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A NOTE FROM THE PRESIDENT
In recent years, this world has seen its natural boundaries pushed to their
limits. Whether it was record-breaking temperatures and greenhouse gas
concentrations in our atmosphere, continued human encroachment on natural
spaces, waste piling up in landfills, or the inequities pervasive in our society, it
has become abundantly clear that old ways of operating are not feasible in the
future. Prairie State College uses teaching and communication methodologies
that engage our students in preparation for the long-run.
During the 2020 Fiscal Year, PSC developed curriculum and secured funding
to open new doors for our students in the booming renewable energy industry. Our College’s
Revolving Sustainability Fund enabled shifts from disposable to reusable materials on campus. A
reroofing project, new HVAC equipment, and LED lighting upgrades were key energy efficiency
improvements. And at the end of the year, while a global pandemic shook our world, the entire
campus quickly mobilized to implement remote teaching and learning activities. College staff and
faculty transitioned together to an efficient virtual campus.
Our society’s response to global and domestic challenges must be focused while flexible. Prairie
State College’s outstanding faculty provide our students with the tools, academic prowess and
confidence to meet these challenges through accredited pathways and extracurricular activities.
Our College will continue to promote programs and initiatives to instill and cultivate an awareness of
natural boundaries and life-sustaining systems that will serve our students in our global society.
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COVID-19 EFFECTS
The coronavirus pandemic has impacted campus
in many ways. While the following effects were not
planned as sustainability initiatives, they do impact
sustainability issues. Some of these impacts may have
the potential to be codified after the pandemic so that
their positive effects can be carried into the future.

about 12 and 5.6 kg of CO2 emissions for every day
they worked remotely (assuming they would have
commuted by car, as most of the campus does). An
employee who telecommuted for the 22 workdays in
April did the carbon equivalent of allowing 4.4 tree
seedlings to grow for ten years.

Electronic Signatures/Approval Processes

While commuting emissions are not entirely within
the control of the college, many institutions take
these emissions into account when calculating their
greenhouse gas footprints. This is because their policies
(like whether or not to allow telecommuting) can have
drastic impacts on their communities’ behavior and
resulting emissions.

Until recently, PSC has relied almost exclusively on
paper forms and pen-to-paper signatures for approval
processes ranging from student applications to
employee leave requests and reimbursements. But
the campus going virtual in March has forced these
processes online. If these processes can remain online
even after the pandemic, this could make a significant
dent in campus paper use and related waste.
Waste

With the campus being all-but evacuated for the last
few months of FY2020, campus waste was reduced
to nearly zero. Scheduled pickups were cut back or
canceled altogether. In April of 2019, about 234 cubic
yards of waste was hauled from the main campus
garbage dumpster and over 4 tons from the main
recycling dumpsters. In the same period this year, both
of those figures were zero. It is important to note that
this does not capture the waste that employees and
students may be producing while working remotely.
While this level of waste reduction probably is not a
realistic goal in the short term, it shows that teaching
and learning can be largely decoupled from waste
production.
Commuting

Commuting to campus was also all-but eliminated
in mid-March when classes moved online, and many
campus employees started to work remotely to allow
for social distancing. A spring 2019 survey found that
college employees have an average commute of about
15 miles each way while students commute about 7
miles each way. With these commutes not happening,
the average employee and student, respectively, saved
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Energy use

A smaller population on campus means fewer people,
computers, and spaces to cool in the summer. It also
means less space to light and less lab and classroom
equipment to power. It is not surprising that the energy
use of a virtual campus is a lot less than an in-person
campus. We can see that in the energy that campus
used in April 2020 compared to April 2019. In 2019,
energy use on our main campus (Main Building, Tech
Wing, ATOC, and the Conference Center) was about
344 megawatt-hours (MWh). For the same period in
2020, those buildings used just 260 MWh, a 24 percent
reduction.
It is important to note that this energy use does not
account for the energy that shifted off campus. For
example, a student who would typically be studying
in PSC’s library may now be using their electricity at
home for the same purpose. Or a professor who would
normally be using an in-class computer to present is
now probably using a laptop plugged in at their home.

SUSTAINABILITY STRATEGY
PSC’s Sustainability Strategy, developed in the 2018-2019 academic year, guides the College’s sustainability
efforts and initiatives. The strategy is framed around the following six priority areas identified by college
students, staff, faculty, and administrators as essential areas of focus for overall sustainability at the College.

1.0

Education

2.0

Energy

3.0

Social
Responsibility

4.0

Material Flows

5.0

Emissions &
Effluents

The integration of the following priority areas into classrooms and
other college programs for students, staff, faculty, and the greater
community

The use of energy in all of its forms by and for the college and its
community

The social footprint of the college (including topics of food security,
personal well-being, representation in governance, social equality, etc.)

The materials (paper, food, water, products, etc.) which are, in some
way, touched by the college’s operations and what happens to them
after they leave the college

The non-solid waste products of the college or those produced on the
college’s behalf

6.0

Biodiversity

The way the college operates as a habitat for living organisms

These six Priority Areas from the Sustainability Strategy provide the structure for this report.
sustainability@psc
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EDUCATION

1.0

Education

Education is at the core of the College’s mission, so it is naturally the first Priority Area in
our Sustainability Strategy. Whether they are studying to be a nurse, a teacher, or an auto
mechanic, our students will have the chance during their careers to challenge and influence
the systems of which they are a part. Educating them about the global sustainability
challenges we face will enable them to wield this influence to change society for the better.

What We’re Doing

Newsletter: Sustainability Update

The Sustainability Update newsletter continues to give quarterly sustainability-related news to the campus
community. It also highlights local events and on-campus initiatives to promote sustainability.
Renewable energies

Support from an Illinois Green Economy Network grant allowed PSC faculty to develop three new courses in
renewable energy, which will be offered for the first time in the 2020-2021 academic year. These courses will
allow students in the Industrial Electrician program to focus on renewable energies and for other students to
get a certificate in Wind or Solar Photovoltaics. Renewable energy jobs are some of the fastest-growing in the
country. They are also well-paid, and many of them do not require a 4-year degree.
The grant also provided over $100,000 in funding for training equipment to support these courses.
Earth Week 2020

Due to limitations caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, PSC’s Sustainability Committee had to pivot online for
this year’s Earth Week activities. The programs were delivered in daily “packets” sent via email and included
recorded presentations about electric vehicles, sustainability in Indigenous cultures, upcycling, native plants,
and pollinators. Participants were also encouraged to get involved on social media with daily “scavenger
hunts” for things in and around their homes like energy-efficient appliances, native critters, and items that they
could reuse instead of throwing out.
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Education, What We’re Doing-continued
Upcycle-palooza

In fall 2019, PSC held its first Upcycle-palooza, an event meant to
highlight the importance of reuse and repurposing of materials. This
event included an Upcycle Competition where student groups and
individuals submitted creations made from would-be waste materials.
Seven impressive creations were entered into the competition,
including a working wind turbine made from old buckets and shelving
components, a vinyl-record coffee table, and an artistic meditation
device. However, the winner was a backgammon board made from old
electronic components submitted by an Industrial Electrician student.
This event also included interactive stations where attendees made tote
bags from old t-shirts and sheets of paper out of unusable scraps from
Institutional Support Services embedded with native plant seeds.
Sustainability Film Series

In February, the Sustainability Committee hosted its first screening in
the Sustainability Film Series. The “Frozen Worlds” episode of Netflix’s
Our Planet series was shown to a group of about 40 students. After
the screening, PSC’s Sustainability Committee members led a lively
discussion about climate change and the environmental and social
repercussions.
The committee had planned to partner with the Student Sustainability
Club to screen two more films about the impacts of the fashion
and food industries, but the pandemic made those in-person
screenings impossible.
Student Sustainability Club

The Sustainability Club had a busy year kicked off with a tour
of Homewood Disposal’s transfer and recycling sorting center.
They also held an alternative protein tasting event to highlight
the environmental footprint of the meat industry, a Valentine’s
Day fundraiser selling native prairie rose seeds and reused
paper flowers, and hosting a virtual movie screening and online
discussion about consumerism.

sustainability@psc

7

ENERGY

2.0

Energy

Energy is a critical aspect of sustainability, which is why it appears in one
Priority Area explicitly, and another (Emissions & Effluents) implicitly. The first
step to decreasing the negative impacts of energy use for any institution is
finding ways to reduce energy consumption. That is why the first goal under
this Priority Area is to reduce the energy use of
Annual Energy Use by Source (MBtu)
the college.
By the numbers:

The pandemic forced most college activities
online, but even before March, the Main Building
had used about 4.6 percent less electricity than
the same period in the previous fiscal year. By
the end of FY2020, college electric and natural
gas energy use was down about 18 percent from
FY2019. A full fiscal year comparison of energy use
is shown to the right from FY2018 to FY2020.
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What We’re Doing
Solar Array

As with many things in 2020, the installation of the solar photovoltaic array on campus
buildings has been affected by some delays. Construction start is expected towards the end
of summer 2020. This array will cover the Main building, Tech Wing, Library, and the Adult
Training and Outreach Center (ATOC) with almost 1,500 solar panels with 550 kilowatts of
capacity.
Re-roofing

The 2019 re-roofing of the Main building not only supports sustainability by providing a
sturdy and long-lasting base for the coming solar installation, it also is itself an energy
efficiency improvement. The better insulation and reflective white surface will more
effectively keep the building warm in the winter and cool in the summer, putting
less strain on the building’s HVAC system.
HVAC Updates and Digital Controls

About 40 percent of commercial building energy use goes to heating and
cooling space for occupants. Because of its influence on PSC’s energy bill and our
community’s comfort, the Facilities Department is always working to improve the
HVAC system’s efficiency and effectiveness. During FY2020, and continuing into the new
fiscal
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FY2020

Energy, What We’re Doing-continued

year, ongoing HVAC upgrades and a switch to a new digital control system will help
the college use less energy and allow our students and employees to work in a
more comfortable space.
Indoor LED Conversions

ComEd’s Public Buildings in Distressed Communities (PBDC) program provided
over 1,000 LED tube lamps to PSC to replace fluorescent tubes in several areas
on campus. These new lamps use about half the energy of the ones they replaced,
provide better light quality, produce less waste heat, and last longer. These new lights
will save the College an estimated 62,000 kilowatt hours (kWh) and over $4,000 each year.

3.0

Social
Responsibility

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY

PSC’s Mission Statement includes a push to “empower students” and “embrace diversity,
nurture lifelong learning, and support community and economic development.” These
priorities line up with the College’s academic nature, and can only be achieved by playing
its part in addressing the other needs of the community it serves. As a community college,
PSC strives to be as inclusive as possible, make its services accessible to its diverse district, and consider the
well-being of its students, faculty, and staff.
By the numbers:

The Sustainability Committee is working to define measures of success in Social Responsibility that can
guide initiatives in this area moving forward.

What We’re Doing
Food Insecurity

Effective education is only possible after basic human needs are met. Until dining services were forced to
shut down with the rest of campus due to the pandemic, it offered food to the campus at affordable prices.
These prices ensure that students who may otherwise face food insecurity can focus on their academics in
the classroom.
Electronics donation

As the Information Technology Resources (ITR) Department continuously upgrades campus systems,
obsolete and unnecessary equipment must be disposed of responsibly. Instead of just sending it for
recycling, ITR has partnered with UCP Seguin’s Assistive Technology Exchange Network (ATEN) program,
which refurbishes operable equipment and distributes it to individuals with disabilities. Equipment that
cannot be refurbished is recycled. In FY 2020, approximately 11,000 pounds of would-be electronic waste
was given a second life through this program.
sustainability@psc
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4.0

Material Flows

MATERIAL FLOWS

The flow of materials is the fourth Priority Area identified in the PSC Sustainability Strategy.
This includes materials upstream (sources) and downstream (“waste”) of the College. The
largest ecological impacts of many institutions occur outside of their own operations. For
example, while an educational institution may not be directly removing trees from a forest or
polluting a body of water with harmful waste, the choices it makes in sourcing and disposing of the materials
that come through its doors can affect these practices for better or for worse.
By the numbers:

Campus Waste Disposal by Destination (Tons)

On the right is a summary of the waste produced
250
by campus in FY2019 and FY2020 by end
destination. The total waste produced went down 200
by about 20 percent from 223 to 178 tons. In the
150
Donated/Reused
same period, the diversion rate (the percentage
Recycle
of all campus waste that is diverted from the
Landfill
100
landfill) increased from 17 to 21 percent. Both of
these metrics are moving in a positive direction.
50
Some of this is due to a trend to reduce waste
0
hauling service spurred by a general decrease in
FY2019
FY2020
waste production on campus, but some of this
year’s stark decrease is also due to a months-long pause in service due to the pandemic. As with Energy
and Emissions, the waste numbers of the COVID-19 era will likely rebound to some degree when campus
operations return to normal.
Fiscal Year 2020 will serve as a baseline for future years in water usage. Campus buildings used about 1.95
million gallons of potable water in FY2020. This number may increase in coming years as campus returns to
normal operations after the pandemic

What We’re Doing

Revolving Sustainability Fund

Fiscal Year 2020 was the first full year of the Revolving Sustainability Fund’s (RSF’s) existence, and it saw two
projects approved for funding.
The first was proposed by the Biology Department’s faculty and was aimed at eliminating the waste created
by single-use whiteboard markers. These markers are used in almost every classroom, but most marker
manufacturers do not make them easy to dispose of responsibly. Auspen is one company that offers reusable,
refillable whiteboard markers that can be used for years and are fully recyclable at the end of their lives. For
this project, the RSF enabled the purchase of these reusable whiteboard marker kits for all full-time Biology
faculty, which will save the department almost $150 and hundreds of wasted markers each year.
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Material Flows, What We’re Doing-continued

The second project will replace Student Affairs’ single-use tablecloths
with durable, reusable tablecloths. This will save an estimated $250
and keep about 140 single-use tablecloths out of the trash each
year. Unfortunately, this project’s implementation was put on hold
due to COVID-19. The project’s approval still stands, and it will be
implemented when feasible.
Reusable Takeout Containers Pilot

Before the pandemic, the Sustainability Office worked with Nourish
in the cafeteria to design a system to allow customers to use durable,
reusable takeout containers instead of single-use plastic containers. A
select group of students and employees had been chosen to pilot the
program in the spring, but the cafeteria’s closure in March resulted in a
delay of this pilot program. With the concept fully developed, the pilot
of this reusable container subscription service should be easy to start
up when it is safe to return to campus and open the cafeteria again.

sustainability@psc
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EMISSIONS & EFFLUENTS

5.0

Emissions &
Effluents

It is becoming clearer how important it is for institutions to understand and take control of
the emissions they produce, whether they contribute to climate change, smog (VOCs and
NOx), or atmospheric ozone depletion (CFCs). There are many sources of emissions on a
college campus like PSC’s. Some of them are directly within our control – like those caused
by burning natural gas for heating campus buildings – while some are less direct – like those emitted by
electricity producers or by students, faculty, and staff on their commutes. Prairie State College is committed to
grappling with the emissions and effluents that come from its operations and taking creative steps to reduce
them and their negative impacts.
By the numbers:

Annual GHG Emissions by Source (MTCO2e)

In FY2020, PSC calculated an approximate
5000
value for its electricity- and natural gas-related
greenhouse gas (GHG) footprint: about 3,225
4000
metric tons of CO2e. (That’s down about
Diesel
15 percent or 561 metric tons from FY2019.)
3000
Gasoline
The table on the right shows these emissions
Electricity
from FY2020 and the two previous years. The
2000
Natural Gas
stark decrease from FY2019 to FY2020 can be
partially explained by a significant decrease in
1000
campus activities due to the pandemic. But,
0
as mentioned in the Energy section, natural
FY2018
FY2019
FY2020
gas and electricity use were down even before
the effects of COVID-19 hit in March 2020. There may be a rebound in these figures in future fiscal years as
campus activities return to normal, but at least some of these gains should persist.
While campus electricity and natural gas use are significant contributors to PSC’s overall GHG emissions, they
are not the end of the story. These figures do not include other sources of GHG emissions like commuting,
campus waste, fuel used by fleet vehicles, refrigerants, and purchased goods, among other sources. It also
does not include the possible sequestration of carbon by new vegetative growth and other campus carbon
sinks. Future assessments may incorporate more of these contributors for a more complete GHG footprint.

What We’re Doing

Wind electricity purchase

Prairie State College continues its commitment to buying renewable energy certificates (RECs) that offset
15 percent of its electric usage with wind energy. One REC represents the environmental benefits of one
megawatt-hour (MWh) of electricity having been produced by a renewable power source. Our local electricity
grid sourced only 5.2 percent of its power from renewables, but with PSC’s REC purchase, the college’s sources
were 19.4 percent renewable.
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Emissions & Effluents, What We’re Doing-continued
Electric Vehicle charging stations

Prairie State College’s electric vehicle (EV) charging stations have been helping the campus community
reduce its commuting-related emissions since late 2012. Since then, their four charging ports have helped
drivers save nearly ten metric tons of greenhouse gas emissions (estimated by ChargePoint).
In FY2020, they supplied over 8,300 kWh of electricity to
drivers, helping them eliminate over 3.5 metric tons of CO2e
of greenhouse gas emissions and over 1000 gallons of gasoline
from their commutes. That’s a 90 percent increase from FY2019!
Total energy dispensed to EVs during January and February of
2020 was up by 147 percent (almost 2.5x) compared to that
period in 2019. Since then, the working- and learning-fromhome policies put in place due to COVID-19 have drastically
reduced the use of these chargers (and commuting emissions
overall).

Annual GHG Savings from EV Chargers (kg CO2)
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BIODIVERSITY

6.0

Biodiversity

Biodiversity – the variety of life in a given area – is an
important indicator of ecosystem health. Scientists believe
that we are currently witnessing Earth’s sixth great extinction
event, which is being caused largely by human activity (land
use change, climate change, over-fishing, ocean acidification, water and air
pollution, etc.). This priority area aims to promote the diversity of life on PSC’s
campus.
By the numbers:

PSC conducts an annual BioBlitz – an event used to catalog and geotag
the biodiversity of a given area using an app called iNaturalist. Although
the BioBlitz could not happen in spring 2020 due to the pandemic, in the
two preceding years 46 different observers made 176 research grade
observations on PSC’s main campus identifying 48 species.

What We’re Doing
Virtual BioBlitz

This year, Prairie State College held its third official (and first virtual) BioBlitz!
Most years, this is a faculty- and expert-guided inventory of the many
species of plants, animals, and bugs living on the college’s campus. This year,
participants were encouraged to survey the wild spaces near their homes
instead of coming to campus, and several posted photos of their findings on
social media using #PSCEarthWeek.
Native plantings

The 2020 Fiscal Year saw native plants expanding beyond just the Butterfly
Garden on campus. Native grasses, beebalm, and milkweed now line the
walkway into the Main building from Parking Lot A (near the Trio offices).
And a landscaped alcove near the Christopher Art Gallery has dry and dark
conditions, but there are some native plants that have a fighting chance.
Some shade- and drought-tolerant native plants were put in there this spring.
PSC Beehive

The bees adopted by PSC in summer 2019, unfortunately, did not survive the
winter. In April 2020, the hive was repopulated and was off to a good start to
the summer at the end of the Fiscal Year in June. Bees play an important role
in plant reproduction and agriculture, providing free pollination services to
campus neighbors. The first honey harvest is expected in July or August 2020.
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