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The Open 

University 

recognises and 

accepts its ethical 

and legal 

responsibilities to 

minimise its effect 

on the 

environment and 

to comply with, if 

not exceed, all 

statutory 

environmental 

requirements. 

This report 

summarises the 

University’s 

environmental 

performance in the 

year 2015-2016. 

 

During this period 

the University has 

continued to 

implement a wide 

range of 

environmental 

projects with the 

aim of reducing  

 

our impact on the 

planet and its 

resources. 

 



Introduction 

 
The Open University is a unique institution, with students in all four nations of the United 
Kingdom (and some outside the UK). Consequently, we also have a distributed estate and 
staff with a number of offices throughout the UK as well as the main campus in Milton Keynes. 
The OU is also the UK’s only university dedicated to supported open learning - this study 
method is inherently environmentally friendly due to delivering learning to the student 
wherever they are located, having no resident taught students on campus or in university 
owned accommodation, limited tutorial venues and a strong dependence on online learning 
(see Teaching and Research section). The OU is the largest academic institution in the UK 
with 173,889 students studying part-time; over 70% of our students in full or part-time 
employment as they study with us. 
 
This report provides a summary of the main environmental impacts arising from the buildings, 
equipment and associated staff activities across The Open University’s estate and actions we 
are taking to minimise these impacts.  
 
It also covers our wider contributions to the Sustainable Development Goals arising through 
environmental teaching and research and of our particular mode of distance teaching.  In 
particular this focuses on SDG 4 ‘Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 
promote lifelong learning opportunities for all’ and target 7 ‘By 2030, ensure that all learners 
acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, 
among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable lifestyles, 
human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-violence, global 
citizenship and appreciation of cultural diversity and of culture’s contribution to sustainable 
development’.  
 
While the focus is on our performance in academic year 2015-16 we do wherever possible 
provide data for 2 to 3 years prior to that. 
  
  



Energy and Carbon Management 

 
During 2015/16 The Open University reduced overall carbon emissions by more than 1,400 
tonnes. The Carbon Management Plan (http://www.open.ac.uk/about/estates/carbon-
management) has been the main driver of this progress, with the total percentage reduction 
across the whole estate increasing to 30% (from a 2005 baseline).  
 

- Electricity consumption reduced by 3.7% to 17,794 MWh in 2015/16. 
- Gas consumption reduced by 6.8% to 17,653 MWh in 2015/16. 

  

 
 
During 2015/16 the Open University’s carbon emissions reduced by 12% to 10580 tCO2e. 

The reduction in carbon emissions keeps the University on plan to achieve the Carbon 

Management plan target of a 36% reduction by 2020/21 against the baseline year of 2005.  

It contributes to the targets set by the Climate Change Act and the targets set for higher 

education by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE). 

The Carbon Management Plan includes an Implementation Plan of in progress and in pipeline 
carbon reduction options through to 2020/21. Fifteen carbon saving projects to reduce energy 
consumption were implemented in 2015/16, with an estimated carbon dioxide equivalent 
emissions saving in excess of 60 tonnes. These projects included: 
 

- Internal Light Emitting Diode (LED) lighting and improved controls; 
- External LED lighting at various buildings; 
- Electrical substation replacement; 
- Switching hot water provision from electricity to gas; 
- Christmas heating shutdown (saving approximately 20 tonnes of CO2e); 
- Full lighting survey of Walton Hall campus. 
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Other factors contributing to the reduction in carbon emissions were: warmer weather; 
increasing staff awareness; building management system (BMS) improvements; improved 
control and government carbon conversion factor improvements as the national grid is de-
carbonised. See the following website for further information: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/greenhouse-gas-reporting-conversion-factors-
2016 

 

Water Consumption 

Water consumption is regularly monitored to detect leakage and to initiate repairs.  There were 
no major repairs required in 2015/16 and water usage fluctuates with weather and the amount 
required for grounds maintenance. 
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Waste and Recycling 

Over the past year the waste and recycling figures have been improved with additional data 
and information streams. Waste to incineration is now separated out from the landfill and 
recycling statistics. Food waste figures are now supplied directly from suppliers and this data 
is fully incorporated. For further information: http://www.open.ac.uk/about/estates/waste 
 

- In 2015/16 there was recorded total waste of 2259 tonnes across the Open University. 
- This was made up of several waste streams: 1425 tonnes of recycling, 515 tonnes to 

landfill, 146 tonnes of composting, 31 tonnes to incineration and 142 tonnes of other 
(including anaerobic digestion and energy from waste). 

- Walton Hall contributed approximately 80% of this waste and the Regions and Nations 
contributed the remaining 20%. 
 

The quantity of waste recycled increased although the total waste increased due to 
excavations for carpark, path and road resurfacing. 
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Go Green 

Go Green is a University-wide programme that helps to reduce the Open University’s impact 
on the environment (www.ougogreen.co.uk). Go Green achieves environmental and financial 
savings across the University by engaging and empowering staff to take action on energy, 
waste, water and travel through behavioural change. 
 
Events during 2015/16 have included the annual Woodland Trust tree planting day, national 
cycle to work days, walk to work week and Christmas and Easter switch off campaigns.  
 

 
 

Construction and Refurbishment 

There are currently no planned new build construction projects in the pipeline. Any major 
refurbishment of existing buildings aims to meet the BREEAM (Building Research 
Establishment Environmental Assessment Method) ‘Very Good’ standards for refurbished and 
new buildings. 
 
The annual Display Energy Certificate (DEC) reports show an increase in building floor area 
which is rated between A - C of almost 3% in 2015/16. This percentage has increased almost 
30% in the past 3 years. 
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Travel 

The University Travel Plan was first published in 1999 and last revised in 2014. Original targets 
to reduce single car occupancy commuting and to reduce carbon emissions from staff 
commuting and business travel (by 15% and 5% respectively from a 2005 baseline) were both 
achieved by 2012. Further targets to reduce both of these figures by an additional 5% by 2020 
were introduced at this time. 
 

 
 
A certain amount of business travel is to be expected due to the distributed estate of The Open 
University. Change away from standard working practices is embraced (such as home working 
and video conferencing) in an attempt to reduce this impact. 

 

 
 
 
For further information, please visit: http://www.open.ac.uk/about/estates/travel-advice 
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Food 

Catering at The Open University is provided by contractors approved by Estates and the 
selection criteria includes sustainability. There are a wide range of activities undertaken to 
protect the environment within the catering. These include: 
 
Waste Cooking Oil Collection 
We recycle all waste oil, which is processed and converted into bio-diesel, which then powers 
our food delivery vehicles. 
 
Coffee Grounds 
We recycle coffee grounds, we bag up used grounds and offer them to customers for use on 
their gardens. 
 
Coffee 
All coffee served is Fair Trade. 
 
Uniforms for the Catering Team 
We use a supplier who ethically sources, fairly makes and ensures sustainability. 
 
Kitchen Equipment 
We use induction heat to cook with, this is a rapid and responsive way of cooking ensuring that 
all the heat goes into the pan and not into the wider environment. Heat is only provided when 
needed, meaning that appliances are not left on all day. 
 
Plastics, Cans & Glass Waste 
All plastic, cans and glass waste is recycled, this includes not only the waste generated by 
customers but also produced from the kitchen. 
 
Polystyrene 
We do not use any polystyrene packing throughout the catering department. Carbon is saved 
by using Vegware packaging, which is made from plant based material. In the past year this 
has saved 2.7 tonnes of carbon emissions and diverted more than 1.2 tonnes of waste from 
landfill. 
 
Hub Lighting 
The kitchen and dining area use low-energy LEDs and Compact Fluorescent Lights (CFLs). 
 
 

 

Cleaning 

 
Cleaning at The Open University is provided by contractors approved by Estates and the 
selection criteria includes sustainability. The current providers utilise the C2Zero carbon 
neutral cleaning system and offset all of their carbon emissions by contributing to approved, 
carbon reduction projects around the world. 
 
  



 
 

Grounds and Landscape 

The Open University recognises and accepts its ethical and legal responsibilities in the 
stewardship of biodiversity, both on our land holdings and where our activities may have an 
impact. The Estates Grounds team prides itself on maintaining the grounds to a high standard 
of horticultural excellence with wildlife gardening being one of its main priorities. 
 
The main Walton Hall Campus consists of 45 Hectares, which is diverse in character with an 
abundance of wildlife concentrated in areas to the South West of campus on the periphery of 
the site adjacent to the river Ouzel. Several areas have been designated for the Great Crested 
Newt where large ponds and hibernacula’s have been created. The site boasts meadows, 
copse areas, and hedgerows, numerous species of broad leaved trees including several 
species of Cedar can be seen in the grounds.  
 
Grounds staff undertake the following activities to protect and enhance the environment. 
 

• Leave perennials standing until spring to provide habitat and food sources for insects and 
birds and to encourage natural predators e.g. Ladybirds, Lacewings. 
 

• Provide nesting boxes for birds and bats. 
 

• Adopted a reduced mowing regime to allow clover to flower on some lawns for bees / insects. 
 

• Made a feature of some low intervention areas and planted naturalistic planting with 
herbaceous perennials and grasses for insects and birds and commenced the installation of 
interpretation signage. 
 

• Reduced chemical and water use by mulching shrub and perennial beds. 
 

• Purchase recycled compost as an alternative to peat use. 
 

• Recycle rain water from underground water storage tanks at the Michael Young and Jennie 
Lee Buildings. 
 

• Plant a variety of plant species with a range of flowering times providing a continued source 
of food for insects through the seasons. 
 

• Planted and maintained trees and shrubs that keep their fruit and berries into the winter. 
 

• Adopted roof-top planting schemes for insects and birds. 
 

• Leave dead wood standing for nesting birds such as the Woodpecker, pollard willows by the 
River Ouzel which provide a food source for birds and create habitat piles for invertebrates. 
 

• Protect our trees with fencing during construction and excavation works in accordance with 
BS5C3D - Trees in relation to Construction. In particular older trees like the English Oak which 
provide a habitat for over 180 species of wildlife. 
 
For further information, please visit: http://www.open.ac.uk/about/estates/environment 
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Teaching and Research  

Introduction  
 
The OU is the largest UK University, with nearly 175,000 undergraduate and taught 
postgraduate students in 2015/16, all of whom are classified as studying part-time and at a 
distance (see Facts & figures). About 75% of Open University students are in employment 
while they study and most are mature students (only 5% of students are under 20). They are 
based in all parts of the UK, and there are also 10,000 non-UK based students. Around 
20,000 of our undergraduate and postgraduate students have declared disabilities. The 
University operates an open entry policy, meaning it accepts all applicants who apply to 
study at undergraduate level, without any academic prerequisites. 
 
Overall the OU has about 470 credit bearing modules and 230 qualifications (including 
Bachelors, Masters and intermediate qualifications such as certificates and diplomas) on 
offer to students each year1. The majority of modules are 30 or 60 CATs points (300 or 600 
hours of study) and are developed as core elements for a primary qualification but often also 
used as core elements or options in other qualifications. Some students also study single 
modules as continuing professional development. The data here is provided on both a 
module and qualification basis to reflect differing student choices and intentions according to 
the different funding mechanisms operating across the four Nations of the UK.  
 
In addition to its credit bearing curriculum the OU also offers a small number of non-
accredited courses (about 20) and a much larger number (about 900) of free courses and 
other educational resources via OpenLearn and FutureLearn. Most of these free courses are 
derived from credit bearing modules but some free courses and most other short form, rich 
media educational resources are made especially for OpenLearn or other channels (see 
‘Welcome to free learning at The Open University’). 
 
Environmental modules and qualifications 
 
The OU has several modules and qualifications with environment, environmental or 
sustainability in their title as well as related ones dealing with international development, that 
are owned by three different Schools (Politics, Philosophy, Economics, Development, 
Geography; Environment, Earth & Ecosystem Sciences; and Engineering and Innovation) 
across two Faculties. It has a number of modules without such words but which are still 
principally dealing with an agreed aspect of environmental sustainability and feature as a 
core element of one of the environmental qualifications. It also has a number of modules and 
qualifications ostensibly about other subjects that include a defined but minor component 
that deals with an aspect of environmental sustainability. Lastly the University has its unique 
Open qualifications through which students can choose, within defined regulations, their own 
profile of modules from across the OU’s undergraduate curriculum. 
 
In this report we will use two measures for our teaching performance in environmental 
sustainability: 

                                                   
1 At The Open University (OU) the following terminology is used: 
• Qualification refers to a credit bearing academic qualification as recognized in the Framework for 
Higher Education Qualifications in England, Wales and Northern Ireland and the Scottish Credit and 
Qualifications Framework.  
• Module refers to a credit-bearing component part of a qualification. 
•Course is used as a generic term for a course of study, be it a module or a qualification or for non-
accredited short courses or free online courses. 

http://www.open.ac.uk/about/main/strategy/facts-and-figures
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/
https://www.futurelearn.com/
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/open-educational-resources/
http://www.open.ac.uk/courses/find/environment-and-development
http://www.open.ac.uk/courses/find/environment-and-development
http://fass.open.ac.uk/overview/school-politics-philosophy-economics-development-geography
http://fass.open.ac.uk/overview/school-politics-philosophy-economics-development-geography
http://www.open.ac.uk/science/environment-earth-ecosystems/
http://www9.open.ac.uk/mct-ei/
http://www.open.ac.uk/courses/open-qualifications


 
1. The number of students registered on modules principally dealing with an aspect of 

environmental sustainability and core to an environmental qualification as a 
proportion of all students registered on all modules. 

2. The number of students registered on environmental qualifications as a proportion of 
all students registered on qualifications. 
 

Whereas the latter measure gives a very narrow account of environmental teaching the 
former indicates how many students positively take up some form of environmental study 
within their chosen programme of study. We do not systematically collect information on 
which other modules (and hence qualifications) might contain a defined but minor 
component that deals with an aspect of environmental sustainability. 
 
Environmental modules 
 
A list of Open University undergraduate and taught postgraduate environmental modules in 
this reporting period is shown below (this excludes Access modules and validated provision). 
 

Level Modules primarily dealing with an aspect of environmental sustainability 

Undergraduate  Environment: journeys through a changing world 
Environmental management 1 
Energy and sustainability 
Environment: shaping a dynamic planet 
Environmental science 
Environmental management 2 
Renewable energy 
Ecosystems 
Earth in crisis: environmental policy in an international context 
The environmental web 
Environmental science practical project 

Postgraduate  Managing for sustainability 
Environmental monitoring and protection 
Making environmental decisions 
Environmental responsibility 

 
The total number of students registered on these modules in relation to the total number of 
all students registered on all modules is shown below (note that one student may be 
registered on more than one module in any one year). 
 

Academic Year 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

Number of students registered on 
‘environment’ modules 

5,206 5,505 5,092 

Number of students on ‘environment’ 
modules as a percentage of all students on 
all modules  

2.7 2.5 2.2 

 
Environmental qualifications 
 
A list of Open University environmental qualifications available in this reporting period is 
shown below (this excludes validated provision). A number of these qualifications are 
accredited by Professional Bodies, notably the Chartered Institution of Water and 
Environmental Management (marked by an *), The Institution of Environmental Sciences (^) 
and The Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (~). 
 



Level Qualifications primarily dealing with environmental sustainability 

Undergraduate  Cert HE Environment 
Dip HE Environmental management and technology 
Dip HE Environmental science 
Dip HE Environmental studies 
BSc (Hons) Environmental management and technology * 
BSc (Hons) Environmental science *^ 
BSc (Hons) Environmental studies 

Postgraduate  PG Cert Environmental management 
PG Dip Environmental management*~ 
MSc Environmental management*~ 

 
The total number of students (as headcount) linked to these qualifications as a proportion of 
the total number of all students linked to all qualifications is shown below. 
 

Academic Year 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

Number of students linked to ‘environment’ 
qualifications  

885 802 768 

Number of students linked to environment 
qualifications as a percentage of all students on all 
qualifications  

1.8 2.2 2.2 

 
Environmental free courses and open educational resources 
 
The OU seeks to provide interdisciplinary curriculum to enable students to engage with 
social and global challenges but does not seek to embed some aspect of environmental 
sustainability per se within every module or qualification. It does however provide many 
opportunities for all students to informally study environmental sustainability topics alongside 
their formal studies through the free courses and other educational resources it makes 
available largely through OpenLearn. In addition the broadcast TV and Radio programmes it 
makes with the BBC sometimes have environmental themes.  
 
As with our modules and qualifications we do not systematically record whether every free 
course or educational resource contains some element of environmental sustainability. 
However there is a specific subject section of OpenLearn named Nature and Environment 
which we have used as the focus in the table below for measuring registered student 
engagement with this informal learning as a proportion of all users engaging with these free 
courses and resources. 
 

Academic Year 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

All Visitors to Nature and Environment 311,754 335,973 242,932 

OU students as percentage of all 
visitors 

2.8 2.2 2.5 

Number of visitors that viewed a 
Nature and Environment free course 

n/a 60,652 83,154 

OU students as percentage of all 
viewers 

n/a 4.2 3.3 

 
The Nature and Environment sections contained about 4000 pages in 2015/16. There were 
roughly 850 resources split into 57 courses, 31 interactives, 104 podcasts, and 200 videos 
with the rest being a mix of academic articles and broadcast content going back to before 
2002. 
 
 

http://www.open.edu/openlearn/nature-environment


Environmental impacts of distance teaching  
 
What are the environmental impacts of different systems of delivering higher education? 
How do the distance education systems used by The Open University compare with 
conventional campus-based systems of higher education in the UK? The first major 
quantitative study to assess the energy consumption and carbon impacts of campus-based 
and distance higher education systems was the 2003-05 Factor 10 Visions study ‘Towards 
Sustainable Higher Education’ led by Professors Robin Roy and Stephen Potter. The study 
found that on average the production and delivery of distance teaching consumed nearly 
90% less energy and produced 85% fewer CO2 emissions than campus-based higher 
education courses and modules. The much lower impacts of distance learning was found to 
be mainly due to a major reduction in the amount of student travel, economies of scale in 
utilization of the campus site, and the elimination of much of the energy consumption 
associated with students’ housing’. 
 
In recent years, the use of Information and Communication Technologies or ICTs has 
become increasingly pervasive leading to more innovative, online models of teaching and 
learning across higher education. This raises questions about whether the greater use of 
ICTs in higher education teaching has better or worse environmental impacts than more 
traditional face-to-face and distance teaching models. This led to the 2011-12 JISC funded 
SusTEACH project led by Professor Andy Lane and Dr Sally Caird which examined the role 
of ICTs in Higher Education Teaching Models and their effect on carbon reduction. This 
involved a carbon-based environmental assessment and data analysis of 30 Higher 
Education courses and modules, across UK institutions that used a range of teaching 
models. This environmental assessment of the key sources of carbon impacts associated 
with higher education teaching, included staff and student travel; the purchase and use of 
educational materials and ICT devices; residential energy consumption; and campus site 
operations.  
 
As with the Factor 10 study, SusTEACH found that the main sources of carbon impacts in 
HE Teaching Models were associated with travel, residential energy consumption and 
campus site operations. However, the use of online and ICT enhanced teaching delivery 
methods and traditional distance teaching methods reduced these sources of energy 
consumption and therefore achieved significant carbon reductions. Building on the findings, 
the innovative SusTEACH toolkit, was designed to support the planning of more sustainable 
courses, modules and qualification programmes. This includes tools and resources for 
lecturers and students available at http://www9.open.ac.uk/SusTeach/ as well being 
incorporated into a free course on ‘The environmental impact of teaching and learning’ on 
OpenLearn.  
 
Environmental research  
 
Most environmental research, like teaching, is centered on the three Schools of Politics, 
Philosophy, Economics, Development, Geography; Environment, Earth & Ecosystem 
Sciences; and Engineering and Innovation. This research covers a diverse set of topics split 
across different REF Units of Assessment but these Impact reports give an indication of the 
range.  
 
The value of the environmental research and development projects receiving external 
funding over this reporting period in relation to all such research project funding is shown 
below. 
 
 
 
 

http://www9.open.ac.uk/SusTeach/
http://www.open.edu/openlearn/nature-environment/the-environment/the-environmental-impact-teaching-and-learning/content-section-0?intro=1
http://fass.open.ac.uk/overview/school-politics-philosophy-economics-development-geography
http://fass.open.ac.uk/overview/school-politics-philosophy-economics-development-geography
http://www.open.ac.uk/science/environment-earth-ecosystems/
http://www.open.ac.uk/science/environment-earth-ecosystems/
http://www9.open.ac.uk/mct-ei/
http://www.open.ac.uk/research/main/impact/reports#environment


Academic Year 2013/14 2014/15 2015/16 

Funding provided to OU (by year of award) 1,866,942 1,757,508 1,828,444 

Funding provided to OU as proportion of all 
such funding (%) 

7.9 8.1 10.0 

 
International development 
 
In addition to direct teaching and funded research The Open University also leads or 
participates in international development projects that variously draw upon staff expertise to 
deliver capacity building outcomes in the target countries. Some of these international 
development projects also touch upon environmental impacts, such as the OpenWASH 
project which has provided teaching materials to help deliver successful water, sanitation 
and hygiene in Ethiopia. 

 
 
 
 

Further information 

 
For further information please contact: 
 

Kevin Bullimore – Head of Infrastructure, Estates 
01908 652949  
kevin.bullimore@open.ac.uk 
 
Samuel Griggs - Energy Manager, Estates 
01908 652215 
sam.griggs@open.ac.uk 
 
Andy Lane - Professor of Environmental Systems, STEM 
01908 655122 
andy.lane@open.ac.uk 
 

http://www.open.ac.uk/about/international-development/
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/international-development/
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/international-development/news/boost-success-water-projects-ethiopia
http://www.open.ac.uk/about/international-development/news/boost-success-water-projects-ethiopia
mailto:kevin.bullimore@open.ac.uk
mailto:sam.griggs@open.ac.uk
mailto:andy.lane@open.ac.uk

