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Sustainable Campus in the South African context

➢ As African universities, we operate 
locally but live in a globally 
connected world, competing globally

➢ We have a very different background 
and context that we operate in 
compared to most of our global 
competitors

➢ In this context, how do we can we 
make our campus a living lab for 
sustainably?
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UCT’s Environmental Sustainability Strategy

Download the strategy here 

Revision 0 of the strategy was approved by the UCT Executive in 2020 and published on UCT’s website.

https://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/328/explore/sustainability/UCT_Environmental_Sustainability_Strategy_2021.pdf


The Strategy has Shades of Green & Long Term Goals

Net Zero – by 2050 for these aspects:

Carbon / Energy 
Water 

Waste to Landfill
2-5% reductions annually from 2020

The strategy 
allows for 

shades of green 
and has

long term 
goals.

Underpinned 
by decisions 
based on good 
social return & 
good financial 
return for UCT.



How is UCT doing in terms of its Net Zero Carbon by 2050 Target?

If you don’t measure it, you can’t manage it.
Start by measuring your carbon footprint as an institution.

UCT has seen a 
20% reduction 
against it’s 2019 
baseline.



What is a Campus as a Living Lab for Sustainability?

Download the ISCN’s guide to Living Labs here 

➢ Living Labs are user-centred and open 
innovation eco-systems

➢ Living Labs are effective in solving complex 
problems in a multi-stakeholder context

➢ Especially societal/sustainability problems 
benefit from involving all stakeholders for co-
creation and co-production

➢ A real life setting is beneficial to simultaneously 
encounter all relevant foreseen and unforeseen 
circumstances

➢ A real life setting improves the impact for 
replication and upscaling

https://campusaslivinglab.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/06/new_RZ_Living_Lab_handbook_9.5.19.pdf
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Green Buildings – as Living Labs

➢ All new buildings must be minimum 4 Star Green 
Star certified (UCT policy)

➢ All data from green buildings is made available to 
students to study and analyse for research 
purposes 

➢ In some cases, mostly postgrad, can install 
additional devices for further research

UCT’s recently completed HPI d-school building targeting 6 Star Green Star (LEED Platinum equivalent)



Campus as a Living Lab – Research Papers Produced

➢ Research Paper published on UCT’s solar PV 
system performance prepared by masters student: 

    Katleho Malatse

Full paper available here

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Dto-Oyedokun/publication/378540527_Unlocking_Sustainability_Potential_UCT%27s_Solar_PV_Systems_as_a_Living_Lab_Model/links/6644cd1a479366623aecc1c6/Unlocking-Sustainability-Potential-UCTs-Solar-PV-Systems-as-a-Living-Lab-Model.pdf


Focus: Energy/Carbon Emissions, Water, Waste, Human Health

➢ In terms of green campus, we need to focus on key items 
where we can have the biggest impact

➢ Energy/carbon emissions, water, waste and human health are 
the key focus areas in UCT’s sustainability strategy

➢ Project example on the right – plan to recycling sewage water 
in a facility next to Kopano – will be used for flushing toilers 
and irrigation. Living lab research opportunities:

- Off-take points for further alternative filtration 
- Off-take points for water quality sampling
- Access to ongoing data readings and measurement
- Alternative pond plant selection and research
- Learning centre



Campus as a Living Lab – Reviewed all cleaning products used at UCT

➢ UCT did a full review of all its cleaning products 
using a masters student in the faculty of health 
sciences

➢ We did not just take it at face value – requested 
chemical ingredients of every product

➢ Ultimately had to lean on trustworthy eco labels 
due to limited info sharing from suppliers on 
chemicals used

Full Eco-choice standard available here

https://www.eco-choicelabel.org/our-standards


Khusela Ikamva Sustainable Campus Project: Connecting Research & Operations

A 5-year research project to further 

catalyse the transformation of UCT into a 

sustainable campus by establishing a 

community of practice informed by:

➢ leading research focused on energy, 

water, waste, wildlife, community of 

practice on campus

➢ extensive, inclusive engagement

➢ exemplar Living Lab interventions 

on campus 

Khusela Ikamva

meaning “secure the future”



Campus as a Living Lab map:

➢ Includes links to 
research papers 
and research 
institutes

➢ QR codes proposed 
per initiative – can 
be used for future 
signage

https://uctsustainablecampus.net 

https://uctsustainablecampus.net/


Electric Bus Feasibility Study

➢ VC’s Strategic Fund allocated budget for a detailed 
feasibility study 

➢ Purpose of the study was to look at three key elements of 
feasibility for the UCT Shuttle service on a like for like 
service:
➢ Is it technically and practically feasible?
➢ Is it financially feasible?
➢ Is it environmentally feasible?

➢ It was found not to be feasible for any of these aspects 
(technical, financial and environmental)

➢ UCT plans to experiment with EV buses in the meantime 
with 1-2 EV buses proposed to be put in operation 
(currently no funding for this)
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Buildings are incredibly resource hungry & have many environmental impacts

Extraction & Manufacture

➢ Land, biodiversity

➢ Raw Materials 

➢ Water

➢ Energy / emissions

➢ Air

Construction

➢ Land, biodiversity (site)

➢ Water

➢ Energy / emissions

➢ Air

In Use

➢ Water

➢ Energy / emissions

➢ Air

➢ Materials used by 
building occupants+ End of Life 



Raw Materials Extraction 

➢ Resource depletion

➢ South Africa’s context – 
incredible natural heritage, 
but still living with apartheid 
legacy

Images credit to Roperld.com



Buildings are the greatest polluters (energy use – embodied & operational)

Graphic compliments of Green Building Council South Africa & photo credit to www.thisis.capetown 

Buildings
globally generate 1 in 3 tons of CO2



What is a green building / green infrastructure?

Image compliments of Green Building Council South Africa 

How do you define green buildings/green infrastructure?

How do you compare one project to another?

Who says it’s green?



Standards for green buildings and green infrastructure

Image credit:  www.writingcooperative.com and www.legaro.co.za . 

Government Regulations / Standards:

➢ Minimum standard for energy efficiency in 
buildings only in place by 2011, updated in 2022

Voluntary Standards:

➢ Green standards for buildings launched in 2008 by 
GBCSA all the way to Net Zero Carbon in 2018

http://www.writingcooperative.com/
http://www.legaro.co.za/


Is there an additional cost to go green? Green Premium.

Green Premium definition:
(according to the GBCSA):

“The green cost premium is defined as the additional cost 
of green building over and above the cost of conventional 
construction, expressed as a % of the total cost of the 
project. 

For example:
• Green building project costs R100 million in total 
• Includes green building costs of R3 million over and 

above the cost of conventional construction, 
• It is considered to have a green cost premium of 

R3m/R100m expressed as % i.e. 3 %”

www.gbcsa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Cost-of-Green-2021_Digital.pdf 

http://www.gbcsa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Cost-of-Green-2021_Digital.pdf


Is there an additional cost to go green? Green Premium.

Green Premium on UCT projects where measured:
Avenue Res (4 Star):     1,25%
School of Education (4 Star):    1,41%
d-school (6 Star):      2.25%
(South African average     3,63%)

www.gbcsa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Cost-of-Green-2021_Digital.pdf 

http://www.gbcsa.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/Cost-of-Green-2021_Digital.pdf


Major benefits in obtaining independent review of green credentials

➢ Getting your building Green Star certified requires 
your project documentation to be independently 
reviewed by the GBCSA’s auditors

➢ It’s like getting your financials independently 
audited

➢ Because of this, the documentation of the 
projects is of a very high quality

➢ The green credentials are verified

➢ No green washing

➢ The cost savings are verifiable



Green Buildings and Green Building Policy

➢ d-school 6 Star Green Star certified (UCT’s 
greenest building), plus 4 x 4 Star buildings (New 
Lecture Theatre, School of Education, Avenue Res, 
GSB conference centre)

➢ A few other new buildings on the horizon:
➢ Arise Building (Faculty of Health Sciences)
➢ Nelson Mandela School of Public Governance 

(site is on P18 at the top of Upper Campus)
➢ Jagger Library
➢ Digital & Polar Lab (Next to NEB)
➢ HW Pearson 5th floor rebuild (Green Star 

Interiors) – on hold

➢ In 2023 Council approved UCT’s more detailed 
green building policy 

https://uct.ac.za/administration/policies


Stellenbosch University: Got 18 of their existing buildings Green Star certified

1   x   6 Star building
15 x   5 Star buildings
2   x   4 Star buildings



Stellenbosch University: Biomedical Research Centre 4 Star Green Star certified



Nelson Mandela University: Business School - 4 Star Green Star certified
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Using multiple ways of creating awareness of sustainability initiatives 

d-school example:

➢ Signage with various green building features + 
QR code with more info on this feature online 
for self guided tours (also do guided tours)

➢ Cross section with green building features 
illustrated

➢ Model built of building to gain perspective

➢ Screen with solar PV, water, energy and 
fresh air data for the building

➢ All data available for students to access 
and undertake research on UCT’s recently completed HPI d-school building achieved 6 Star Green Star (LEED Platinum equivalent)



Using art on campus as a powerful form of communication on sustainability

➢ Art students are invited to do art 
projects focused on sustainable 
campus themes that are then 
displayed on campus

➢ In one example, art students analysed 
waste generated on campus

➢ Then they made an intenstine filled 
with all the recyclable waste that does 
not end up in the recycling bin 

https://www.news.uct.ac.za/article/-2022-05-13-giant-fabric-intestine-
promotes-culture-of-recycling-on-campus 

https://www.news.uct.ac.za/article/-2022-05-13-giant-fabric-intestine-promotes-culture-of-recycling-on-campus
https://www.news.uct.ac.za/article/-2022-05-13-giant-fabric-intestine-promotes-culture-of-recycling-on-campus


Greenovate & Falling Walls comps – UCT Students from EBE are regular winners:



Examples of other projects / initiatives:

➢ GSB Sustainable Campus Plan: 
Working with GSB to develop their own 
specific environmental sustainability plan, 
including green key certification for the hotel 
on campus.

➢ Faculty of Health Sciences: 
Working with FHS to develop their own 
specific environmental sustainability plan, 
including green lab certification for the IDM 
Institute (including 56 labs), its carbon 
footprint and a solar PV installation.

➢ Active support of GCI: 
Student Green Campus Initiative is a 
wonderful way for students to help create 
environmental awareness on campus.



Campus as a Living Lab map:

➢ Includes links to 
research papers 
and research 
institutes

➢ QR codes proposed 
per initiative – can 
be used for future 
signage

https://uctsustainablecampus.net 

https://uctsustainablecampus.net/
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Some questions to ask of your institution

➢ Who is responsible for setting the 
policy and tracking campus 
environmental sustainability?

➢ Where and what is the environmental 
sustainability strategy or policy publicly 
shared?

➢ Are you measuring and publicly 
reporting on your carbon footprint?

➢ How are you verifying your green 
building credentials?

➢ How are you using your campus as a 
Living Lab for sustainability?



South Africa’s context: Doing much more…with much less

Image Credit: https://www.inc.com/

Teaching

Research

Operations

Governance

Engagement

environmental sustainability

Finding Champions for 
Environmental Sustainability 

in every Department is 
essential + central leadership

https://www.inc.com/


In summary – how will UCT grow its impact towards achieving the SDGs?

Image Credit: https://www.the-scientist.com/ 

➢ Understand & appreciate your context

➢ Be strategic and do much more with much 
less

➢ Find champions and find ways to support 
them – their good work will be infectious

➢ Create awareness creatively and 
immersively 

➢ Continue with this patiently and 
persistently 

https://www.the-scientist.com/


Closing thought

“It is in your hands to 
create a better world for 
all who live in it.“ 

- Nelson Mandela

Let’s do this – it’s in our hands.



Questions
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