force). 

Timeline: The public forum should take place during the 2019-20 academic year, 

preferably during the fall semester. 

Responsible Parties: Undergraduate Student Government Sustainability Task Force, 

Princeton Student Climate Initiative, Princeton Office of Sustainability, and Princeton 

University Facilities 

4) Action Item: Send out a digital progress report on 2018 campus emissions (forthcoming, 

data to be analyzed over summer 2019) to all students along with information on what 

Princeton is doing to reduce these emissions. Include in the report a way for students to 

provide feedback on Princeton’s actions to reduce emissions. 

Timeline: The report should be sent out by October 1, 2019 (pending the availability of 

the data from Facilities). 

Responsible Parties: Undergraduate Student Government (responsible for sending out 

the report via email), Facilities Engineering and Campus Energy (providing the data), 

Princeton Office of Sustainability (liaison between USG and Facilities) 
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5) Action Item: Begin pursuing lower-carbon options and opportunities for both 

USG-sponsored events and for USG-funded events (e.g., Projects Board). The idea of a 

carbon accounting system for student events should be explored (perhaps in partnership 

with the Scope III Emissions task force, as many emissions related to campus events 

come from the materials procurement), as should ways that carbon emissions intersect 

with other sustainability challenges (e.g., reducing single-use plastics and waste 

generated at events, reducing water/energy usage, etc.). Incentives for hosting more 

sustainable events should also be researched. 

Timeline: By the beginning of the 2019-20 school year, the USG Sustainability Task 

Force should release a list of sustainable event guidelines in partnership with the Office 

of Sustainability (to be utilized and publicized by Projects Board). By November 1st, 

2019, the Sustainability Task Force should release more detailed recommendations for 

how USG can reduce waste at its events. 

Responsible Parties: USG Sustainability Task Force, Projects Board, Princeton Office 

of Sustainability (for coordination purposes and also for advice on sustainable event 

guidelines) 
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