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Executive Summary 

OUTCOME AND SUMMARY:  To advance the Plan for Pitt and University-wide Sustainability goals, we must build 
on our existing strengths to elevate a new Pitt Sustainability Institute.  This Institute will constellate existing 
sustainability functions, create new value propositions for Pitt, and fundamentally align our University to tackle the 
biggest sustainability challenges we aspire to address. 

ASK:   It is now time for Pitt leadership to identify sustainability as a fundamental value and support the creation and 
success of The Pitt Sustainability Institute through visible prioritization, organizational infrastructure, and an annual 
financial investment of $4.5M.    

PROCESS TO GET HERE:  In 2021, the Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation (MCSI) initiated a 2-year, 
Provost and SVCR-supported strategic planning process to evaluate the interest, need, and support for a university-
wide Sustainability Institute.  A robust and cross-cutting strategic planning effort was guided by a Faculty Ad Hoc 
Committee for Sustainability and with stakeholders engaged from all academic schools.    

ACTIONS:  Create and fund the Pitt Sustainability Institute through leadership’s visible prioritization, organizational 
infrastructure, and financial investment.   This will occur in two parts:  

Build Research Capacity within four core areas with 
environmental & climate justice at its core by:  

• Regenerative Solutions Respecting Planetary
Boundaries: Water Equity, Circular Economy &
Sustainable Materials, Complex Sustainable
Systems, and Just Energy Transition

• Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional
Change: Climate & Health, Sustainable
Healthcare, Urban Food, Community Resilience,
and Equitable Built Environments

• Resilient Ecological Systems: Water,
Ecosystems, Biodiversity, Ecological Justice, &
Natural Resources

• Reclaiming Environmental Discourse:
De/Growth, Preserving Our Past to Understand
Our Future, Climate Anxiety, and Environmental
Justice, Film Studies, & Media Disinformation

Strengthen Education and Engagement Core 
Harness the momentum from the rapid growth in 
enrollment in sustainability education programs by: 

• Co-creating Educational Offerings: Improving
accessibility to our programs by co-creating
sustainability course offerings across
departments and schools in ways that align with
and elevate each discipline.

• Experiential Learning: Creating interdisciplinary
and experiential learning courses and degree
programs that align with external partner needs in
industry, government, and non-profit sectors.

• Community Impact: Enhancing our community
impact by expanding the geographic reach of our
partnerships at the local, regional, national, and
international level.

OBJECTIVES FOR YEARS 1-5 [Performance Metrics]: 

• Launch Pitt Sustainability Institute in FY25
• Increase Pitt-led transdisciplinary research to solve complex sustainability challenges [Research Revenue,

Publications]
• Attract and retain high-caliber students and faculty through the development and expansion of course offerings

and programs including creative on-line programs. [Course Development, Students Impacted]
• Create expanded mutually benefiting partnerships with industry, nonprofits, and government [Partnerships,

Grants]
• Cultivate a strong and connected alumni network who are proud and actively engaged with their alma mater

[Engagement, Impact]
• Elevate sustainability funding opportunities to attract and secure large-scale donor support [Engagement,

Funding]
• Increase Pitt’s brand recognition and positive perception [Media Attention, Awards and Honors]
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Why Sustainability? Why Pitt?  Why Now? 

Over the past 20 years, Pitt’s commitment to sustainability has resulted in numerous exemplary initiatives 
across our University.  The next phase of our journey involves channeling this wealth of talent, passion, 
and vision into a unified constellation that further enables us to address society’s most pressing 
sustainability challenges together.  

Our benchmarking efforts have revealed a scarcity of universities effectively integrating their sustainability 
research, education, engagement, and operational missions. With Pitt's proven success in these areas, a 
unique opportunity exists for Pitt to distinguish itself among peer institutions -- and those it aspires to 
match. The envisioned Pitt Sustainability Institute holds the promise of elevating Pitt's genuine leadership 
in sustainability education, accelerating our research agenda, expediting our journey toward climate 
neutrality, and uniquely positioning our campus as a vibrant living laboratory. 

What will make the proposed Sustainability Institute uniquely Pitt and advance our institutional goals? 

1) Uniquely Pitt and Pittsburgh
• Pittsburgh’s regional, national, and global brand includes innovative environmental and economic

transformation – positioning us as leaders in critical areas, including environmental and climate justice.
• Given historical and persisting challenges surrounding environmental justice, it's crucial for Pittsburgh to

showcase tangible progress in resolving regional issues and share these lessons globally to provide
international benefits.

2) Building on Twenty Years & Strategic Partnerships
• Pitt has been invested in sustainability since 2003.  We are already leveraging strong academic offerings

and research capacity, witnessing notable growth in our programs.
• National higher education sustainability leaders have highlighted the future trajectory of sustainability,

emphasizing the alignment of research, academics, and institutional operations. Pitt is among a select
few higher education institutions already actively engaged in this integrated approach.

3) The Future is Interdisciplinary & Sustainability is a Driver
• In a complex world, disciplinary silos are dissolving; sustainability is an approach with demonstrable

results connecting and breaking down those silos.
• Through our planning efforts, we’ve pinpointed research themes where interdisciplinary Pitt teams are

poised to drive significant progress. The SI will foster, culture, and support sustainability research for
basic, applied, and action-oriented research.

4) Financial Opportunity
• The surge in federal funding and investment directed toward sustainability and climate action is

substantial.  By strategically supporting faculty in actively pursuing these and other funding opportunities,
we will increase our likelihood of success in accessing these new resources.

• A Sustainability Institute will attract new collaborations, forge partnerships, and help secure these
opportunities.

Sustainability is a moral imperative and is embraced as a core value of the University.  Given 
demonstrable student, faculty, staff, and alumni interest, sustainability should be considered basic 
infrastructure of any thriving university.  

-Melissa Bilec, Gena Kovalcik, Aurora Sharrard, and David Sanchez
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Motivation & Goals 

We are witnessing a global sustainability crisis that has regional, national, and international implications. 
Pitt must step forward as a major player and help to be a part of the solutions, which are impacting 
everything from science, health, engineering, social science, law, and business/economics.  

Recognizing this great challenge, leadership has already identified sustainability as a universal value at 
the University of Pittsburgh, yet organizational alignment and strategic investment are lagging.  Building 
from an initial Phase 1 discovery led by the Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation (MCSI), the 
Provost appointed an Ad Hoc Faculty Committee for Sustainability in October 2022 and tasked it with 
developing recommendations for a University-wide Sustainability Institute (Appendix 1).  

The Ad Hoc Committee’s charge was as follows: 
1) Develop a shared vision, mission, and goals of the sustainability institute.
2) Develop measurable actions to elevate research, education, and engagement in sustainability.
3) Explore options and support for a faculty cluster hire in sustainability.
4) Explore governance options and develop phased budget models.

Process 

We embarked on a phased strategic plan to define how the core value of Sustainability can be further 
woven and advanced at Pitt.  We explored how to accelerate the positive impact of our research on key 
sustainability topics.  We learned how to more closely connect various sustainability centers, initiatives, 
programs, and activities on campus.  We also discovered how to strengthen the critical link between 
academics and research with our operations, student activities, and communities.  

We engaged 8 Deans, dozens of sustainability leaders, nearly 50 faculty, 15 staff leaders, and over 100 
students, Appendix 2.  Our internal and external conversations were complemented by internal research 
on similar efforts and an extensive external peer (and aspirational peer) research effort (Appendix 3).  In 
Phase 1, the strategic framework for Advancing Sustainability in Academics and research at Pitt (ASAP) 
was developed, which included alignment with Pitt’s Sustainability Plan and Pitt’s Climate Action Plan.  
The strategic framework developed in Phase 1 set forth a pathway for the Phase 2 work. 

Starting in November 2022, the framework shown in  
Figure 1 was used by the Ad Hoc Committee and culminated in this document, with a detailed Phase 2 
process documented.  This document summarizes the recommendations and path forward. 

Figure 1.  Advancing Sustainability in Academics & Research at Pitt (ASAP) Strategic Framework 

3

https://www.provost.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/SI%20-%20Phase%201%20Report.pdf
https://www.provost.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/SI%20-%20Phase%202%20Process%20Summary-%20opt.pdf


Strategic Priority Recommendations 

To advance the Plan for Pitt and University-wide Sustainability goals, we must build on our existing 
strengths to elevate a new Pitt Sustainability Institute.   This Institute will constellate existing 
sustainability functions, create new value propositions for Pitt, and fundamentally align our University to 
tackle the biggest sustainability challenges we claim to aspire to address.  The ad-hoc committee has 
identified strategic priority recommendations, vision and mission, and 14 goals (denoted herein). 

The proposed Pitt Sustainability Institute is founded on partnerships created across the university with 
multi-disciplinary Pitt community members. It will embody and implement Sustainability as one of the 
University’s core values by building on the 2018 Pitt Sustainability Plan’s primary objectives of 
Exploration, Stewardship, Community, and Culture; and the 2022 Pitt Climate Action Plan, including 
building clearer intersectionality between these themes. 

A Sustainability Institute will carry forth the strategic priorities and goals adopted in university-wide plans. 
Previous Phase 1 planning efforts made strong connections to Pitt’s strategic plan, and the Sustainability 
Institute will continue to connect to this strong foundation, along with future University-wide strategic 
planning efforts and their outcomes.  

The Pitt Sustainability Institute’s four key drivers and recommendations are: 

Recommendation 1 Recommendation 2 Recommendation 3 Recommendation 4 

D
es

cr
ip

tio
n 

Break down silos, 
share capacity, 
elevate existing 
nodes of activity, 
and provide places 
for collaboration and 
innovation.  

Expand impact in 
priority research areas 
and their intersections; 
environmental and 
climate justice are a 
thread woven 
throughout.  

Front door for 
sustainability at Pitt, 
welcoming external 
partners, establishing 
service opportunities, 
& advancing global 
impact.  

Education and 
interfacing 
opportunities for 
faculty and students, 
including using 
campus as a living 
laboratory 

VISION 
The Pitt Sustainability Institute's vision is to co-create research, education, and engagement 
opportunities by shattering silos and fostering critical connections to solve the complex sustainability 
challenges facing our planet while co-creating more just, equitable, and sustainable communities at the 
University, within the region, and around the world.  

MISSION 
The Pitt Sustainability Institute is the collaborative, interdisciplinary hub of sustainability at the 
University of Pittsburgh, focused on making positive impacts that address our grand sustainability 
challenges. The Institute connects, strengthens, and complements existing, emerging, and exploratory 
sustainability nodes at Pitt.  
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RECOMMENDATION 1: Constellate Sustainability Efforts at Pitt 

The Pitt Sustainability Institute is a collaborative hub of the University’s sustainability efforts, 
charged with connecting and elevating sustainability efforts and nodes across Pitt.  

Significant academic sustainability-related activity already exists in several centers across the University, 
including the following:   

• Center for Global Climate Change (DAS)
• Center for Energy (SSOE)
• Center for Healthy Environments &

Communities (GSPH)
• Center for Humanities (DAS)
• Center for Sustainable Business (BUS)
• Environmental Law Clinic (LAW)
• Ford Institute for Human Security (GSPIA)
• Johnson Institute for Responsible

Leadership (GSPIA)

• Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation
(SSOE/Provost/SVCR)

• Pittsburgh Collaboratory for Water
Research, Education, & Outreach (DAS)

• Pymatuning Laboratory of Ecology (DAS)
• University Center for Social and Urban

Research (University-wide)
• University’s Community Engagement

Centers (University-wide)

Pitt Sustainability Institute enhances staff resources to strengthen engagement, break down silos, 
enhance internal networks, and increase external partnerships through its shared functions.   

The Institute connects existing research centers, academic programs, and University-wide 
operations with shared resources, amenities, and offerings, while creating additional shared staff 
capacity across centers and functions to better support and advance Pitt's Sustainability goals. 
Priority focus areas for shared functions include:  

• Communications and marketing
• Research grant management (pre- and post-award)
• External outreach and partnerships

The Sustainability Institute also builds shared knowledge of existing efforts and increases 
organizational capacity by providing informal and formal networking opportunities for faculty, 
staff, and students to engage with one another.   

The Institute creates the time and space (physical and virtual) for idea incubation and sharing -- 
as well as for new programs through which the Pitt community will better understand the value of 
each other's work and how we can more effectively work together for greater positive impact.   

The Institute will create opportunities for casual collisions of diverse and interdisciplinary Pitt 
minds, which are invaluable in meeting the vision of fostering critical connections to solve the 
complex challenges facing our planet while co-creating more just, equitable, and sustainable 
communities at the University, within the region, and around the world.  

CONSTELLATION GOALS 
• GOAL 8.  Enhance staff resources to strengthen engagement, break down silos, and 

enhance internal networks and external partnerships through shared functions. 
• GOAL 12.  Build shared knowledge of existing efforts and increased organizational

capacity 
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RECOMMENDATION 2: Accelerate Sustainability Research 

The Sustainability Institute will help ensure that we strategically expand the 
positive impact of our sustainability-focused and -related research in areas 
most aligned with Pitt’s current and emerging areas of research. Connecting 
research efforts across Pitt’s academic schools and centers will help produce a 
larger impact on Pitt’s sustainability research constellation.  

The Ad Hoc Committee and key sustainability researchers across Pitt were guided through a four-step 
process to advance the research themes (Figure 2).  This process was based on a combination of 
who/what/why, SWOT analysis, and organizational structures used in the Plan for Pitt.  Working groups, 
led by chairs, were intentionally multi-disciplinary (Figure 3); this work was conducted and completed over 
the summer of 2023. 

Figure 2.  Working Example of Sustainability Research Themes Process 

ACCELERATION GOALS 
• GOAL 2.  Elevate and expand our research centers in key sustainability focus areas. 
• GOAL 7.  Grow core research areas through strategic and diverse faculty hiring. 
• GOAL 10.   Enable inter- and trans-disciplinary research teams. 
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Figure 3.  Working Group Members and Chairs 

Figure 4 outlines the Sustainability Institute’s four proposed themes. Environmental and climate justice 
will be a thread that weaves through and helps guide our research and education thrusts.  

Figure 4.  Pitt Sustainability Institute Thrust Areas 

The complete analysis of each theme can be found in the Appendix 4 with a brief description herein. We 
envision a balanced Institute with focus on Research, Education & Engagement. 

Regenerative Solution Respecting Planetary Boundaries 
We recognize that our current models of consumption and production are unsustainable. We 
envision communities that thrive within planetary boundaries while developing and implementing solutions 
that provide equitable and just opportunities for all. This thrust is dedicated to exploring and 
promoting regenerative solutions that advance the quality of life within the natural limits of planet 
Earth with a specific focus on just energy transitions, water sustainability, and circular materials 
flows. Through collaboration, innovation, and community engagement, we seek to create a more 
equitable, sustainable, and regenerative world for current and future generations. 
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Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional Change 
This research area seeks community engaged solutions that leverage the realities of regional change to 
build sustainable futures. Communities thrive when they define and enact their vision for the future; Pitt 
can partner with communities to tackle interconnected problems including food insecurity, health 
disparities, climate change, and economic shifts. Our success is measured by centering the needs and 
future aspirations of individual communities while creating trans-local partnerships to help the 
entire region thrive. 

Resilient Ecological Systems  
The Resilient Ecological Systems is an integrated, cross-cutting effort to coordinate student 
experience, connect people, and build understanding of socio-ecological systems through research 
and education. 

Environmental Discourse 
A research cluster focused on creative, critical, curatorial, communicative, and political dimensions of 
sustainability research and challenges. Our activities fall into five research sub-areas: (1) Worldviews and 
Ideologies, (2) Narrative, (3) Creative Expressions, (4) Power and Politics, (5) Persuasion. While these 
five research areas are interdependent, this sequence reflects the fact that Power, Politics, and 
Persuasion rely on unstated Worldviews, Ideologies, and Narratives. 

Education & Engagement 
The Education and Engagement group is a university-wide team focused on synthesizing Pitt’s expertise 
and partnerships to translate sustainability knowledge to our students and add value to the world by 
engaging both our local and global communities.  

Part of the Sustainability Institute’s core motivation is to better support faculty leading in the 
identified research thrusts and incentivize strategic faculty hires.   

1) To better support faculty leading in the Institute’s research areas, the Institute will serve as both a
matchmaker and network builder to develop stronger, more diverse collaborations that will
empower SI faculty to successfully advance new research directions.

2) The Institute will work with its partner constellation entities to identify short-, medium-, and long-
term funding opportunities, implementing actionable plans for targeted research funding/
submissions.

3) Post-doctoral and research assistant resources will be provided to complement faculty growth.
4) To help grow and expand existing and new research foci the Institute will advocate for new faculty

and help structure an effective sustainability-focused faculty cluster hire.
5) The Institute will facilitate a sustainability cluster hire and/or advocate for new faculty who will

help grow and expand existing and new sustainability research foci.

The Pitt Sustainability Institute will continue to advance the University’s national prominence and 
leadership reputation in sustainability via faculty hiring and retention. 

The Sustainability Institute enables, convenes, and supports inter- and transdisciplinary research 
teams to encourage large, multidisciplinary institute-level grants.   

It does so by establishing mechanisms for faculty and students to collaborate; providing pre- and 
post-award grant support; building an accessible and living database of researchers, faculty, and 
staff skillsets; and identifying and engaging willing external and internal partners able to advance 
our core research areas.  This culture of innovation creates a structure that rewards 
interdisciplinary research and encourages innovation, entrepreneurship, and collaboration. 
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Welcome & Connect Our Community 

There is a clear need for a single point of access to Pitt for all things related to sustainability (for 
both internal and external stakeholders). The Pitt Sustainability Institute provides a single portal 
for partners and collaborators for all academic, research, operational, and community 
connections to and through sustainability.  Direct connection to the University’s Office of 
Communications & Marketing is critical for seamless messaging at the University level, as is a 
connection to Philanthropy and Alumni Engagement, to help advance both Institute and 
University-wide funding and capital campaign needs and priorities.  

Connecting our community includes expanding external, alumni, and community partnerships. 
The Sustainability Institute enhances collaborations with businesses, local and state 
governments, nonprofit organizations, media, and other external partners while growing existing 
programs and creating new opportunities that provide faculty and students with real-world 
partnerships and collaborations.  

We embrace a culture of impactful service through long-term investment in our communities.  
Partnerships are critical to elevating Pitt's sustainability service mission to our communities.   The 
Pitt Sustainability Institute embraces regional sustainability initiatives to be leaders and takes an 
active leadership role in sustainability initiatives at scales from local to global. The University will 
continue to demonstrate and partner in developing solutions to our grand challenges locally.   We 
incentivize sustainability-focused community work internationally by providing copious partnership 
opportunities, including matching students and employees to opportunities for volunteerism, 
internships, service, and community engagement efforts that focus on sustainability.   

While connecting to our local Pittsburgh communities, we are also expanding global impact and 
programs.   

The Sustainability Institute engages with the world by exploring and addressing issues that 
improve global environments and quality of life, expanding our understanding of the relationship 
between local and global activities, and exploring expanded research and academic programs 
globally.  The Sustainability Institute also aims to increase the number of sustainability-related 
international service projects. 

WELCOMING & CONNECTING GOALS 
• GOAL 9.  Expand external, alumni, and community partnerships. 
• GOAL 13.  Expand global impact and programs.
• GOAL 14.  Elevate Pitt's sustainability service mission to community.
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RECOMMENDATION 4: Foster Knowledgeable & Innovative Sustainability Journeys 

The Pitt Sustainability Institute takes on the imperative function of supporting Pitt’s students, 
faculty, and staff through their sustainability journeys.   

The Sustainability Institute offers a variety of sustainability-focused and -related strategies to 
advance education, operations, and engagement. Key to this charge is supporting 
faculty to increase sustainability in the curriculum.  The Institute creates faculty tools, 
workshops, and incentives that encourage the incorporation of sustainability into 
current and future syllabi and ensure courses are correctly identified as sustainability-
focused / sustainability-related. 

We prioritize the success of our students – undergraduate, graduate, and post-
graduate.  
The Sustainability Institute provides undergraduate students with an understanding of, insights 
into, and first-hand experience with our grand sustainability challenges.   

We do this by engaging and supporting passionate students to further Pitt’s sustainability-related 
efforts; broadening and increasing awareness of sustainability-focused and -related academic, 
research, and extracurricular opportunities on- and off-campus; fostering experiential 
sustainability projects and experiences in alignment with and in support of other Pitt programs; 
seeding convergent sustainability teams to solve complex challenges; providing undergraduates 
with increased offerings and engagement with discovered sustainability pathways; elevating and 
celebrating undergraduate student achievements; and strategically supporting student groups 
and projects with mentorship and funding. 

The Sustainability Institute must also elevate graduate students research and educational 
offerings, especially for interdisciplinary collaborations. 

These efforts closely align with the Institute’s other motivations.  The Institute creates new 
graduate and executive programs, including creating more integration across academic schools.  
The Institute creates and fosters collective and shared experiences for graduate students via 
increased interactions with sustainability on-campus, including developing financial support for 
talented students passionate about sustainability in opportunities including cohort programs.  The 
Institute will provide direct and indirect financial support with intentional focus on students from 
historically under-represented populations.  The Institute also continues and expands its elevation 
and celebration of graduate student research, service, and achievements. 

The University’s physical environment and campuses directly impact our sustainability journey, 
with the closer integration of academics, research, and operations representing a massive 
opportunity.  The Institute will foster an inclusive and diverse Campus as a Living Lab program in 
close connection with the University’s operations team (led by and including the Office of 
Sustainability).  This open‐innovation ecosystem will better integrate learning, research, and 
development focused on sustainable solutions.  The Pitt Sustainability Institute will create a 

FOSTERING GOALS 
• GOAL 4.   Provide undergraduates with understanding of, insights into, and first-hand 

experience with our grand sustainability challenges. 
• GOAL 5. Elevate our graduate student’s research & educational offerings, especially for 

interdisciplinary. 
• GOAL 6. Support faculty to increase sustainability in the curriculum. 
• GOAL 11.  More closely integrate academics, research, and operations via Campus as a Living

Lab program.
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strong process, structure, and support network to implement new ideas and research outcomes 
over time, while generating visible enthusiasm and support for campus sustainability efforts.   

Continued collaboration with Pitt’s sustainability leadership constellation group noted above is 
imperative, as well as seeding and building stronger partnerships within Engagement & 
Community Affairs, Innovation and Entrepreneurship and Global Studies to name a few. 
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HIRING, GOVERNANCE, AND BUDGET 

FACULTY CLUSTER HIRE 

The Ad Hoc Committee sub-groups identified in Figure 3 examined where Pitt currently has collective 
faculty expertise to further advance funding and reputation in each of the research thrust areas.  The 
groups also discussed topical areas with noticeable gaps in faculty expertise where strategic hiring could 
gain Pitt strength and opportunity.  As plans for an Institute develop, we urgently advocate for a faculty 
cluster hire across the University in strategic areas that will further our prominence and potential. 

GOVERNANCE 

To help make recommendations related to an Institute’s governance structure, the SI steering planning 
team has engaged with both internal and external thought and practice leaders and designed several 
governance models to aid alignment with the Chancellor, Provost, and SVC for Research, as well as with 
the new policy and budget model under development for Pitt centers and institutes.  Once the new 
directives become concrete in further discussions, we will align our final, formal recommendation on 
institute governance accordingly. 

1) Executive Leadership: Because the Sustainability Institute has functions related to academics,
research, and operations, we strongly urge the creation of an “Executive Leadership Steering
Committee on Sustainability,” a strategy employed by other universities. This body should be
comprised of key Senior Leaders, including but not limited to the Chancellor, Provost, SVC for
Research, SVC for the HS, SVC for Business and Operations, and SVC of Philanthropic and
Alumni Engagement.

2) Internal Governance: Given the elevated Institute structure, an opportunity to reimagine the
existing Chancellor’s Advisory Council on Sustainability alongside formalizing and integrating the
Faculty Sustainability Task Force present themselves  as internal governance opportunities.
These efforts would include new and renewed membership that balances faculty and staff while
updating the Council’s charter to best reflect the University’s Sustainability vision and intentions.

3) Sustainability Institute Team: The Institute will include a passionate and experienced team of
faculty and staff sustainability leaders with the shared values outlined above.

4) Student Engagement: The Institute would continue to expand Pitt Sustainability’s alignment and
collaboration with University-wide student sustainability functions, including, but not limited to, the
Student Office of Sustainability (established 2014 in Student Affairs by SGB), the Pitt Green Fund
Advisory Board (established in 2010 by SGB), and other student engagement functions -- while
also expanding graduate student engagement and activities.

CONNECTIONS WITH THE OFFICE OF SUSTAINABILITY & CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL TEAM 

As currently proposed, the Pitt Sustainability Institute is a hub to enhance, connect, accelerate, and 
(where appropriate) create sustainability efforts.  While the Pitt Sustainability Institute could become the 
single incorporation of Sustainability for the University, its final governance and structure is heavily 
dependent upon the factors addressed in “Governance,” above.   

• Goal 1: Establish a process to define how the Institute is operated, governed, and funded.
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Established in 2018, the Office of Sustainability is a separate entity reporting to and primarily funded by 
the SVC for Business and Operations.  Over the past five years, the Office of Sustainability has 
centralized campus-wide sustainability activities, strategies, and partnerships; it leads University-wide 
sustainability strategy, activities, policies, collaborations, & partnerships that builds on the Plan for Pitt, 
2018 Pitt Sustainability Plan, 2022 Pitt Climate Action Plan, and other University-wide strategic plans. 

The Office of Sustainability also ensures all of the University’s Sustainability progress and 
accomplishments are shared internally and externally, coordinating across all academic and operational 
divisions, as evidenced in the 2018-22 Progress Report on the Pitt Sustainability Plan. 

The University’s Office of Sustainability and Executive Director of Sustainability have been strong 
partners and supporters of the Sustainability Institute development process (and this document). 
Continuing University-wide Sustainability collaborations as part of a Sustainability Institute provides a 
unique opportunity to ensure the intersections between research, education, community, and operations 
are clearly, fully, and ideally realized. The Pitt Sustainability Institute creates an enhanced opportunity to 
continue University-wide Sustainability collaboration on hiring, internships, campus as a living lab 
projects, and other initiatives, collaborations, and programs. 

PHASED BUDGET 

The steering committee explored a phased budget over a 3-year period beginning in Fiscal Year 2025. 
The budget presents opportunities where a centralized Institute would provide value-added services to 
faculty, staff, and students across the University who are advancing research, education, and service 
goals related to sustainability.  Through our listening sessions and meetings with Pitt faculty and 
leadership we determined that the need for centralized services is key including staff support for 
communications and fundraising as a first phase of support and then the build-out of the additional key 
services including grant administration and project management.  In addition, based on the 
sustainability research themes we identified where a faculty cluster hire would help to build upon 
current strengths and put us further into a position to lead large federal proposals and gain national and 
international prominence in core areas Table 1.   

Table 1. Proposed Budget Roll-Out 

Institute Implementation - 
FY25 

Institute Implementation - 
FY26 

Institute Implementation - 
FY27 

• Marketing &
Communications Liaison

• Grants Administrator &
Project Manager

• Human Resources, Financial
Support Staff

• Manager of Constituent
Relations (philanthropy and
engagement)

• Faculty Hiring, Phase 1 • Living Lab Creation &
implementation

• Director of Online Education
Programs • Faculty Hiring, Phase II

• Faculty Research and
Education Leads

• Institute Branding,
Marketing, and Promotion

• Budget to expand signature
programs and support new
initiatives
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The proposed budget roll-out parallels the proposed schedule, which includes advancing to Phase 3 
through operational alignment, implementation, and investments (Figure 5).  Please note that Goal 3 is a 
part of Phase 3 (Goal 3: Build new brand and improve communications around the center and the 
constellation of our efforts.) 

In summary, it is now time for Pitt leadership to identify sustainability as a fundamental value and support 
the creation and success of The Pitt Sustainability Institute through visible prioritization, organizational 
infrastructure, and an annual financial investment of $4.5M.    

Figure 5. Sustainability Institute Schedule 
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What’s Next 

We are at the conclusion of Phase 2, and our recommendation is for the university to create and fund the Pitt 
Sustainability Institute through leadership’s visible prioritization, organizational infrastructure, and financial 
investment.   This will occur in two parts:  

Build Research Capacity within four core areas with environmental & climate justice at its core. 

• Regenerative Solutions Respecting Planetary Boundaries: Water Equity, Circular Economy & Sustainable
Materials, Complex Sustainable Systems, and Just Energy Transition

• Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional Change: Climate & Health, Sustainable Healthcare, Urban Food,
Community Resilience, and Equitable Built Environments

• Resilient Ecological Systems: Water, Ecosystems, Biodiversity, Ecological Justice, & Natural Resources
• Reclaiming Environmental Discourse: De/Growth, Preserving Our Past to Understand Our Future, Climate

Anxiety, and Environmental Justice, Film Studies, & Media Disinformation

Strengthen Education and Engagement Core Harness the momentum from the rapid growth in enrollment in 
sustainability education programs by: 

• Co-creating Educational Offerings: Improving accessibility to our programs by co-creating sustainability
course offerings across departments and schools in ways that align with and elevate each discipline.

• Experiential Learning: Creating interdisciplinary and experiential learning courses and degree programs that
align with external partner needs in industry, government, and non-profit sectors.

• Community Impact: Enhancing our community impact by expanding the geographic reach of our partnerships
at the local, regional, national, and international level.

OBJECTIVES FOR YEARS 1-5 [Performance Metrics]: 

• Launch Pitt Sustainability Institute in FY25
• Increase Pitt-led transdisciplinary research to solve complex sustainability challenges [Research Revenue,

Publications]
• Attract and retain high-caliber students and faculty through the development and expansion of course offerings

and programs including creative on-line programs. [Course Development, Students Impacted]
• Create expanded mutually benefiting partnerships with industry, nonprofits, and government [Partnerships,

Grants]
• Cultivate a strong and connected alumni network who are proud and actively engaged with their alma mater

[Engagement, Impact]
• Elevate sustainability funding opportunities to attract and secure large-scale donor support [Engagement,

Funding]
• Increase Pitt’s brand recognition and positive perception [Media Attention, Awards and Honors]

15



Appendix 1: Faculty Ad Hoc Committee for Sustainability 

Committee Charge 

The Faculty Ad Hoc Committee for Sustainability will develop recommendations for a University-wide 
sustainability institute. 

• Vision, mission, and goals
• Measurable actions to elevate sustainability research, education, and outreach
• Faculty cluster hire in sustainability
• Governance model including connections with Business and Operations
• Phased budget model

Through this effort, the Ad Hoc Committee will engage a broad stakeholder group across the University. 
The recommendations will be ready for presentation to Pitt’s executive leadership in Spring 2023. 

Membership 

• CHAIR: Melissa Bilec, Co-Director, Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation; Professor, Civil
& Environmental Engineering

• Allyson Delnore, Executive Director of Academic Affairs, University Center for International
Studies

• Tony Delitto, Dean, School of Health and Rehabilitation Sciences
• Betsy Farmer, Dean, School of Social Work
• Michael Glass, Director, Urban Studies Program
• Matt Kropf, Associate Professor, Engineering Science & Technology; Director, Energy Institute,

Pitt Bradford
• Ruth Mostern, Professor, History; Director, World History Center
• Daniel Mosse, Professor & Associate Dean, Computing & Information
• Tina Ndoh, Associate Professor, Environmental and Occupational Health, Public Health
• Cassie Quigley, Associate Professor, School of Education
• David Sanchez, Associate Professor, Civil and Environmental Engineering
• Patrick Shirey, Assistant Professor, Geology and Environmental Sciences
• Carissa Slotterback, Dean, Graduate School of Public and International Affairs
• Göetz Veser, Professor, Chemical and Petroleum Engineering
• Jennifer Wasco, Assistant Professor, School of Nursing
• Staff Liaisons:

o Gena Kovalcik, Co-Director, Mascaro Center for Sustainable Innovation
o Aurora Sharrard, Executive Director, Office of Sustainability
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Appendix 2: Pitt Faculty, Staff, & Student Engagement 

Role Name Department 
 Students Capstone Design Class (~50 undergrads) 

Assoc Dean, A&S Leibovich, Adam A&S / Provost Office 
A&S Department Chair Covington, Yolanda Africana Studies 
A&S Department Chair Constable, Nicole Anthropology 

Faculty Ebert, Claire Anthropology 
Faculty Goldstein, Steven Anthropology 
Faculty Matza, Thomas Anthropology 
Faculty Wanderer, Emily Anthropology 
Faculty Armstrong, Drew Architectural Studies 
Student Kemick, Claire Architectural Studies / SOOS Student Council 

Staff Gray, Dustin Athletics 
Faculty Carson, Walter Biological Science 
Faculty Kitzes, Justin Biological Science 
Faculty Richards-Zawacki, Cori Biological Science 

A&S Department Chair Lawrence, Jeffrey Biological Sciences 
Director Bhattacharya, CB Center for Sustainable Business 
Faculty Camillus, John Business 
Student Vertucci, Rachel Business / SOOS Student Council 

Staff Goodfellow, Nick Business, Hospitality, & Auxiliary Services 
Faculty Blackhurst, Mike Center for Social & Urban Research 

Assoc Dir, Sustainable 
Bus 

Gassman, Chris Center for Sustainable Business 

Faculty Beckman, Eric Chemical Engineering 
Faculty Veser, Goetz Chemical Engineering 

A&S Department Chair Saxena, Sunil Chemistry 
Codirector, MCSI Bilec, Melissa Civil & Environmental Engineering 

Faculty Sanchez, David Civil & Environmental Engineering 
Faculty Sebastian, John Civil & Environmental Engineering 

A&S Department Chair Wildberg, Christian Classics 
Director, Center for 

Humanities 
Marshall, David Communications 

AVC Dostillo, Lina Community Engagement 
Faculty Burton, Matthew Computer Science 
Faculty Mosse, Daniel Computer Science 
Dean Blee, Kathy Dean, A&S 

A&S Department Chair Hiroshi, Nara East Asian Languages and Literatures 
Faculty Oyler, Elizabeth East Asian Languages and Lits 

A&S Department Chair Ripoll, Marla Economics 
Faculty Walsh, Randall Economics 
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Student Chase, Cameron Economics / SOOS Student Council 
Assoc Dean, Education Crowley, Kevin Education 

Student Henry, Hillary Education 
Student Orman, Meghan Education 
Student Plank, Holly Education 
Faculty Quigley, Cassie Education 

Staff Toner, Alex Engagement and Community Affairs 
Assoc Dean, SSOE Besterfield-Sacre, Mary Engineering 
Assoc Dean, SSOE Parker, Bob Engineering 

Student Vaden, Jessica Engineering 
Student Ziazi, Rezvan Engineering 

Dean Martin, Jimmy Engineering / Provost Office 
Dean Shroff, Sanjeev Engineering 

Department Chair Vidic, Radisav Engineering / CEE 
Board of Visitors SSOE Board of Visitors Engineering 

Faculty Boone, Troy English 
Faculty Carlson, Sten English 
Faculty Horton, Zachary English 
Faculty Kramer, Mark English 
Faculty LeMieux, Steven English 
Faculty Puri, Shalini English 

A&S Department Chair Rogers, Gayle English 
Assoc Dean, A&S Twyning, John English 

Staff Duval, Keith Environmental Health and Safety 
Student Carr, Aaron Environmental Science / SOOS Student Council 
Student Kim, Christy Environmental Studies / SOOS Student Council 
Student Laing, Taylor Environmental Studies / SOOS Student Council 

Staff Ruffin, Cheryl Equity, Diversity, & Inclusion 
Staff Bernotas, Scott Facilities Management 

A&S Department Chair Halle, Randall Film and Media Studies 
Faculty Moore, Sarah Film and Media Studies 
Faculty Mecchia, Giuseppina French and Italian 

A&S Department Chair Walsh, John French and Italian 
A&S Department Chair Glazener, Nancy Gender, Sexuality, and Women's Studies 

Director, Climate Center Abbott, Mark Geology & Environmental Science 
Faculty Andrew-Brown, Danielle Geology & Environmental Science 
Faculty Bain, Dan Geology & Environmental Science 

Director, Water 
Collaboratory 

Elliott, Emily Geology & Environmental Science 

Faculty Shirey, Patrick Geology & Environmental Science 
Faculty Whittinghill, Kyle Geology & Environmental Science 

A&S Department Chair Werne, Josef Geology & Environmental Science 
Faculty Hannun, Reem Geology & Environmental Science 
Faculty Harms, Viktoria German 
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A&S Department Chair Lyon, John German 
Student Cadden, Ellie GSPIA 

Dean Slotterback, Carissa GSPIA / Provost Office 
A&S Department Chair Holstein, Digo History 

Faculty Mostern, Ruth History 
Director Nappi, Carla Center for Humanities 

A&S Department Chair Dietrich, Michael History and Philosophy of Science 
A&S Department Chair Rajagopalan, Mrinalini History of Art and Architecture 

Dean Foote, Nicola Honors / Provost Office 
Faculty MacIntyre, Grant Law 
Dean Wildermuth, Amy Law / Provost Office 

A&S Department Chair Keisling, Scott Linguistics 
Student Marchese, Nicole Marketing / SOOS Student Council 
Faculty Kerzmann, Tony Mechanical Engineering 
Faculty Woods, Noe Medicine (Obstetrics) 

A&S Department Chair Helbig, Adriana Music 
A&S Department Chair Meriney, Steve Neuroscience 

Faculty Freitas, Ayres Physics and Astronomy 
A&S Department Chair Kosowsky, Arthur Physics and Astronomy 

Faculty Zentner, Andrew Physics and Astronomy 
Faculty Aklin, Michael Political Science 
Student Peterson, Max Political Science 
Faculty Shimizu, Kay Political Science 
Provost Cudd, Ann Provost 

Vice Provost Godley, Amanda Provost’s Office 
Vice Provost McCarthy, Joe Provost’s Office 

A&S Department Chair Fiez, Julie Psychology 
Faculty Barchowsky, Aaron Public Health 
Faculty Burke, Jessica Public Health 
Faculty Fabisiak, James Public Health 
Dean Lichtveld, Maureen Public Health / Provost Office 

Faculty Finkel, Muge Public Policy 
Faculty Gamper-Rabindran, Shanti Public Policy 
Faculty Gonzalez Rivas, Marcela Public Policy 
Faculty Weber, Jeremy Public Policy 
Faculty Gordon, Benjamin Religious Studies 
Dean Childers, Bruce SCI / Provost Office 

A&S Department Chair Grigoryan, Bella Slavic Languages and Literatures 
Faculty Ohmer, Mary Social Work 

A&S Department Chair Brush, Lisa Sociology 
Faculty Waverly Duck Sociology 

A&S Department Chair Iyengar, Satish Statistics 
Staff Ninos, Erika Student Affairs 
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A&S Department Chair Thomas, Lenore Studio Arts 
Staff Ford, Samantha Sustainability 

Codirector, MCSI Kovalcik, Gena Sustainability 
Exec Director, 
Sustainability 

Sharrard, Aurora Sustainability 

SVC Office Holland, Mike SVC Research 
SVC Rutenbar, Rob SVC Research 

A&S Department Chair Croot, Cynthia Theater Arts 
Trustee Agbede, Bob Trustee 
Trustee Luxbacher, Roberta Trustee 

A&S Department Chair Glass, Michael Urban Studies 
Faculty Mendonca de Carvalho, 

Roberta 
Urban Studies 

Appendix 3: External Benchmarking Interviews & Review 

UNIVERSITY CENTER / INSTITUTE NAME POSITION 
Dickinson College Center for Sustainability 

Education 
Lindsey Lyons Director of Sustainability 

Learning 
Ohio State University Sustainability Institute Elena Irwin Faculty Director 

University of Illinois Institute for Sustainability, 
Energy, and Environment 

Jeremy Guest Associate Director for 
Research 

University of Michigan School for Environment 
and Sustainability 

Andrew Hoffman Holcim (US) Professor of 
Sustainable Enterprise 

Washington University in 
St. Louis 

Dan Giammar Walter E. Browne Professor of 
Environmental Engineering 

Summary slides of benchmarked institutes and centers. 
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Appendix 4: Working Group Reports – Presentation Slides 

Working group reports can be located by the following links: 

Regenerative Solution Respecting Planetary Boundaries 

Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional Change 

Resilient Ecological Systems  

Environmental Discourse 

Education & Engagement 
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Working Group 
Regenerative solutions 
respecting planetary boundaries



Working Group Members

• Markus Chmielus  (MEMS)
• Shanti Gamper-Rabindran (GSPIA)

• Marcela González Rivas (GSPIA)

• Carla Ng  (CEE)
• Götz Veser (ChE)



Theme Name/Language
We recognize that our current models of consumption and production are 
unsustainable. We envision communities that thrive within planetary 
boundaries while developing and implementing solutions that provide 
equitable and just opportunities for all. This thrust is dedicated to 
exploring and promoting regenerative solutions that advance quality of 
life within the natural limits of planet earth with a specific focus on just 
energy transitions, water sustainability, and circular materials flows. 
Through collaboration, innovation, and community engagement, we 
seek to create a more equitable, sustainable, and regenerative world for 
current and future generations.



Pitt’s strengths in… 
                        …Energy Transition

• Pitt’s location in an extractive region in southwestern PA that is facing 
opportunities and barriers in the shift to renewable energy has been an 
impetus for the Pitt faculty and students to learn from and share with 
communities on accelerating this shift. Faculty members have collaborated 
with researchers examining the challenges and opportunities for the Just 
Transition in other fossil fuel extractive regions in the world, including India 
and Germany. 

• The Grid Institute houses one of academia's most advanced electric 
power utility research entity. The lab focuses on advancing utility-scale 
power systems, incl. integrating distributed generation sources into 
microgrids.



Key Faculty in… 
                        …Energy Transition

• Shanti Gamper-Rabindran (GSPIA/Econ/Law), political economy and legal 
issues In accelerating the shift to renewable energy and investments into 
fossil fuel legacy communities.  

• Brandon Grainger, Engineering, Director of the Grid Institute. Innovations 
in microgrid design and deployment. 

• Tony Kerzman, Engineering, Solar deployment in rural SWPA, agrivoltaics.
• Daniel Mosse, School of Computing and Information Sciences, energy 

efficiency in computing
• David Sanchez, Engineering. Sustainability in island nations e.g., Guam. 

The shift to renewable energy and distributed energy resources are 
important for greater resilience. 



Pitt’s gaps to reach its potential?

• Priority Hiring:   Lawyer who works on utility-law. 
Public Utility Commissions make major decisions that affect 
electricity distribution companies’ purchase of renewable 
energy and hosting of distributed electricity generation. 
However, there is little public understanding of the role of 
PUCs.  Briefs from law/policy/ engineering can improve public 
representation. 

• Limited expertise in renewable energy (wind, solar, ...) and in 
energy storage, incl. battery research, despite critical role in 
energy transition.



Threats
• The “Decarbonization” narrative can be/has been co-opted to push 

for drilling down on fossil fuel reliance (see M. Mann’s ‘New Climate War’).  
All researchers must declare all funding sources in their websites or 
publications (at present, not required by several social sciences journals 
or white papers.

• Competition:  Crowded field (many RE centers at US uni’s) may make it 
difficult to gain visibility.  However, Pitt has unique research in 
sociotechnical aspects, such as tailoring policies to make RE compatible & 
financially beneficial to farmers and communities (e.g. agrivoltaic; 
Gamper-Kertzman MCSI seed grant), and reskilling of fossil fuel workers/ 
communities to ensure inclusive transition (Gamper Carnegie Corp grant) 



Pitt’s strengths in… 
                    …Water Sustainability

• The Water Collaboratory is a clear strength, and has brought collaborations 
across Dietrich and SSOE.  Additionally, strong community actors have 
mobilized on water equity issues (Our Water Table, CONNECT)

• Strong collaborations between the School of Public Health and SSOE 
with several faculty having secondary appointments that help with the “safe 
water for all” end of things.

• Expertise on microbial ecology within built infrastructure (e.g. drinking 
water distribution systems) and environmental justice in the context of 
climate exacerbated flooding in homes in Pittsburgh (S. Haig), as well as 
expertise in fate and transport of persistent contaminants w/ implications 
for hindering circular economy/recycling and developing novel materials 
(sorbents) to treat emerging chemicals in drinking water (C. Ng).



Pitt’s gaps to reach its potential?
• While we have strengths in urban water quality, we would benefit on building out 

strengths in management of industrial wastewaters and industrial impacts on 
surface and groundwater given the high level of industrial activity in the region (and 
link to energy transition). 

• Important aspect of water sustainability is equitable provision of safe drinking 
water. We have faculty in the humanities, social sciences and policy that focus on 
water equity  => Pitt would benefit from establishing an effective institutional 
mechanism that makes collaboration across disciplines/areas of study easier 
(find/build/link expertise on this with water quality experts). Faculty are often over-
committed – how do we incentivize making the time and space to build integrative 
cross-school and cross-department strength?

• Potential for industrial partnerships and innovation incubators in the water space?
• Key faculty:  Emily Elliott (GEO); Sarah Haig, Carla Ng, David Sanchez, Radisav Vidic (link to energy), 

and Meng Wang (all CEE);  Marcela González Rivas (GSPIA), Ruth Mostern (History), Shalini Puri 
(Literature)



Threats
• Industrial pushback on water regulation.

• High costs of water infrastructure being passed down to consumers 
already facing high utility costs.

• Difficulty engaging with local utility and regulatory stakeholders 
(some are willing, many are not;  also:  lack of resources/ manpower on 
their end to engage).

• Competition:  There are many schools with strengths in water – Pitt 
needs to carve out a unique niche.

• Perception:  There is tremendous opportunity in “reimagining a rust 
belt city” but there may not be will to invest.



Pitt’s strengths in… 
                        …Circular Materials

• Pitt, jointly with Covestro LLC, has created the first graduate program in 
Circular Economy within the US which has gained significant visibility 
regionally and beyond. 

• MCSI, (E. Beckman, M. Bilec) have established themselves as thought 
leaders on circular economy and design of materials for circularity.

• A nucleus of research programs on circular materials for the built 
environment (Bilec), and “plastic waste recycling” (Veser/Khanna/Masnadi)

• UPCAM and Pitt’s involvement in MDS-Rely offer opportunities to embed 
efforts more broadly in the materials/AM research landscape 

• Key faculty:   E. Beckman (ChE), M. Bilec (CEE), V. Khanna (CEE), Marcus Chmielus (MEMS), Paul Leu 
(IE), Xiajun Zhao (MEMS)



Pitt’s gaps to reach its potential?

• Bolstering expertise in materials for circularity would be useful 
across different departments and schools. Folks with 
experience in materials synthesis would complement existing 
strengths in materials characterization and systems analysis.

• Specific gaps:
• No significant research on bio-renewable materials and processes.
• Lack of materials design expertise.

• Priority Hiring:  With Eric Beckman retiring, we are lacking a 
polymer chemist and “materials designer” with sustainability/ 
circularity focus. 



Threats
• Circular Economy is a rapidly developing field in the US.  

To maintain momentum and visibility, we have to move fast.

• CCEP program is currently heavily focused on (graduate) 
education =>  build a research arm to support the activities.

• Despite strong efforts, industry engagement has proven 
difficult.

• Currently, CE at Pitt seems largely confined to SSOE – we need 
stronger engagement of researchers across campus (incl. 
policy, business & law schools).



Project Ideas – Energy Transition  

• RE transition in former fossil fuel communities: what are policies 
(siting, tax, fighting misinformation) and types of projects (community 
solar/agrivoltaics) that could be implemented?  Pitt experts on science 
misinformation and on science-community education (e.g. Pitt School 
of Education), with interest in working with rural communities in SW 
PA, could be partners on this RE focused project. 
Funding:  DOE  (MCSI seed grant to Gamper & Kerzman).  



Project Ideas – Water Sustainability

• Exploring decentralization of water treatment for more resilient 
infrastructure in the face of climate instability.

• Documenting alternative models of water service provision 
(globally), within the context of understanding what constitutes public 
service provision in decentralized settings, what are actors involved 
beyond the public/private models. 

• Funding:
• US EPA Environmental Justice in Communities
• NSF Environmental Convergence Opportunities in CBET

https://www.epa.gov/p2/pollution-prevention-grant-environmental-justice-communities
https://www.nsf.gov/pubs/2021/nsf21596/nsf21596.htm


Project Ideas – Circular Materials
• Circular materials flow has two parallel research components:  

Developing circular processing schemes for existing materials, and designing 
materials for circular use (e.g. polymers that “unzip” readily).  
Both aspects are currently the focus of funding opportunities from DOE and NSF, 
as well as industry partners, consortia/NGOs (e.g. Alliance to End Plastic Waste), 
and foundations.

• We have several nucleating efforts in the area that can be grown into larger 
focused efforts:

• Plastic waste recycling: Polyolefin recycling (Pitt Momentum, E. Beckman); 
Circular TPU (industry; G. Veser);  multiple DOE proposals (unsuccessful so far)

• Assessment & tracking of (waste) materials flows: NSF Convergence Accelerator 
(M. Bilec)  

• Accelerating transition to more sustainable alternatives to PFAS [...] through 
computational tools: NSF Convergence Accelerator (C. Ng, led by IBM).



Project Ideas – Circular Materials

• Pitt has significant expertise in Advanced Manufacturing (3D printing).  
Connect CE with AM?  Topic:  “3D Printing for Circularity”;  unless done right, 
3D printing could result in flood of new devices that cannot be 
disassembled (funding:  DOE-AMO)

• Also, blockchain technology has significant potential for tracking 
sourcing of (clean) energy, materials, etc (but also has large energy 
footprint…).  Pitt has core expertise across multiple schools  (DOE, NSF)



Project Ideas –  RE/CM

• Renewable energy requires new materials – combine RE and CM 
tracks:  
Designing materials (and devices) for a circular renewable energy 
infrastructure:  wind mill blades, solar panels, battery materials;  

• This also has an aspect of global equity:  sourcing of materials and 
discarding 

• Funding:  DOE – various programs; NSF; foundations; industry;  
could also be great topic for NRT and REU programs



Project Ideas – Water/CM
• Global Environmental Justice Research Project, which aims to understand the life cycle 

of removed lead lines. Research focus on implications of US environmental justice 
initiatives for environmental injustices abroad. Specifically, the research focuses on the 
implications of the lead line replacement program of the Biden administration, exposing 
limitations of the US government environmental justice lens. 

• Energy transition needs to move away from hazardous materials, including PFAS 
which are components of batteries, solar panels, windmill blade coatings, and microchips. 
Pose a water quality threat given extremely low maximum contaminant limits proposed 
by EPA in drinking water. Will require innovation in many technical spaces (surface 
treatments for antifouling, durable materials for membrane design and microchip 
processing, etc).

• What to do with contaminated biosolids from municipal and industrial wastewater 
treatment that is more sustainable than incineration and less problematic than land 
application of bioaccumulative chemicals?



Activities
• Summer School on ‘Regenerative Technologies’

Multi-day (week-long?) program that brings in experts on the three 
main themes (energy/water/materials) and a range of graduate 
students from across the US.

• Summer REU program with focus on interdisciplinarity (i.e. combine 
social scientists with engineers, pre-law students, etc)

• Industry-academia- government forum which brings together 
experts from all communities.  
Kick off with a half day on overall theme, followed by half day on each 
topic; continued engagement throughout the year via a seminar 
series with industry/NGO/gov. speakers and roundtable discussions.

• Create new and complement existing outreach events (regionally, 
e.g. table at Alcosan open house)



With a lens towards…
• Global:  Pitt’s efforts on Energy Transition are well embedded in 

international efforts through research in US, India, and Germany as well 
as organization of international conferences;  cont’d collaboration with 
M. Aklin (EPFL) and Miranda Schreurs (TU Munich) will strengthen 
connections to Europe.

• Pittsburgh region:  Pitt has a MOU with the City of Pittsburgh and NETL 
on energy infrastructure sensor development;  similar efforts in water & 
circular materials could be developed  (on the materials side, 
partnerships with local sport teams developing) 

• Campus:  All three aspects (energy/water/materials) can take advantage 
of campus as “living lab”;  while Pitt (through its Office of Sustainability, 
A. Sharrard) is very active in this area, faculty and students could be 
more firmly embedded; create space for incubators



Intersections

• Strong connection across all themes via environmental justice focus

• Reclaiming:  Transition to regenerative solutions requires a sensitive 
discourse on “preserving our past to understand our future” and a 
new discussion of the ‘growth’ narrative.

• Thriving Futures:  Energy transition has major implications for 
climate & health;  urban food could be embedded into circular 
materials (food waste as source material)

• Resilient Systems:  direct connection via “water” theme.  Also, 
circularity incurs much stronger resiliency against disruption (e.g. 
more localized sourcing) 



Thriving Futures in the Face 
of Regional Change



Working 
Group 

Members

• Aaron Barchowsky- Public Health

• Corey Flynn- Physical Therapy
• Michael Glass- Sociology/Urban Studies (co-chair)
• Tina Ndoh- Public Health (chair)
• Mary Ohmer- Social Work
• Carissa Slotterback- GSPIA



Thriving 
Futures in 

the Face of 
Regional 

Change

Community engagement, leadership and collaboration are a 
must for Thriving Futures in  the Greater Pittsburgh Region

Foundational questions to center communities: 

• How do communities define their aspirations for future 
growth and success? 

• What existing community plans define thriving futures? How 
do community plans mesh with institutional plans?

• How can Pitt leverage or develop trans-local partnerships to 
assist communities meet their goals for the future?

• How can Pitt’s strategic partnerships and existing research 
(e.g., Newcastle University, The Pittsburgh Study) produce 
knowledge about thriving futures in other left-behind 
regions?



How do we define Thriving Futures? 

Pittsburgh and the greater southwest Pennsylvania region are impacted by industry and energy 
extraction and are crucibles for reducing inequality. Strong translational research with 
community engagement will forge new advances that allow this region to become a model of 
thriving communities.

Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional Change seeks community engaged solutions that 
leverage the realities of regional change to build sustainable futures. 
Ø Communities thrive when they define and enact their vision for the future; 
Ø Pitt can partner with communities to tackle interconnected problems including food 

insecurity, health disparities, climate change, and economic shifts. 
We measure success by centering the needs and future aspirations of individual communities 
while creating trans-local partnerships to help the entire region thrive.



Thriving Futures Strengths @ Pitt*

Ø Urban Food
• Education and Training (e.g., ScholarChefs Program)
• Campus Community Garden

Ø Climate and Health
• Center for Human Environmental and Equity Research (CHEER) 
• SSOE/SPH pilot research projects (climate, EJ, and/or global health focus)

Ø Sustainable Healthcare
• SRHS wellness pavilion at Homewood CEC
• Healthy Home Lab
• UPMC Center for Sustainability
• Hillman Cancer Center

Ø Social and Economic Support
• Recast Violence Prevention
• Pittsburgh Study
• Child and Youth Thriving Matrix 
• Appalachian Regional Commission Partnership

*Additional strengths and community partners in appendix



Intersections with other Themes
The revision of the theme to Thriving Futures in the Face of Regional 
Change provides intersection with the principles of:

• Ecological Justice in Resilient Ecological Systems 
• Opportunities for Law School, GSPIA and Environmental 

Science to develop community road maps with just ecological 
principles and policies

• Just Energy Transition in the Regenerative Solutions
• Chance to build on SSOE/SPH engineering and health pilot 

projects to build out portfolio of equitable climate health 
solutions. 

• The community engaged focus will have multiple intersections with the 
Reclaiming Environmental Discourse and Media group
• Project ideas include dialogical analytics from community focus 

group to understand community preferences for the future of 
the region



Pitt’s gaps to facilitating Thriving Futures

Ø Research
• Desire for community engaged research lacks funding support
• University could use additional expertise in interdisciplinary community health 

and regional development; specifically climate health, political ecology, and 
regional economic development

Ø Education 
• Opportunity to provide EJ Education offerings (efforts underway) 
• Increased external education with Osher Institute and community partners

Ø Practice
• Opportunity to create community toolkits
• Opportunity to leverage J40 related funding- how do we connect communities to 

the opportunities?
• Opportunity to cohere Pitt's community focused centers
 



Funding Opportunities



Appendix: Pitt and Community Partners Resources for Thriving Futures
Urban Food Climate and Environment Sustainable Healthcare Social and Economic Support

Nutrition Education
• ScholarChef
• Food Secure City, E.A.T Initiative, 

and Everyday Café
• Amboy Urban Farm Collective
• Feed the Hood
• Community Kitchen Pittsburgh (CKP) 

Pitt Research Centers
• Center for Human Environmental and 

Equity Research (CHEER)
• Asthma and Environment Lung Health 

Institute (AEHLI) 
• Center for Healthy Environments and  

Communities (CHEC) 
• Water Collaboratory 

SHRS Wellness Pavilion in Homewood
• ADAPT Program

Child and Youth Thriving Matrix, The Pittsburgh 
Study and ReCAST Violence Prevention Project
• Mary Ohmer (School of Social 

Work), UrbanKind Institute,  Neighborhood 
Resilience Project; Department of Human 
Services

Community Gardens- Grow Pittsburgh Asset mapping in Fayette County
• Focus on natural and social resources

Physician Assistant (PA) - Street Medicine Community Partners
• UrbanKind Institute Equitable and Just Greater 

Pittsburgh (EJGP)

Regenerative Agriculture
• Garfield Farm
• Hilltop Urban Farm
• Black Urban Gardens (BUGS)

Community Partners
• Sustainable Pittsburgh
• UrbanKind
• Women for a Healthy Environment
• Breathe
• Cancer and Environment Network of 

SWPA
• Environmental Health Project

Occupational Therapy (OT)
• Healthy Home Lab
• Trauma -informed design

Advocacy and organizer training for equitable 
development and equity issues
• Mary Ohmer, and UrbanKind EJGP

Food Hubs
• Freedom Foods in Homewood
• Oasis Farm & Fishery

Center for Sustainable Business UPMC Center for Sustainability ARCI (Fayette County)
• Michael Glass, Kris Kanthak, David Sanchez, 

Bryan Schultz

Choice Neighborhoods Hillman Cancer Center
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Resilient 
Ecological 
Systems

The Resilient Ecological Systems 
Initiative within the Mascaro 
Sustainability Institute is an 
integrated, cross-cutting effort to 
coordinate student experience, 
connect people, and build 
understanding of socio-ecological 
systems through research and 
education at the University of 
Pittsburgh.



The University of 
Pittsburgh leads in 
student experiential 
learning in resilient 
ecological systems

• Pymatuning summer 
classes and research in 
ecology (can expand to 
languages and humanities)

• Pitt Bradford has 400-acre 
wooded parcel adjacent to 
campus

• Geology and 
Environmental Science 
Programs (Wyoming & 
Yellowstone)



Intersections – Environmental Justice



Pitt Water Collaboratory 
Community Partnerships







A Nature-based approach can unlock additional 
funding for large projects plus community benefits
Churchill Valley Greenway - Allegheny Land Trust



Threats to the Resilient Ecological 
Systems approach

• External
• Others have major donated endowments for schools/institutes

• e.g., Stanford Doer School of Sustainability ($1B)
• e.g., UNH Sustainability Institute endowed for >25 years 

(https://www.unh.edu/sustainability/about)
• Other universities in our region have larger groups of faculty

• Ohio State
• Penn State

• Internal
• Tuition costs for NSF grant proposals (e.g., NSF NRT training 

grant tuition adds >30%)
• Need for collaborative space and events

https://www.unh.edu/sustainability/about


Gaps to reach our full potential

• Hiring Needs – Socio-ecological systems 
• NSF DISES requires integrated approach, interdisciplinary team

• Postdoctoral scholars for sustainability
• Pitt Geology and Environmental Science has hosted speakers from 

Stanford

• Facilities – Collaborative space
• Department Silos are a barrier



Internal support to integrate social and ecological 
system studies will improve external funding 
competitiveness

Examples:
• NSF NRT (EJUST competitive in 2022 with resubmission 

planned in 2023; PI: Bilec)

• NSF DISES (Dynamics of Integrated Socio-
Environmental Systems; annual November 15)

• NSF Urban LTER (infrequent opportunity; last effort led by 
PI Emily Elliott) - won by Minnesota ($7m)

• Private Foundations (RKMF, Heinz, Colcom)
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Jeremy Weber, GSPIA



Environmental Discourse
• A research cluster focused on creative, critical, curatorial, 

communicative and political dimensions of sustainability 
research and challenges. Our activities fall into five research 
areas:
1. Worldviews and Ideologies
2. Narrative
3. Creative Expressions
4. Power and Politics
5. Persuasion

• While these five research areas are interdependent, this 
sequence reflects the fact that Power, Politics, and 
Persuasion rely on unstated Worldviews, Ideologies, and 
Narratives.



Environmental Discourse:
(1) Worldviews and Ideologies

• How do all the disciplinary tools of the university (from fine 
arts to the humanities to science) contribute to articulating 
affirmative ideas about the sustainable and reparative 
futures to which we aspire: ones that are just, equitable, and 
creative? 

• What has it meant to be human in relationship to other 
people, other living beings, the non-human world, and 
ancestral or divine beings? How do such frameworks 
determine how people explain environmental pasts and 
presents?



Environmental Discourse:
(2) Narrative

• How do stories about change over time (from fiction, history, 
data science, journalism, and elsewhere) explain how human 
and non-human actors have shaped environmental change? 

• What theories of social organization and social change (such 
as growth and degrowth, sustainability, social metabolism, 
loss, and collapse) shape existing and potential narratives, 
and in what ways?  

• How do people articulate their worldviews through the 
stories they tell?



Environmental Discourse:
(3) Creative Expression

• How do people represent the non-human world and human 
relations to it in writing, film, exhibitions, art, landscapes and 
built environments, games, computer code, datasets, 
legislation, white papers, and other domains? 

• How can creative and mindful communication and curation 
invite sustainable futures? 

• How do people express personal, spiritual, and emotional 
responses to the nonhuman world and its unsettling and 
rapid changes?



Environmental Discourse:
(4) Power and Politics

• How can we describe, analyze, and critique relations of social 
power, and past and present political and economic 
arrangements, all of which present challenges and 
opportunities for sustainable futures? 

• How can we use the tools of politics and of social movement 
practice and theory to help create the futures we want?



Environmental Discourse: 
(5) Persuasion 

• What do people believe about sustainability and the 
environment, and why? How do people become convinced of 
their positions? 

• Who peddles climate disinformation, and why? How do we 
offer stories and metaphors that combat disinformation and 
despair and inspire action?



With a lens towards our region (1)

• Pittsburgh’s industrial and postindustrial arc of development, 
contraction, and regeneration (creating a present-day city 
with elements that we might both celebrate and critique) 
anchors and inspires our narratives of past and future, even 
as we also invite global research.

• In an era of contentious politics in the United States, 
southwestern Pennsylvania concentrates a vast range of 
ideals and visions within a small area.



With a lens towards our region (2)

• Here, we are connected to robust and urban cultural 
institutions (museums, libraries, foundations, universities), 
and likewise to neighborhoods and communities that have 
been hollowed out by racism, toxic chemicals, and 
disinvestment and that face significant challenges to human 
flourishing.

• From the Carboniferous Era to the present, this has been a 
region of global significance in the history of fossil fuel 
consumption, labor, extraction, and environmental impacts.



Pitt’s Strengths in Environmental 
Discourse
• Proximity to Carnegie Museums, Carnegie Library, the University Library, 

and other cultural institutions focused on communicating about the 
environment to the public, such as the Aviary, Rivers of Steel, and Phipps. 
Deep expertise in exhibition and communication outside the university.

• Pittsburgh-based foundations that fund exhibitions and performing arts.
• Globally-oriented centers, institutes and schools such as GSPIA, UCIS, World 

History Center
• Relevant curriculum and research expertise in SCI, Law, GSPIA, Public Health, 

Mascaro Center and the School of Engineering, the Center for Governance 
and Markets, UCIS, the Humanities Center, and DSAS (especially the social 
sciences and humanities)

• Pitt-CMU Environmental Humanities Research Seminar



Strengths and Opportunities for Collaboration. The 2023-24 EHRS theme 
is Sedimentation. We are considering a 2024-25 theme of Water.

An interdisciplinary committee from Pitt, CMU and the Carnegie Museum 
of Natural History is planning a curriculum roundtable in the fall and a 
research seminar in the spring. We aim to bring together faculty from 
the humanities, social sciences, natural sciences, and engineering.





Any competition? Many humanities centers host 
environmental humanities initiatives. There is a lot of writing 
about Environmental Discourse. However, there seem to 
be no interdisciplinary Environmental Discourse 
initiatives or centers.



Threats and Gaps

• The humanities are not well represented in the Environmental Studies 
major, and there is no major, minor, or certificate in Environmental 
Discourse.

• Funding and staffing for the Humanities Center is limited.
• There is no existing Center or Institute where faculty and students 

interested in Environmental Discourse to gather and collaborate.
• Faculty and graduate students working on Environmental Discourse 

topics are still relatively few and are dispersed across campus.
• Interdisciplinary work is difficult, especially when it involves community 

partners and potentially contentious topics.
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Nicola Foote (FHC)

Cassie Quigley (EDU)

Jennifer Wasco (NURS)

David Sanchez (ENGR)



What does Education and 
Engagement focus on at 
an Institute level?

“The Education and Engagement 
group is a university-wide team 
focused on synthesizing Pitt 
expertise and partnerships to 
translate sustainability knowledge 
to our students and add value to the 
world by engaging both our local 
and global communities.



Pitt Faculty are 
interested in 
Sustainability

• Diversity of Faculty Expertise w/ growing interest in 
Sustainability across Schools
• Dietrich School of Arts and Sciences
• Public Health
• Education
• Computing and Information
• Graduate School of Public International Affairs
• Nursing
• Health and Rehab Sciences
• Business
• Frederick Honors College
• Social Work
• Swanson School of Engineering
• Law



Pitt's 
Strength in 
Education

• Novel Interdisciplinary Experiences for Students
• University-wide Academic programs

• Sustainability Certificate
• Sustainability Distinction (e.g. Global, Civic 

Engagement etc.)
• Academic Courses Inventory  is growing!!

• (> 200 focused courses, >300 related)
• Increasing focus on Impact and Innovation for 

students
• Big Idea Center for Entrepreneurial
• Scholar Communities in the Frederick 

Honors college
• Innovation Distinction

• Extra Curricular Opportunities – SOOS, OCC
• https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/get-

involved/students/academics/



Pitt’s strengths in Engagement



Pitt’s strengths in Engagement
• Community Engagement

• Community Engagement Centers (Homewood, Hill District, 
Hazelwood site is coming)

• Carnegie Classification for Community Engagement
• Student Participation is increasing
• Incorporating Environmental Justice into Research and classes
• Incredible lists of programs (clinics, classes forums, workshops, 

participatory research, seminars, student projects, teacher training)
• ATP, ScholarCHEF, Pitt Hydroponics

• Global Engagement – UCIS/GEO
• Global Studies Center, Center for Latin American Studies, Asian Studies 

Center, European Studies Center, Center for Russian, East European and 
Eurasian Studies, Center for Ethnic Studies Research

• Stipends, research opportunities, language fellowships,

•Non-Profit Partners (by school)



Growing Industry Engagement in 
Sust. Education at Pitt



Pitt Gap: Developing and integrating 
faculty for larger initiatives

A DEVELOPMENT 
PATHWAY FOR FACULTY 

TO BRIDGE THEIR 
EXPERTISE INTO 

SUSTAINABILITY/SYSTEM
S THINKING.

RESOURCES 
TO SUPPORT COLLABOR

ATIVE 
INTERDISCIPLINARY 
FACULTY TEAMS TO 

DEVELOP COURSE AND 
LEARNING 

EXPERIENCES FOR OUR 
STUDENTS

DEPT./SCHOOL/UNIVERSI
TY RECOGNITION 

FOR SUSTAINABILITY 
CONTRIBUTIONS IN 

ANNUAL 
REPORTS/REVIEWS ETC.

OUR BEST PRACTICES 
FOR NOVEL ACADEMIC 
COLLABORATIONS ARE 
SILOED OR SUPPORTED 

MOSTLY BY 
FACULTY/STAFF 
VOLUNTEERISM



Project Ideas/Activities

Sustainability 
Across the 
Curriculum 
Faculty 
Workshop

Build out tracks 
for the 
Sustainability 
Certificate

Infuse 
university-wide 
expertise in 
Current 
Issues course 
by rotating 
expertise across 
schools 

Further demonstrate 
the co-teaching model 
across schools)

Seed funding 
program  (like 
Faculty Fellows) 
to support 
faculty 
facilitated 
experiential 
learning 
initiatives

Develop Sust. 
Institute 
inventory of 
expertise 
(speaker bureau, 
expertise 
primers)



• Resources to coordinate and 
incentivize across Pitt

• Aligning Dept./School level 
reviews/incentives for both faculty 
and leadership to work on Sust. 
Education

• Potential view as competition 
between or w/ schools with new 
budget model

• Sust. Education/Experiences rank as 
a development priority

• Competing w/ Sust. Offerings at 
other universities

• Uncertainty about resources for 
long-term engagement 
partnerships

• Scaling our engagement so that it is 
consistently addressing 
Industry/Gov't/Non-profit needs

Internal External

Threats



Funding Avenues to Support
• Internal

• Cost recovery for courses, Micro-credentials, Pitt Professional 
Classes - https://pittprofessional.catalog.instructure.com/

• Grants/Scholarships
• Research

• Industry Projects
• NSF ExLent- Experiential Learning for Emerging Technologies
• NSF – Division of Undergrad Education
• NSF – IUSE- Improving Undergraduate STEM Education
• NSF- AISL- Advancing Informal STEM Learning
• Appalachia Regional Commission
• NIEHS – NOFO/CHEER/CEN(Cancer/Environ Network)SWPA
• NRT and REU (Melissa)

• Philanthropy

https://pittprofessional.catalog.instructure.com/


Regenerative solutions 
respecting planetary 

boundaries

Reclaiming environmental 
discourse and media

Climate anxiety

Preserving our past to 
understand our future

Degrowth/growth Circular Economy and 
sustainable materials

Just Energy Transition

Water Equity

Environmental justice, 
film studies, media 

disinformation

Complex, sustainable 
systems

Thriving futures in the face of 
climate change

Climate and Health

Community resilience and 
equitable built 
environment

Sustainable healthcare

Urban Food

Resilient ecological systems 

Ecological Justice and 
Natural Resources

Ecosystems

Biodiversity

Water

Chair: Ruth Mostern Chair: Goetz Veser Chair: Tina Ndoh Chair: Patrick Shirey
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