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Figure 1: Greenhouse gas emissions by scope 1991-2019

Summary: As of FY19, Williams is approximately 44% of the way toward reaching our
current greenhouse gas emissions goal of 35% below 1990’s level by 2020. Concerted
efforts to reduce energy consumption and emissions starting in FY07 significantly
reduced annual emissions, but there has been an upward trend the past few years.
Emissions in FY19 rose to 25,862 tons from 24,045 the previous fiscal year. The lowest
point for emissions was 20,039 tons in FY12.

Figure 1 shows how three broad scopes of greenhouse gas emissions have evolved over
the past 28 years. Scope 1 includes all direct emissions from the central heating plant and
other campus boilers, including co-generated electricity. Scope 2 includes indirect
emissions from purchased electricity. And Scope 3 includes other indirect emissions,
mostly from air travel by faculty, staff and students.

Note: Greenhouse gas emissions calculations exclude emissions associated with off-campus properties, such as
faculty/staff housing, commercial rental properties, and properties located outside of Williams, as well as greenhouse
gas emissions associated with goods and services purchased by the college, other than electricity and fuels consumed
on campus.The college closely tracks emissions related to its direct expenditures, but the data for tracking other
impacts is often less available. Furthermore, other impacts could reasonably be attributed to other companies or
individuals, and those companies or individuals may have more control over reductions in those areas.
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Why did emissions rise after a low in 2012?
Much of the increases can be attributed to construction of new buildings – both the
emissions released in the construction process itself and in heating, cooling, lighting, and
ventilating new square footage.

There has also been a steady increase in air miles from 2013 through 2019, likely due to
the capital campaign. Additionally, the college’s methodology for tracking air miles has
improved over the past four years, which may mean that some of the increase is due to
increased monitoring and more accurate reporting, not due to increased travel.

The combination of increased emissions due to construction, new square footage and
increased air travel has largely counteracted the energy efficiency improvements that the
college has made in the past ten years. The switch to cleaner fossil fuels at the central
heating plant now accounts for the majority of emissions savings when compared to
business-as-usual. Three areas where our tracking could continue to be improved are
emissions savings from energy efficiency, emissions of construction projects, and travel.

What are the plans and risks for reaching our 2020 goal?
1. Renewable Electricity. To meet our 2020 goal, Williams will need to

generate or procure 100% renewable electricity while retaining the
environmental attributes. The college has signed a 20 year contract to
support a utility scale solar project in Maine, including the environmental
attributes. This will reduce the college’s scope 2 emissions by 80-90%. The
remaining emissions related to electricity will be either reduced through
energy conservation, future on-site solar projects, and/or shorter term
purchases of renewable electricity off campus.

2. Impact of construction on emissions. The more construction the College
undertakes, the more we will need to reduce emissions through on-campus
conservation or purchasing or creating carbon offsets in the local economy.
Furthermore, the ongoing impact of additional square footage will need to be
carefully controlled. Buildings that are currently under design must not
increase emissions. This can be accomplished by removing other buildings (as
in the case of the science project), designing net zero energy buildings (as in
the case of the CDE residence hall), or by doing an addition/renovation that
decreases overall energy use while satisfying program needs.

3. Impact of air travel. Air travel is currently an unavoidable part of the
College’s business, but the entire campus community should challenge itself
to a) reduce air travel when possible and b) consider remote campus visits
when deciding whether or not to bring speakers to campus. Business travel on
the east coast, for example, can take advantage of train travel, which has lower
emissions per mile traveled than air travel.
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Carbon Offsets
Williams has committed to purchasing carbon offsets at the end of fiscal year 2020 to
reach carbon neutrality. The Campus Environmental Advisory Committee (CEAC) spent
the past academic year establishing criteria and strategies for those purchases. The
college will make its first test purchase of offsets by the end of September and will open
up those purchases for study by the campus community before deciding upon the entirety
of the year’s purchases at the end of FY20. While CEAC proposes carbon offsets as part
of the short term solution, its view is that the college’s reliance on carbon offset
purchases should decrease over time.

Beyond 2020
Through the college’s strategic planning process during the 2019-2020 academic year, the
sustainability working group will gather feedback from the campus community, research
best practices, and propose future sustainability goals for the college. These will likely
include future emissions goals as well as goals in other sustainability related areas. The
college has also hired a firm to conduct a zero carbon feasibility study that will help us to
understand how the college might switch away from using fossil fuels in the central
heating plant.
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https://sites.williams.edu/ceac/
https://www.williams.edu/strategic-planning/welcome/working-group-8-expand-our-sustainability-commitments/
https://www.williams.edu/strategic-planning/welcome/contact-us/

