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Executive Summary

The University of Pittsburgh (“Pitt”) is a large public university and celebrated research
institution, with about 33,000 undergraduate, graduate, and doctoral students enrolled across
five campuses and a Consolidated Endowment Fund (CEF) valued at $5.5 billion. In the past
few years, the University has taken substantial strides in addressing climate change. This
includes a commitment to carbon neutrality by 2037 detailed in the 2022 Pitt Climate Action
Plan, which has already seen progress; and the publishing of their 2018-22 Progress Report on
the Pitt Sustainability Plan, which demonstrates visible but slow progress towards its 68
Sustainability Goals from 2018.
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Highs

Commitments, Goals, and Objectives
● According to its FY22 greenhouse gas

inventory, Pitt has seen a significant
reduction in its campus greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions from FY19-22.

Institution Structures and Plan
● Pitt’s Office of Sustainability is well staffed

and has a strong presence on campus, in
addition to the Chancellor’s Advisory Council
on Sustainability. The University’s digitally
published Pitt Sustainability Plan (PSP) and
Climate Action Plan (CAP) are thorough,
visually engaging, interactive, and actionable.
Pitt demonstrates flexibility and adaptability in
carrying out its plans and is encouraged to continue reporting with candid transparency.

Transparency
● In the last five years, Pitt’s reporting system has seen marked improvement in

accessibility, design, frequency, and transparency. The University publishes annual GHG
and nitrogen inventories.

Education and Research
● Sustainability is a living element of Pitt’s curriculum, ranging from the

undergraduate sustainability certificate all the way to the MCSI’s M.S. in Sustainable
Engineering. For students interested in taking sustainability-oriented courses in their
area of study, there are such course lists in several locations including on the MSCI
website and in the CAP. The Pitt campus is host to many climate-passionate students,
as seen in the 17 member groups within the Student Office of Sustainability (SOOS),
approximately six of those directly concerned with environmental education or action.

Regional Leadership
● Pitt has been at the forefront of regional university climate action for several years. It

played a key role in the founding of the regional Higher Education Climate Consortium
(HECC) in 2008 and its revitalization in 2022-2023. Its public outreach for its 2022
Climate Action Plan via its website, public webinars, and other methods role modeled
public transparency. As an AASHE Stars Gold winner, it has demonstrated a
commitment to communicating its approach in a way comparable to other schools.
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https://www.heccpgh.org/
https://www.heccpgh.org/our-story


Areas for Improvement

Commitments, Goals, and Objectives
● Despite nine years of active student and community campaigning for fossil fuel

divestment from the Pitt CEF (endowment fund), the Board of Trustees continues to
take a passive stance on the fossil fuel exposure of the fund. In 2021, the Board of
Trustees chose not to actively screen fossil fuel investments but rather to monitor their
strategy to phase out private-equity fossil fuel holdings by 2035. From 2021 to 2022, the
endowment's exposure to private fossil fuel holdings increased from 4.5% to 6.3%, largely
due to changes in market value and commodity prices. We recommend that the University
take a more aggressive divestment approach to meet the urgency of the climate crisis, or
else the already tentative 2035 target will be consistently liable to similar market
fluctuations.

Institution Structures and Plan
● In 2014, the University of Pittsburgh signed on to the 2030 Challenge, an international

initiative to accelerate net-zero design in the building sector. Pitt reports its progress on
these challenge goals as a piece of their carbon neutral puzzle. However, in 2021, the
challenge sponsor called for a greatly accelerated effort, with all new buildings and major
renovations to be carbon-neutral from the outset. We recommend that Pitt review and
respond to the revised 2030 Challenge timeline.

● Pitt’s CAP is heavily dependent on carbon offsets, with about a third of expected GHG
emission reductions for the 2037 neutrality goal credited to carbon offsetting/insetting.
Given the well-understood problematics of carbon offsets, we recommend that Pitt
decrease the proportion of offsets in its emission reductions mix.

Education and Research
● The Pitt Green Fund is a student-run fund that grants money to student-led green

initiatives on campus. While terrific in concept, the Green Fund ought to receive more
than its current annual Student Activity Fee of $5,000. The success stories of its
beneficiaries should inspire a greater investment by the Student Government Board
Allocations Committee so its positive impact can extend further. We recommend
increasing the amount allocated to the Green Fund to $20,000.

Regional Leadership
● Pitt’s ties to the fossil fuel industry sometimes undercut the impact of its carbon

emissions leadership. For example, for a Decarbonize Middle America Kickoff webinar
hosted in 2021 by the Pitt Center for Sustainable Business (CSB), three of five panelists
were from the fossil fuel industry: Federated Hermes Limited (FHL), People’s Natural Gas,
and CONSOL Energy. While this is just one example, we recommend that Pitt be more
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transparent in its rationale for including these voices in public events and that its own
objective is full carbon neutrality.

Process

Because of the high priority that TRACE places on transparency, the scoring process starts with
a survey of publicly available information provided by the University and other public data
sources. This approach helps assure that the general public and other institutions can see the
individual school’s approach and progress. The public data search is supplemented with an
opportunity for the school to respond to the initial scoring by providing additional information not
found in the public data search. The final score is adjusted with the additional information and
the school is encouraged to make this information available to the public.

For the 2023 Pitt scoring, the process was conducted by a University of Pittsburgh student with
guidance from 350 Pittsburgh. Input from the school was provided by the Pitt Office of
Sustainability. Final scoring was jointly established by 350 Pittsburgh and the Pitt student.
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Disclaimer

This report has been conducted by 350 Pittsburgh, the local affiliate of 350.org. 350 Pittsburgh
is solely responsible for the result. Pitt provided information, guidance, and feedback during the
scoring process.
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Score Breakdown

Pitt received a final score of 327 for a “B” Grade. Because the 350 Pittsburgh Quality
Standards have not yet been finalized, full points were awarded for that attribute.
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Public Source Material

Commitments, Goals, and
Objectives

Pitt Sustainability Plan (2018)

2018-2022 Progress Report on the Pitt Sustainability Plan

Report of the Ad-hoc Committee on Fossil Fuels to the
Board of Trustees (2021)

Pitt Climate Action Plan (2022)
Pitt ESG Report 2021-22 (published 2023)

Institution Structures and Plan Pitt Office of Sustainability

Aurora Sharrard (Assistant Vice Chancellor for
Sustainability)

Chancellor’s Advisory Council on Sustainability

2030 Challenge

Transparency Pitt Sustainability home page

Education and Research Pitt Sustainability Academic Programs

Pitt Sustainability Research Centers

Pitt Green Fund

Pitt Student Office of Sustainability

Regional Leadership AASHE

HECC

Decarbonize Middle America Kickoff (2021)

About 350 Pittsburgh

350 Pittsburgh was founded in Spring 2015 by local environmental activists to build on
the momentum of the 2014 People’s Climate March and form a Pittsburgh group
dedicated to climate issues. We envision a future where policies and actions at the
local, state, federal and international levels will have ensured a stable climate that
provides an opportunity for all people to achieve health, prosperity and fulfillment.

Through public education and collaborative civic activism, 350 Pittsburgh:
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https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/pitt-sustainability-plan/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/progress-report/
https://www.trustees.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/osec-docs/fossil_fuels/ad_hoc_committee_ff_report_final_w_appendix.pdf
https://www.trustees.pitt.edu/sites/default/files/osec-docs/fossil_fuels/ad_hoc_committee_ff_report_final_w_appendix.pdf
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/commitments-reports/pitt-climate-action-plan/
https://issuu.com/cfo.pitt/docs/esg_report_2023-final
https://www.svcoperations.pitt.edu/offices/office-sustainability
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/team-member/aurora-sharrard/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/team-member/chancellors-advisory-council-on-sustainability/
https://www.architecture2030.org/2030_challenges/2030-challenge/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/get-involved/students/academics/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/academics-research/sustainabilty-research-centers/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/student-organizations/pitt-green-fund/
https://www.sustainable.pitt.edu/get-involved/students/student-office-of-sustainability/
https://reports.aashe.org/institutions/carnegie-mellon-university-pa/report/2021-12-06/EN/public-engagement/EN-10/
https://www.heccpgh.org/
https://pitt.hosted.panopto.com/Panopto/Pages/Viewer.aspx?id=b9ac5480-296f-440b-85c3-ada50129e534


● Promotes understanding of the devastating impact of climate change on the
urban and rural communities in our region and elsewhere.

● Demands that the region’s decision makers take all possible steps to help
diminish climate disruption by ending our reliance on fossil fuels and investing in
good jobs in a renewable energy economy.

● Encourages people in our region to become actively involved in the urgent
struggle to reverse catastrophic climate change.

TRACE information, including a white paper, can be found on the 350 Pittsburgh
website. To contact 350 Pittsburgh, email 350pittsburgh@gmail.com.
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