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Big and Complicated: Ten things students, 
teachers, universities and schools can do to 
help achieve the Paris climate goals
You have the capacity and the opportunity to: 

1.  Keep smart. Use the resources around you to stay well informed

2.  Organize and build networks. Link up with groups that suit you best

3.  Push for a consistent, clear and fair policy framework. Tell your government 

     what you expect from them

4.  Encourage Transparency. Ask for the info and offer to be an independent monitor

5.  Become the conscience. Name and shame greenwash and climate evasion 

6.  Ensure good technical ideas can scale up from isolated showcases to 

     become game changers. 

7.  Walk the Talk in your own institution’s curriculum, courses and research choices.

8.  Choose your friends and associates well. Cooperate with tomorrow’s 

     companies, not yesterday’s.

9.  Work with your institution to become a green campus. 

10.Help your school take a principled stand on fossil fuels and renewables: 

     When it comes to fossils, leave them in the ground! Put your money on renewables.



The issue of climate change is big and complicated. We may feel a great deal of concern about 
what we learn, but at the same time we can feel the problem is so big that there is little we can do 
as one person to really make a difference. 

In our personal lives, making small steps to improve our carbon footprint doesn’t seem to add up to 
much in the face of such a massive and urgent problem involving the entire world. Many 
energy-saving ideas seem beyond our control. Many of us live in apartments or flats with a lot of 
common areas in which we don’t control the energy used for lighting, cooling, heating or lifts. We 
travel by public transport, so we can’t individually cut the emissions or improve the efficiency of our 
trains and buses.  

In our schools and universities, complex decision-making systems, budget limits and other 
constraints seems to slow down environmental and energy-saving ideas.

We share one atmosphere, but when it comes to the big international issues of cutting overall 
greenhouse gas emissions, producing more renewable energy and achieving the Paris Agreement 
targets of “well below two degrees” of warming, we can feel even less able to influence 
governments,  electricity suppliers or multinational oil companies.

But it is wrong to think that we don’t have a role in helping with this issue. After all, it was our own 
governments, representing us, who signed up to the Paris Agreement.

The Paris deal is high-ambition in its “well below two degrees, closer to 1.5 degrees” target. On the 
other hand, the agreement was not very specific, or binding, on real targets for each nation. 
Experience shows that high-ambition but non-binding agreements can achieve great results if the 
population as a whole engages with political leaders to ensure real action plans keep up with the 
spirit of the international agreement. That means universities, research institutes, community 
groups, non-governmental organizations, faith groups, business and all other parts of what we call 
“civil society” can make a real difference in changing the Paris Agreement from a vision into a 
performance target.  

We can go local, but at the same time we can think big.  In pushing the goals of the Paris 
Agreement forward, we can start with our own districts, towns, cities, counties or provinces.  
Around the world, cities, districts and regions are doing amazing things on the transition to 
renewable energy and the green economy. They are often outpacing their country’s national efforts; 
taking the lead in introducing green technologies such as solar and wind power, using smart 
devices to cut energy demand, making transport greener and recycling waste or getting “energy 
from waste.” Many are setting their own targets for renewable energy use. 

There are no reasons why we can’t be active in proposing and participating in city-level, town-level, 
state or province level improvements which both contribute to green results and also demonstrate 
what’s possible across the whole nation. Government officials at local or regional level are often 
easier to meet with than national officials. But high-performing local officials have national 
influence.  

So there is much every one of us can do at a personal, study and work level to help ensure the 
Paris Climate Agreement really marks an essential turning point in reversing the harm we are 
causing to the weather. 

To reverse the damage we are doing to our weather, we need to change our way of living, and that 
is cultural more than scientific. Cultural change comes mostly from younger people – it is you who 
can shape the best way we can live in the future.

Introduction



Keep smart

Ten things we can do:
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In learning institutions, you exist in an information-rich environment. This is an 
incredible opportunity to keep up with the most important and interesting global 
trends and debates. As well as the science of climate change, and the exciting 
new technologies that may help, you can also follow the political and economic 
debates about targets, regulations, risks, finance and insurance. Important 
discussions are continuing on issues of carbon trading, how to improve resilience, 
and whether the most affected nations can claim compensation. If we care about 
this issue, and feel it will affect the lives of those we care about, we cannot stay 
ignorant and still keep a clear conscience.  There will be talks and workshops on 
climate change near you. Go along and debate with the best. You can form a view 
on the balance between yet-to-be-discovered technology which may help, and the 
need for changes to how we live right now. You can discuss where the priorities 
lie between cutting emissions, removing carbon from the atmosphere (for 
example with more trees) and helping those already suffering adapt to the effects 
of more extreme weather. 

Resources and inspiration

News on causes, solutions, politics etc. http://www.dailyclimate.org/

An informative university programme on climate issues: http://e360.yale.edu/  

European courses, competitions, business assistance and summer schools: 
http://www.climate-kic.org/for-students/ and try their click-through news 
service ‘Daily Planet’ http://dailyplanet.climate-kic.org/

News and ideas on green technology with the UK focus: http://www.edie.net/

The motherlode of all scientific information on climate change: government 
scientists from all round the world: the Inter-Governmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC). http://www.ipcc.ch/

A lively exploration of climate change from the US Environmental Protection 
Agency https://www3.epa.gov/climatechange/kids/



Organize and build networks02
Your voice alone may not be so loud, which is why people join together to 
persuade people to listen and people to change. Civil society, NGOs and  
academic institutions can make a critical difference when it comes to prompting 
governments to turn well-intentioned agreements into real action with concrete 
targets. Governments need to be constantly reminded that their citizens (and 
voters) support and expect dramatic action on reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions; otherwise they will say that the budget must be spent elsewhere, or 
that it is ‘politically impossible’ to move forward on the needed changes.  

Local, national and international networks enable us to share ideas, best 
practices and other information which can back up our calls for change with 
strong evidence and compelling examples of what is already possible in other 
places.  

It is easy to surf around and find the type of group that suits you best. It may be a 
group within your college or town which you can meet face-to-face. Or it may be 
an outspoken international campaign group, or a more specialized scientific hub. 
If none quite fits, start your own group! 

Resources and inspiration

Climate Action Network (CAN) is the largest NGO network campaigning on 
climate change, with over 950 members around the world. 
http://www.climatenetwork.org/ The site contains links to member NGOs in 
many countries. 

The Canadian Youth Climate Coalition demonstrates what can be done on 
climate action. http://www.ourclimate.ca/

350.org is the home of one of the most visible and vibrant climate activist 
networks http://350.org/

10:10 is a group which focuses on community-based action on climate 
change with stories and guides   http://www.1010uk.org/about

Campaign against Climate Change is an UK activist organization, also 
supported by several members of parliament. http://www.campaigncc.org/

The largest ‘clicktivism’ website covers many aspects of climate change 
https://secure.avaaz.org/en/

The Hong Kong Jockey Club Museum of Climate Change claims to be the 
first such museum in the world. The website is in English and Chinese and 
includes a virtual tour of the museum. 
http://www.gaia.cuhk.edu.hk/index.php/en/mocc



Push for a consistent, clear and fair 
policy framework03
Only the government can create the overall framework and roadmap for 
greenhouse gas reduction. They can shape an enabling environment for green 
technology that nudges business, institutions and individual consumers in the 
direction of practices and behaviours in the right direction. But all of us can find 
opportunities to talk to our governments, express our views and opinions, and 
make it clear we expect to participate in the creation of a clear, fair, inclusive 
framework with appropriate incentives and budgets. 

The key policy areas are: 

Although some businesses are pioneering and innovating low carbon ideas, all 
companies want clear guidelines of what the Paris Agreement and the transition 
to a low-carbon economy will mean in terms of targets, rules, regulations as well 
as new opportunities and incentives. They want a level playing field, fairness, few 
sudden shocks and consistent policies from the government. The same clarity will 
benefit us individually as students, workers, travelers, consumers and 
householders.  

Greater development and use of renewable energy leading to the Paris 
target of a ‘net-zero carbon economy’ in the second half of this century; an 
economy in which we no longer to pump dangerous gasses into the air in 
order to make things work;

Greater energy efficiency from green technology and changing behaviour 
that ensures the real quality of our lives is enhanced just as we consume 
more wisely and live greener, healthier lives;

Carbon removal to slow the pace of climate change. We can do more to take 
greenhouse gasses out of the air just as we make efforts to reduce the 
amount we are adding. The Paris Agreements notes that trees, whether in 
forests or in urban areas, can play an important role in carbon removal. But 
along with trees are many other exciting ideas for carbon removal. 

Ways to cope with the harmful effects of  climate change that are already 
with us or may soon be unavoidable. The Paris Agreement has sections on 
what is called ‘adaptation’ which talk of the need for all countries to take 
action to protect vulnerable people, plants and animals against hotter and 
more extreme weather. 

a.

d.

c.

b.



Resources and inspiration

The International Centre for Climate Governance is an online platform for 
carbon and energy policies. http://www.iccgov.org/en/

The Centre for Climate Change Economics and Policy is based in the 
London School of Economics and the University of Leeds and promotes 
debate on high level policy issues: http://www.cccep.ac.uk/

Intimidating in its completeness, this site is stuffed with information about all 
the inter-governmental policy and practice that follows the Paris Agreement. 
http://climate-l.iisd.org/

C40 Cities shows what some cities are doing (and what others are not). 
http://www.c40.org/

Carbon Neutral Cities Alliance shows what is possible at city level. 
http://usdn.org/public/page/13/CNCA

Encourage Transparency04
Studies also show that transparent, participatory arrangements for sharing of 
knowledge and monitoring results can drive progress, not just measure it. The Paris 
Agreement is full of ideas on robust monitoring, evaluation and information sharing. 
It is clear that this should include the participation of stakeholders and members of 
society, and should not just be done internally by the government. As students in 
academic institutions you have the numbers, capacity and credentials to offer your 
services as credible monitors. 

Resources and inspiration

Quite technical, but precisely on subject: https://www.climate-eval.org/ and 
http://www.climateactiontransparency.org/ 

Several initiatives now involve using social media to crowdsource information 
needed to monitor climate change. This one is from MIT’s climate CoLab  
http://climatecolab.org/plans/-/plans/contests/2015/adapta-
tion/c/proposal/1320184



Become the conscience of business 
and government05
As well as praising and supporting meaningful action, you should identify, name 
and shame poor or misleading performance on environmental issues.  Students 
can shine an objective light of idealism on greenwashing, fake solutions and 
hypocrisy. If you increase the risk of bad publicity, you increase the incentives for 
good behaviour by companies and government departments. 

Ensure good technical ideas can 
scale up from isolated showcases 
to become game changers 

06

Resources and inspiration

Calling itself the ‘Magazine for Clean Capitalism’, Corporate Knights pulls few 
punches when reporting corporate misdeeds. 
http://www.corporateknights.com/

From GreenPeace: http://www.stopgreenwash.org/

Supported by the University of Oregon: http://greenwashingindex.com/

There are a lot of showcase projects which are fascinating and inspiring. 
Governments, business and others are always proud to show you pet projects 
and new pieces of tech which reduce electricity use or cut waste. It is important 
not to be falsely reassured by these pilots and to keep the big picture in mind. 
One thing we can do is make the argument that isolated ideas, however great, 
must be scaled up and joined together to have any real impact on the Paris 
Agreement targets, and that will take robust and joined-up government policies 

Resources and inspiration

Informative website on the spread of renewable energy sources: http://ww-
w.ren21.net/

MIT is working on ways to incentivize and link up people working on a range 
of specific climate issues and solutions: http://climatecolab.org/



Walk the Talk 
Walk the talk in your own institutions curriculum, courses and research choices.

Research priorities, research funding and course materials in all academic 
institutions should centre on the transition to a green economy. Governments have 
set an awesome target in front of us: net zero emissions in the second half of this 
century! Shouldn’t we all be learning and talking about this? It’s going to change 
economics, science, geography, business studies and international relations. It’s 
going to change our philosophy, our psychology, our culture and our art. 
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Resources and inspiration

‘What you can do’ site from the US government’s Environmental Protection 
Agency https://www3.epa.gov/climatechange/wycd/school.html

An education site from the UK charity CAFOD. 
http://cafod.org.uk/Education/Secondary-schools/Climate

NASA looks closer to home with this attractive site on climate and 
environment for teachers and students 
http://climate.nasa.gov/resources/education/

Two sites for specific age-groups from the UK charity Oxfam on climate 
change and its impact on people’s lives 
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/resources/climate-challenge-7-11 and 
http://www.oxfam.org.uk/education/resources/climate-challenge-11-14

ProSPER.Net is an alliance of universities in the Asia-Pacific region that are 
committed to integrating sustainable development into postgraduate courses 
and curricula. It is based in the United Nations University in Tokyo. 
http://prospernet.ias.unu.edu/

Choose your friends and 
associates well08
We need to collaborate and be identified with tomorrow’s companies, not 
yesterday’s. Academic institutions should be wary of joint activity or funding from 
business that is resisting the changes or even denying the science presented in 
the Paris Agreement. On the other hand, cooperative work with business that is 
leading the charge on serious change can be rich, inspiring and mutually 
beneficial. Be careful when justifying cooperation in terms of ‘if we work with a 
problem company, we can change it from the inside.’ The companies have also 
made their calculations. 

Resources and inspiration



A leading ethical screening website, pointing out the issues associated with 
companies is EIRIS. http://www.eiris.org/

The greenwashing websites (see point 5 above) can also signal imperfect 
partners

An example of a strong environmental programme comes from Imperial 
College, London. https://www.imperial.ac.uk/grantham/

A simple search of any potential company wishing to partner with your 
institution should throw up the good news and the bad news. 

Work with your institution to become 
a green campus09
All education institutions should show best practice on energy conservation & 
low-carbon assets in their own facilities. Students and faculty members can help 
drive these innovations in a way that links their physical environment and daily 
habits with the content of the curriculum and the learning philosophy of the 
school. 

Resources and inspiration

A global network of schools with environmental programmes 
http://www.ecoschools.global/

A US-led alliance of schools exchanging green ideas that extends 
internationally: http://www.greenschoolsalliance.org/

A similar UK network: http://www.eco-schools.org.uk/

Green Schools Initiative from California. http://www.greenschools.net/ has led to 

More ideas from Boston. http://bostongreenschools.org/

How to make the Ivy League greener still. 
http://green.harvard.edu/programs/green-teams

The UN Environmental Programme has published a Greening Universities 
Toolkit:  http://unep.org/training/docs/Greening_Universities_Toolkit.pdf

Google ‘green’, ‘eco’ or ‘sustainable’ with ‘schools’, ‘university’ or ‘campus’ for 
many more examples



Help your school take a principled
stand on fossil fuels and renewables:
Divest/Invest10
To put money into oil, coal and gas companies is no longer a morally or 
scientifically neutral act. Around the world, more than 500 institutions have pulled 
trillions of dollars of their financial reserves out of fossil fuel investment. This also 
follows the observation by the Economist magazine that: “Perhaps the most 
significant effect of the Paris agreement in the next few years will be the signal it 
sends to investors: the united governments of the world say that the age of fossil 
fuels has started drawing to a close.”

Universities around the world are leading the divestment movement, but pension 
funds, charitable foundations, city governments and businesses are also signing 
up in increasing numbers.  

To complement divestment, many organizations are ensuring that a proportion of 
their reserves are invested in the development of renewable energy and other 
technologies that will help us meet the Paris Agreement goals. This is concrete, 
meaningful, forward-looking action that you can take on your own doorstep.

Resources and inspiration

A couple of campaign websites encourage institutions to divest and invest 
http://gofossilfree.org/ 

http://divestinvest.org/ 

The UK Guardian Newspaper is sponsoring a ‘Keep it in the Ground’ 
campaign related to fossil fuels. 
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/series/keep-it-in-the-ground

The conclusion is short and simple. You can make a difference, and you must. If you believe in 
scientific knowledge and process, the ethical and logical next step is action. You may not have the 
resources of a lobbyist or a fossil fuel company, but you have your voice, your principles, your 
knowledge and your intelligence. To unite, speak and act can help your government honor its 
commitments to the Paris Agreement and help achieve a common, caring and green future. 

Conclusion 
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