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Introduction

Sustainability is no longer a footnote in our global story—it’s the defining 
narrative of our time.

From climate change and biodiversity loss to resource scarcity and social inequality, the challenges 
we face are complex, interconnected and urgent. The question now is: how do we respond?

As the world looks to build a more resilient and equitable future, the role of education, particularly 
higher education, has become increasingly critical.

Higher education institutions (HEIs) have a unique opportunity—and responsibility—to lead on 
sustainability. As institutions of knowledge creation, innovation and leadership development—
universities and educational institutions have the capacity to influence societal values, shape future 
professionals and drive systemic change. Their reach extends beyond the classroom—impacting 
communities, industries and governments through research, collaboration and public engagement. 

But this isn’t just a strategic advantage—it is a moral imperative. Preparing graduates to face 
today’s environmental and social challenges means rethinking how education works. Sustainability 
needs to be a part of every discipline, reflected in campus operations and embedded in a culture of 
responsibility and innovation. In South Africa, this mission is especially urgent. 

The country faces acute sustainability challenges—including energy insecurity, water scarcity 
and socio-economic inequality. Yet South African universities are demonstrating leadership and 
creativity in responding to these issues. In fact, many are leading with bold strategies that combine 
environmental stewardship, social justice and economic resilience. This article explores how five 
South African HEIs are shaping the sustainability landscape—what they’re doing, the obstacles they 
are facing and how they are helping to build a more inclusive, resilient future. 
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Can learning be a catalyst for 
lasting change?

With growing environmental pressures, shrinking resources and widening social gaps—the need for 
sustainable solutions is more urgent than ever. In this context HEIs play a pivotal role by shaping the 
values, competencies and worldviews of future decision-makers. The students they educate today 
will become tomorrow’s CEOs, policymakers, engineers and entrepreneurs. Their decisions, whether 
in boardrooms, government offices or community organisations will be informed by the principles 
instilled during their academic journey. Thus, integrating sustainability into the core of higher 
education is not just strategic—it is essential for shaping a generation equipped to lead responsibly.

Across South Africa, HEIs are increasingly aligning their missions with the United Nations 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), national climate strategies, and global Environmental, 
Social, and Governance (ESG) frameworks. For example:

•	 Institution A has committed to net-zero carbon, water and waste by 2050, supported by 

interdisciplinary research centers focused on climate resilience.

•	 Institution B embeds sustainability into its academic and operational frameworks, emphasising 

ethical governance and green mobility.

•	 Institution C positions sustainability as a strategic pillar, promoting environmental stewardship 

and social justice through its governance structures and research centers.

•	 Institution D integrates sustainability into its long-term vision, embedding it across teaching, 

research and campus operations.

•	 Institution E, a private education group, incorporates ESG principles into its business model, 

emphasising ethical leadership and inclusive education.
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These institutions are doing more 
than greening their campuses—
they’re shaping how future leaders 
think and act

By building sustainability into the learning experience—encouraging cross-disciplinary thinking 
and promoting ethical decision-making, universities are preparing graduates to make thoughtful, 
responsible choices that can influence industries, communities and the environment. 

South African HEIs are also contributing to the ESG agenda through targeted research initiatives:

•	 Institution A leads ESG-related research through several interdisciplinary centres focused on 

climate resilience, water-sensitive urban design and sustainable resource economics. These 

include initiatives comparable to climate and development institutes, water research hubs and 

environmental economics think tanks. The institution also hosts centres dedicated to sustainable 

urban mobility and city planning.

•	 Institution B has developed advanced tools for ESG analysis, including a machine learning–based 

framework that uses natural language processing to standardise ESG ratings. It also maintains a 

dedicated ESG Impact Portal and has contributed research on integrating ESG principles into the 

financial sector, particularly banking.

•	 Institution C conducts transdisciplinary research on climate adaptation, biodiversity 

conservation and community resilience through its global change research center. This center 

collaborates with local municipalities to co-develop sustainability solutions aligned with the 

SDGs, emphasising community engagement and applied research.

•	 Institution D launched a dedicated School for Climate Studies that focuses on five key 

research areas: the natural environment, planetary health and human security, social justice 

and development, systems and technologies for the future, and human creativity and social 

innovation. The school promotes interdisciplinary collaboration and has assembled a team of 

researchers and postgraduate students to advance climate action and adaptation.

•	 Institution E, while not a traditional research university, integrates ESG themes into its curricula 

and operational strategies. Its ESG reports highlight commitments to energy efficiency, ethical 

governance and social equity. The institution also partners with environmental organisations to 

promote sustainability education across its network of schools and tertiary institutions.
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04
Despite these research 
contributions, a gap remains 
between academic ESG innovation 
and formal institutional reporting 

This is largely due to differences in purpose and audience. Research outputs aim to advance 
knowledge and influence policy, while ESG reports focus on operational performance and 
accountability. Additionally, the absence of standardised ESG reporting frameworks in 		
South Africa means that universities often prioritise measurable operational data over qualitative 
research insights. Institutional silos and the complexity of quantifying research impact further 
contribute to this disconnect, leaving much of the intellectual leadership in ESG underrepresented	
in formal disclosures.
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Barriers to progress

Despite progress, HEIs face several obstacles: 

•	 Many HEIs face significant funding barriers when implementing sustainability initiatives. 

Infrastructure upgrades, renewable energy systems and community engagement programmes 

require substantial investment, which is often difficult to secure. To overcome these challenges, 

institutions need:

	– Policy support from national and provincial governments, including dedicated funding streams 

and sustainability-linked grants.

	– Strategic investment from donors, development agencies and private sector partners.

	– Internal incentive structures, such as green revolving funds and sustainability innovation 

grants.

•	 Energy resilience vs. sustainability: Load shedding has forced some institutions to rely heavily 

on diesel generators, undermining their sustainability goals. For example, Institution A reported a 

252% increase in generator emissions in its most recent carbon footprint assessment, highlighting 

the tension between energy security and environmental responsibility.

•	 Data and infrastructure gaps: Accurate sustainability reporting is often hindered by fragmented 

data systems. Institutions such as Institution B and Institution C are actively working to improve 

metering, monitoring and reporting mechanisms to enhance transparency and accountability.

•	 Cultural and institutional resistance: Embedding sustainability into the academic fabric 

requires shifts in institutional culture, curriculum design and operational norms. 	

These changes are frequently met with inertia, competing priorities or limited capacity                                  

for transformation.

•	 Lack of standardised ESG reporting frameworks: South African HEIs currently operate without 

a unified national standard for ESG or sustainability reporting. Regulatory bodies such as the 

Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC) and the Department of Trade, Industry 

and Competition (DTIC) are exploring the adoption of ISSB-aligned sustainability disclosure 

standards. However, in the absence of a formal framework for the sector, institutions face 

inconsistent reporting practices, varied metrics and limited comparability across the sector. 

Even without legal requirements, HEIs are increasingly expected by funders, students and 
international partners to show transparency and accountability in their ESG practices. Yet, how 
institutions report on ESG varies widely. These differences reflect individual priorities and the 
absence of a consistent national framework, making it difficult to align efforts or compare progress 
across the sector.
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Comparative ESG transparency 	
and reporting suites

As part of the broader strategy to embed sustainability within higher education, institutions are 
increasingly aligning their efforts with internationally recognised frameworks. These include:

•	 The Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) for sustainability performance reporting.

•	 The Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Protocol for emissions tracking.

•	 The United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly goals 4 (quality 

education), 12 (responsible consumption and production) and 13 (climate action).

These frameworks provide a foundation for transparency, accountability and comparability, key 
principles in any innovative sustainability strategy. To demonstrate their commitment, many HEIs 
publish a suite of reports annually, each focusing on different aspects of ESG and SDG alignment.

Institutional reporting practices:

•	 Institution A publishes a comprehensive suite of sustainability documents, including:

	– A detailed Annual Report with integrated sustainability content.

	– A standalone Carbon Footprint Report updated annually.

	– Global Compact Communication on Engagement (COE).

	– Participation in the Times Higher Education Impact Rankings.

These outputs reflect a mature and multi-dimensional ESG reporting framework, positioning the 
institution as a leader in sustainability transparency.

•	 Institution B provides:

	– An Annual Report with a dedicated section on environmental sustainability.

	– A Stakeholder Report highlighting sustainability initiatives and partnerships.

	– A Sustainability Report aligned with the GRI G4 standards, first published in 2022 and 	

updated in 2023.

•	 Institution C maintains:

	– An online impact portal and institutional documents that reflect ESG alignment through 

governance structures, transformation strategies and sustainability initiatives.

	– However, it has not yet published a standalone ESG or sustainability report, indicating an 

evolving approach to formal disclosure.

•	 Institution D publishes:

	– An Annual Sustainable Development Report, with each year’s theme tailored to emerging 

global and continental priorities.

	– The latest report highlights alignment between the African Union’s Agenda 2063 and the 

United Nations’ 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development.
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•	 Institution E (a private education group) produces:

	– A dedicated ESG Report aligned with King IV corporate governance principles.

	– An Annual Integrated Report that incorporates ESG strategy and performance.

	– An ESG Index, providing detailed metrics and disclosures across its network of schools 		

and tertiary institutions.

Challenges and risks in ESG reporting

These differences in reporting practices underscore the absence of a unified ESG reporting standard 
for South African HEIs. While institutions like Institution A and Institution E have developed robust 
and transparent frameworks, others are still in the process of evolving their practices. This variation 
reflects differing institutional priorities, resource capacities and interpretations of ESG relevance 
within the academic context.

A broader concern within this landscape is the systemic risk of greenwashing. Without mandatory 
assurance mechanisms, ESG disclosures may lack independent verification, which can affect their 
credibility. As most HEIs voluntarily report ESG performance, there is a possibility that institutions 
may unintentionally emphasise achievements while underreporting challenges. This is not 
necessarily indicative of deliberate misrepresentation, but rather a reflection of the complexities   
and pressures associated with voluntary reporting.

The lack of standardised metrics and assurance protocols further complicates efforts to ensure 
consistency and comparability across institutions. While some HEIs have implemented strong 
internal governance structures to support transparency, others may face challenges in ensuring the 
accuracy and completeness of their disclosures.

As regulatory bodies such as the Companies and Intellectual Property Commission (CIPC) and 
the Department of Trade, Industry and Competition (DTIC) explore the adoption of ISSB-aligned 
sustainability disclosure standards, the introduction of formal assurance mechanisms could help 
mitigate these risks. In the interim, stakeholder scrutiny and voluntary alignment with global best 
practices remain essential for fostering accountability and trust in ESG reporting across the sector.
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Embedding sustainability 		
through innovation
In the evolving landscape of higher education, sustainability is no longer a minor concern, it 
is a strategic imperative. To meet the demands of a rapidly changing world, HEIs are adopting 
innovative, integrated strategies that embed sustainability into every facet of academic life. 		
These strategies are not isolated interventions—they represent a systemic shift in how institutions 
educate, operate, and engage with society.

The most effective approaches combine interdisciplinary knowledge, systems thinking, experiential 
learning, student empowerment and cross-sector collaboration. Together, these elements form 
the foundation of a transformative model for sustainability in higher education, one that prepares 
students not only to understand sustainability challenges but to lead in solving them.

The intellectual backbone of sustainable education

At the heart of innovative sustainability strategies lies the recognition that environmental, social 
and economic issues are deeply interconnected. Climate change, biodiversity loss, water scarcity 
and social inequality cannot be addressed in silos. They require interdisciplinary collaboration that 
transcends traditional academic boundaries.

HEIs are responding by designing curricula that integrate insights from natural sciences, social 
sciences, engineering, business and the humanities. Disciplines like geography exemplify this 
approach, bridging ecology, climatology, sociology, economics and policy studies to provide a 	
holistic understanding of human–environment interactions.

Equally important is the adoption of systems thinking a framework that encourages students to 
view sustainability challenges as part of larger, dynamic systems. For example, understanding 
how urban development affects water quality, public health and social equity requires a systems 
perspective. HEIs are embedding this mindset into their teaching through tools such as causal loop 
diagrams, scenario planning and feedback analysis. These tools help students anticipate unintended 
consequences and design more resilient, adaptive solutions.

By championing interdisciplinary and systems-based thinking, HEIs are equipping students with 	
the intellectual agility to navigate complexity and lead transformative change—making this one of 
the most powerful levers for embedding sustainability.

Turning theory into practice

To translate interdisciplinary knowledge into real-world impact, HEIs are reimagining how 
sustainability is taught. Traditional lecture-based models are giving way to active, experiential 
learning approaches that engage students as problem-solvers, collaborators and change agents.
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These pedagogical innovations include:

•	 Project-based learning, where students design and implement sustainability solutions in their 

communities such as water-saving systems, waste management strategies or renewable energy 

prototypes.

•	 Simulation games, like climate negotiation role-plays, immerse students in the complexities of 

global environmental governance and stakeholder dynamics.

•	 Service learning, which integrates academic study with community engagement, fostering civic 

responsibility and practical skills.

•	 Case studies, which expose students to real-world sustainability dilemmas faced by businesses, 

governments and NGOs.

These methods cultivate critical thinking, ethical reasoning and collaborative problem-solving, 
core competencies for sustainability leadership. By embedding these methods into sustainability 
education, HEIs are not only enhancing learning outcomes but also modeling the kind of adaptive, 
participatory approaches needed to address global challenges.

Empowering the next generation of leaders

A defining feature of leading sustainability strategies is the active involvement of students in shaping 
their educational experience. Across HEIs, students are no longer passive recipients of knowledge, 
they are co-creators of curricula, partners in research and leaders of institutional change.

Students collaborate with faculty to design sustainability-focused courses, contribute to campus 
greening initiatives and lead community-based research projects on issues like food security, 
renewable energy and climate justice. At Institution A, for example, a student-led sustainability 
council has successfully influenced institutional policy, advocating for fossil fuel divestment and 
zero-waste strategies.

Nationwide, student-led initiatives are driving sustainability from the ground up:

•	 At Institution A, the Green Campus Initiative promotes recycling, energy conservation and 

sustainable transport, and has successfully lobbied for solar installations.

•	 At Institution B, students launched a climate justice society that partners with NGOs for tree 

planting and food garden projects.

•	 At Institution C, students piloted a zero-waste residence model, introducing composting and 

reusable packaging systems.

•	 At Institution D, students-initiated community-based research projects on water access, waste 

management and sustainable agriculture, often co-designed with local stakeholders.

These initiatives demonstrate that student engagement is not just a supplement to sustainability 
education, it is a driving force. By empowering students to lead, HEIs are cultivating a generation of 
informed, motivated and capable sustainability champions.
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Scaling impact beyond campus

Another example of innovative sustainability strategies is the formation of strategic partnerships 
with government, industry and civil society. These collaborations enable HEIs to extend their impact 
beyond campus boundaries and co-create solutions with real-world relevance.

At Institution D, partnerships with local government have led to:

•	 River restoration projects that improve water quality and biodiversity.

•	 Water safety programmes involve joint monitoring and public health interventions.

•	 Sustainable mobility studies and pilot programmes for bicycle infrastructure and public transit 

optimisation.

Such partnerships not only enhance environmental outcomes but also provide students with 
experiential learning opportunities through internships, fieldwork and applied research. They bridge 
the gap between academic theory and practical implementation.

HEIs are also engaging in global sustainability networks to share knowledge, benchmark 
progress and influence policy. These include:

•	 The Inter-University Sustainable Development Research Programme (IUSDRP), which fosters 

collaborative research and publications.

•	 SDSN Australia/Pacific, part of the UN Sustainable Development Solutions Network, promoting 

SDG implementation through education and innovation.

•	 The Green Building Council South Africa (GBCSA), which provides certification and guidance for 

sustainable infrastructure.

•	 UNESCO’s Higher Education Sustainability Initiative (HESI), which connects universities globally 

to advance Education for Sustainable Development (ESD).
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Participation in these networks 
allows HEIs to align with 
international best practices while 
adapting global frameworks to 
local contexts

These partnerships are not peripheral—they’re pivotal. They anchor sustainability in higher 
education, empowering institutions to scale their impact, foster innovation and remain 	
globally relevant.
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Operationalising innovation

One of the most visible and impactful strategies for embedding sustainability in higher education 
is the transformation of campus infrastructure and operations. These initiatives demonstrate how 
institutions can model sustainability in practice, turning their physical environments into living 
laboratories for environmental stewardship, resource efficiency and community engagement.

South African HEIs are implementing a wide range of sustainability initiatives that reflect their 
commitment to innovation, resilience and long-term impact. These efforts are not only reducing 
environmental footprints but also enhancing learning experiences and institutional accountability.

Renewable energy and green infrastructure

•	 Institution A has installed solar photovoltaic (PV) systems across multiple campus sites, resulting 

in a reduction of 143 tCO2e in emissions between 2022 and 2023. One of its flagship buildings 

received a prestigious 6-Star Green Star rating, showcasing world-class sustainability design and 

performance.

•	 Institution E has rolled out green buildings across its network, incorporating energy-efficient 

technologies and waste management systems. These buildings serve as both operational assets 

and educational tools, demonstrating the feasibility of sustainable design in diverse learning 

environments.

These initiatives reflect a strategic shift toward low-carbon infrastructure—aligning with global 
climate goals and bolstering national energy resilience strategies. They also immerse students in 
real-world applications of renewable energy systems, sustainable architecture and environmental 
engineering, linking operational innovation directly to academic outcomes.

Green mobility and transport innovation

•	 Institution B operates an electric vehicle (EV) bus fleet and promotes green mobility through its 

“Green Transport Strategy.” This initiative reduces emissions, improves air quality and encourages 

sustainable commuting among students and staff.

•	 Institution D has conducted sustainable mobility studies and piloted bicycle infrastructure and 

public transit optimisation in collaboration with local government. These efforts not only reduce 

the campus’s carbon footprint but also contribute to broader urban sustainability goals.

Green transport strategies aren’t just add-ons—they’re essential to forward-thinking sustainability 
planning. They show how HEIs can shape behaviour, cut fossil fuel dependence and champion 
inclusive, low-impact mobility for all.
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Water conservation and smart resource management

•	 Institution C is implementing water-sensitive design and biodiversity conservation projects, 

integrating ecological principles into campus planning and land use.

•	 Institution D has achieved a 52% reduction in municipal water use since 2015 through a           

multi-pronged strategy that includes:

	– Greywater reuse systems that recycle water from sinks and showers for irrigation and 		

toilet flushing.

	– Smart metering and building management systems that enable real-time monitoring and 

control of energy and water usage.

	– Rainwater harvesting and reverse osmosis filtration for non-potable and sensitive applications.

These water conservation strategies are particularly relevant in the South African context, where 
water scarcity is a persistent challenge. By embedding water stewardship into campus operations, 
HEIs are modelling responsible resource use and preparing students to address water-related 
sustainability issues in their future careers.

Waste management and circular economy practices

•	 Institution D has embraced circular economy principles by diverting 80% of general waste 	

from landfills. Waste is sorted at the source using a three-bin system (recyclables, food waste, 

landfill waste), and innovative partnerships enhance impact:

	– Collaboration with CRDC Global enables the conversion of non-recyclable plastics into 

construction aggregate.

	– Food waste is composted using bokashi fermentation, supporting local agriculture and 		

soil health.

These initiatives demonstrate how HEIs can operationalise circular economy models, turning 	
waste into a resource and embedding sustainability into everyday campus life. They also provide 
students with experiential learning opportunities in environmental science, agriculture and 
sustainable design.

Biodiversity and ecosystem restoration

•	 Institution C and Institution D are actively restoring natural ecosystems on and around their 

campuses. Activities include:

	– Invasive species removal.

	– Indigenous planting and ecological monitoring.

	– Tree planting, erosion control and dam rehabilitation.

Environmental Management Plans (EMPs) guide operations in sensitive areas, ensuring that 
development aligns with ecological priorities. These efforts contribute to biodiversity conservation 
and offer fieldwork opportunities for students in biology, ecology and environmental planning.
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Campus engagement and sustainability culture

Across institutions, sustainability is being embedded into campus culture through awareness 
campaigns, events and student-led initiatives. Examples include:

•	 Earth Week celebrations feature clean-ups, exhibitions and panel discussions.

•	 Sustainability expos highlighting green technologies and student projects.

•	 Workshops on composting, ethical consumption and energy conservation.

•	 Competitions that incentivise innovation, such as carbon capture challenges.

These engagement strategies reinforce the educational mission of HEIs, turning sustainability into 
a shared value and collective responsibility. They also support behavioural change, peer-to-peer 
learning and community building.
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Is this what the future of 
sustainability in academia 		
looks like?
The future of sustainability in higher education is being reshaped by a deepening awareness of how 
global challenges—climate change, poverty, biodiversity loss—are inextricably linked. These aren’t 
isolated issues; they demand holistic, interdisciplinary responses that break through traditional 
academic silos.

Disciplines like geography, which naturally weave together environmental, social and economic 
threads, are becoming powerful platforms for sustainability education. In response, HEIs are 
designing interdisciplinary degrees and cross-listed courses that bring diverse minds together to 
tackle complex sustainability challenges—collaboratively, creatively and critically. 

At the heart of this shift is systems thinking. More than a skill, it’s a mindset—one that equips 
students to see interdependencies, anticipate ripple effects and design solutions that are resilient and 
adaptive. By embedding systems thinking into curricula, HEIs are preparing graduates not just to 
understand complexity, but to lead through it.

Student leadership and engagement in sustainability

Students are playing an increasingly significant role in shaping the sustainability agenda on 
campuses. No longer passive recipients of institutional initiatives, they are initiating projects, 
influencing policy and mobilising their peers to take action on environmental and social issues. 
This shift reflects a broader recognition that student agency is essential to achieving long-term 
sustainability goals.

At Institution D, student-led sustainability initiatives are deeply embedded in campus life. 	
Events such as Earth Week, Sustainability Expos and Green Living Awards bring together thousands 
of students for workshops, clean-up campaigns, film screenings and panel discussions on climate 
justice, biodiversity and sustainable living. Students have also organised tree planting drives, 
waste sorting games and carbon capture competitions that combine education, gamification 
and environmental action. These activities foster a sense of ownership and community, turning 
sustainability into a shared campus value.

One of the most tangible outcomes of student engagement is the adoption of sustainable behaviours 
in daily life. Students are increasingly making conscious choices to reduce their environmental 
footprint, including:

•	 Minimising single-use plastics by using reusable containers, bottles and shopping bags.

•	 Conserving water and energy through mindful consumption and participation in campus-wide 

efficiency programmes.

•	 Promoting recycling and composting, often through residence hall initiatives and peer-led 

campaigns.
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At Institution D, sustainability dashboards show a steady increase in student participation in waste 
reduction programmes, with measurable declines in landfill contributions from student residences. 
These behavioral shifts are not only environmentally beneficial but also serve as peer-to-peer 
learning opportunities, reinforcing sustainability as a social norm.

Research indicates that peer influence is a powerful driver of behavioural change, particularly among 
first-year students, who are more open to adopting new habits and values. HEIs are leveraging this 
dynamic by:

•	 Training student sustainability ambassadors to lead awareness campaigns and mentor peers.

•	 Using social media, interactive apps and gamified challenges to promote eco-friendly practices.

•	 Integrating sustainability into orientation programme, ensuring that new students are introduced 

to campus values from day one.

These strategies help embed sustainability into the student experience, creating a culture of 
advocacy, accountability and long-term engagement.

Policy changes and global collaboration

HEIs are also aligning their sustainability efforts with international declarations and charters that 
articulate shared values and goals. These frameworks serve as guiding principles and benchmarks 
for institutional action. Key declarations include:

•	 The Talloires Declaration (1990), one of the earliest global commitments to sustainability in 

higher education, emphasising leadership, education and community engagement.

•	 The Copernicus Charter (1994), which encourages European universities to integrate 

sustainability into teaching, research and operations.

•	 The Kyoto Declaration (1993), which highlights the importance of environmental responsibility 	

in university governance and curriculum.

Several South African HEIs, including Institution A, Institution B, Institution D, and others, are 
signatories to these declarations. These commitments have catalysed institutional change by 
encouraging universities to embed sustainability into strategic frameworks, allocate resources, 	
and report on progress.

UNESCO has positioned education as a cornerstone for achieving the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs), particularly goal 4: quality education. HEIs play a pivotal role in:

•	 Advancing Education for Sustainable Development (ESD).

•	 Promoting global citizenship and ethical leadership.

•	 Supporting interdisciplinary research aligned with SDG targets.

The synergy between global commitments and local implementation is critical. 			 
For example, Institution D adapts international sustainability standards to the South African 	
context, addressing issues such as water scarcity, energy reliability and social equity. This localised 
approach ensures relevance and impact while maintaining alignment with global goals.
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Emerging trends in sustainability in higher education

Several key trends are shaping the future of sustainability in South African higher education:

•	 Student activism: Students are increasingly vocal about climate justice and institutional 

accountability, driving change from the ground up.

•	 Policy evolution: National initiatives like the DHET’s Green Campus Initiative and the Greening 

TVET Colleges programme are encouraging institutions to adopt sustainable practices, integrate 

environmental themes into curricula and align with broader climate and development goals.

•	 Global collaboration: HEIs are participating in international research networks and 

sustainability partnerships, contributing to global knowledge exchange and collaborative 

solutions to environmental and social challenges.

•	 Data-driven accountability: Institutions are using tools such as carbon footprint assessments, 

sustainability dashboards and participation in global rankings to enhance transparency and 	

track progress.

•	 Curriculum integration: Sustainability is being embedded across disciplines, preparing 

graduates to address environmental and social challenges in diverse fields.

•	 Institutional partnerships and Innovation: HEIs are collaborating with external stakeholders 	

to co-create sustainability solutions, fostering innovation and community engagement.

These trends point to a future where sustainability is not just a strategic priority but a defining 
characteristic of higher education. HEIs are poised to play a transformative role in shaping a more 
equitable, resilient and sustainable society both locally and globally.
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Are we educating for the world 	
we want?
As environmental, social and economic pressures intensify, the role of HEIs in driving sustainability 
has never been more urgent—or more powerful. These institutions are not just hubs of knowledge; 
they are engines of transformation. By embedding sustainability into curricula, research, 
operations and community engagement, HEIs can lead the shift toward a more just, resilient and 
environmentally conscious future. 

Across South Africa, the momentum is real. HEIs are proving that meaningful change isn’t a distant 
goal—it’s already in motion. From Institution A’s carbon neutrality ambitions, to Institution B’s green 
mobility strategies; from Institution C’s biodiversity and water-sensitive design, to Institution D’s 
integrated sustainability framework and climate research; and Institution E’s ESG-aligned operations 
and reporting—these institutions are setting the pace for what sustainability leadership looks like 	
in practice. 

But the road ahead is not without obstacles. Financial constraints, fragmented data 		
systems, institutional inertia and the lack of standardised ESG reporting frameworks continue 	
to slow progress. These challenges demand bold, coordinated and inclusive responses from 		
every stakeholder. 

To institutions: Sustainability must be a strategic priority—woven into every discipline, every 
decision. Invest in green infrastructure. Report transparently. Foster a culture of innovation and 
accountability. Empower faculty and staff to lead by example and embed sustainability into 	
teaching, research and operations. 

To students: You are the changemakers. Your voice matters. Your actions matter. Advocate. 
Participate. Co-create. Lead. The future is yours to shape—and sustainability is your platform 	
to do it. 

To policymakers: Create an enabling environment. Provide the frameworks, funding and incentives 
that allow HEIs to thrive as sustainability leaders. Align education and climate policy to unlock 
the full potential of higher education as a force for development. Because, sustainability in higher 
education is not just about carbon footprints or resource efficiency—it’s about reimagining the very 
purpose of education. It’s about preparing graduates who are not only skilled, but principled. 	
Not only informed but inspired. Not only employable, but impactful. 

So let this be a call to action. Let us champion sustainability in education—not as a choice, but as 
a responsibility. The future depends on what we teach, how we learn, and the values we uphold. 
Higher education must lead—for the planet, for society, and for generations to come.
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