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How can universities contribute towards 
sustainable futures?

Harriet Wallace
Director Sustainability
Life Cycle Network Conference - 26 March 2025
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Sustainable Imperial: a core initiative in Imperial’s strategy

23/01/2025

Our goal: 
We will set a global benchmark for university sustainability, 
nurturing graduates who understand and advocate for 
climate science, supporting our researchers to investigate 
and respond to planetary challenges and leading by 
example in our activities and on our campuses. 

imperial.ac.uk/strategy



Why are we doing this?
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Feedback



May 2024: Imperial signed the Concordat for 
the Environmental Sustainability of 
Research and Innovation Practice

Concordat ask Imperial’s position 

1. Leadership and system 
change (embedding 
sustainability in strategies, 
policies, and actions)

Sustainability is in Imperial’s strategy, we have 
sustainability policies, a sustainability committee 
and sustainability in Board and Operations 
Committee papers.

2. Sustainable infrastructure 
(old and new buildings, digital 
infrastructure, laboratories, and 
large equipment)

We have a decarbonisation plan for existing 
campuses, and a building guide for new builds. We 
are rolling out lab efficiency schemes. 

Imperial signed a joint collaboration with Lenovo 
and Intel to deliver more sustainable High 
Performance Computing as part of our central 
Research Computing Service and has an ICT 
sustainability work programme.

3. Sustainable procurement Sustainable Procurement Policy being implemented.

4. Emissions from business and 
academic travel

Sustainable Business Travel Policy being 
implemented, using a “climate conscious travel” 
approach. 

5. Collaborations and 
partnerships

The Imperial Zero Index framework is to be 
published and rolled out this year.

6. Environmental impact and 
reporting data (annual reporting 
using standardised frameworks)

Annual carbon emissions reporting using the new 
sector Standardised Carbon Emissions 
Framework, alongside the Annual Financial Report.

https://news.lenovo.com/pressroom/press-releases/icicle-partnership-sustinable-hpc-and-ai/


Where are we now on our carbon footprint?
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Scope 1: fuel burned on site (gas, diesel & petrol)
Scope 2: bought energy (grid electricity)
Scope 3: wider emissions (staff & student travel, purchased 
goods & services, transport of fuel, water and waste)
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Commitments:

Net Zero campuses (Scope 1 & 2) by 2040

Minimise Scope 3



Net Zero Campuses (Scope 1 & 2) by 2040
In three phases

Phase 1 – Enabling (2025 – 2030)
~ 25% reduction in scope 1 & 2 

Phase 2 – Hybrid (2030 – 2035) 
~ 33% reduction in scope 1 & 2 

Phase 3 - Net Zero (2035 – 2040) 
~ 42% reduction in scope 1 & 2

LED LIGHTS SOLAR PV

BUILDING CONTROLS

UPGRADED FABRIC NET ZERO DESIGN

GROUND SOURCE HEAT

UPGRADED FABRIC NET ZERO DESIGN

AIR SOURCE HEAT
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Imperial’s approach to sustainable procurement
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In 2024, we published the sustainable procurement policy, strategy and 
guidance for all university related procurement

• The policy is live and should be consulted for all procurement 
activities.

• A sustainability weighting has been added to tenders:
• 20% for all major contracts
• 10% for smaller suppliers 

• The central procurement team now has a dedicated Sustainable 
Procurement Manager to support with embedding the policy. 

Key actions for 2025:
• Directly survey all our major suppliers to gather their sustainability 

data and initiatives.
• Collaborate with NETPositive Futures, using their Net-Zero Supplier 

Tool to gather detailed supplier data. 
• Set a refreshed set of procurement sustainability targets.



In practice: Using Life Cycle Assessment in our ICT 
strategy

31/03/2025 8

1) Reduce emissions from purchases of equipment and 2) reducing emissions from hardware use
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In practice: Reducing Embodied Carbon in Campus 
Construction

Embodied Carbon A-C (kgCO2e)

Baseline Minimum 
Standard

Aspirational 
Standard

108, 5m 78,3m 65,6m
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This is equivalent to the annual carbon emissions 
of approximately 10,000 UK households,  with 
average UK household emits about 8.1 tonnes of 
CO₂ per year. 

Case Study
The proposed buildings under the Westway, the 
baseline is set at 2.1m kgCO₂e, with an 
aspirational target of 955.5k kgCO₂e. 

By specifying mass timber buildings, where the 
primary structural material is timber, we can 
achieve embodied carbon performance of 535.8k 
kgCO₂e which is below the aspirational target.



Developing the Imperial Net-Zero Calculator
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Using organizational data and insights

Openness

Collaboration

Simplicity

Transparency

Carbon 
climate 

calculators

UK 
(Mackay)

Global 
Calculator

Europe 
(EUCalc)

30+ other 
individual 
countries

Imperial 
College NZ 
Calculator

User inputs

Data

Excel 
spreadsheet

• Lever ambition
• Lever speed
• Lever start year

• Historical 2018-2023
• Projections 2024-2050

• Can be translated into a 
webtool

• Allows for more 
transparent development

Total 
activity 
during 

time step

GHG 
emission 
factor(s)

GHG 
emissions

M
odel structure



Imperial’s carbon calculator – modelling 
decarbonisation pathwaysLevers and Ambition Levels

In the excel version:

• Year in which the action begins

• Time period during which change 
occurs, from historical/business as 
usual pathway

Level 1:
minimum 

abatement effort

Level 2: 
ambitious but 

achievable

Level 3: 
very ambitious 
but achievable

Level 4: 
extraordinarily 
ambitious and 

extreme
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• Each lever (technological or behavioural intervention) has four options – levels 1 to 4 – which 
the user selects. 

• Represents full range of what is possible for each action up to 2040
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"No air-source heat pumps are used"

"Air-source heat pumps supply 33% 
of electricity demand"

"Air-source heat pumps supply 67% 
of electricity demand"

"Air-source heat pumps supply 
100% of electricity demand"



Imperial Transition Pathways Explorer

23/01/2025 12 23/01/2025

bit.ly/imperial-explorer

Try it yourself here!



What does the Imperial carbon calculator show us?

• Very High ambition (Level 4) 
takes Scope 1&2 emissions to 
near-zero : we decarbonise 
campus energy, reduce the 
carbon-intensity of travel and 
procurement, and limit Imperial’s 
expansion

• Low ambition (Level 1) doubles 
annual emissions by 2050: we 
don’t reduce our carbon intensity 
and high population growth 
increases our overall footprint
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High versus Low ambition pathways 
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Residual emissions in 
2050 with level 4
-> New Working Group to develop an 
approach to residual emissions

Very high ambition halves 
our annual and cumulative 

emissions by 2050



What’s most visible isn’t where Imperial’s biggest 
carbon impact lies
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Food

Active travel
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IT kit and software

Lab purchases

Staff travel

LARGE CARBON FOOTPRINTVISIBLE

Student travel

31/03/2025 14



Sustainable Imperial – our contribution to the transition

Engage
Control:

Campus energy supply & usage
 Business travel

Student travel requirements
Procurement policy & decisions

Practice on waste, water, greening, 
construction & climate resilience

Growth

Engage: 

Supplier engagement

Encourage sustainable habits for staff & students

Faculty & department sustainability committees

Influence: 

Sectors’ decarbonisation via 

research, innovation & 

partnerships 

Global sustainability skills and 

leadership via education

HE sector & neighbourhood 

collaboration & leadership

Government policy-making
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