
SENATE COMMITTEE ON SOCIAL CONCERNS 
MINUTES OF MEETING 
APRIL 9, 2007 
 
[In these minutes:  Sudan Position Statement Update, WRC Announcement, Military 
Commissions Act, Carbon Emissions Presentation] 
 
[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the 
University of Minnesota Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported 
in these minutes represent the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate, the 
Administration or the Board of Regents.] 
 
PRESENT:  Mani Subramani, chair, Joseph Marchesani, Jennifer Oliphant, Peter 
Hiniker, Richard Lidstad, Elizabeth Richardson, Carolyn Chalmers, Greg Schooler, 
Katherine Fennelly, David Fox, Kenneth Heller, Catherine Jordan, Christine Dolph, 
Justin Drees, Kurtis McIntire, Megan Swanson 
  
REGRETS:  Todd Tratz, Benton Schnabel, Julia Washenberger, Ajay Skaria, Mira 
Reinberg 
 
ABSENT:  Amelious Whyte, Craig Hassel 
 
GUESTS:  Joe Foley, Missy Gettel 
 
OTHER:  Virajita Singh 
 
I).  Professor Subramani called the meeting to order. 
 
II). Professor Subramani reported that the committeeÕs Sudan position statement was 
approved by the Senate and is awaiting action by the President. 
  
III). Professor Subramani announced that an Outreach Associate for the Worker Rights 
Consortium will be visiting the Twin Cities campus from April 16 – 20 and is open to 
meeting with classes that would be interested in learning more about the Worker Rights 
Consortium (WRC).  Interested members were instructed to contact Renee Dempsey, 
Senate staff, for contact information. 
 
IV).  Professor Subramani thanked Professor Kathy Fennellly for drafting a position 
statement based on information the committee heard at its March meeting on the Military 
Commissions Act.  A copy of the statement was distributed to members for their 
review/input. 
 
Members wordsmithed the document a bit and also strategized whether the statement 
should be sent directly to President Bruininks or whether it should be put on the Senate 
docket for action.  After a fair amount of discussion, the committee decided to take this 
statement to the Senate for action. 



 
V).  Professor Subramani welcomed Joe Foley who comes before the committee with a 
carbon emissions statement, which he would like the committee to endorse.  Mr. Foley 
began by circulating the position statement as well as copies of the American College & 
University Presidents Climate Commitment and the American College & University 
Presidents Climate Commitment Program Overview.  The position statement, noted Mr. 
Foley, asks President Bruininks to sign the Climate Commitment, which would require 
the University to put in place institutional structures, inventories and plans for achieving 
climate neutrality. 
 
Virajita Singh, an adjunct faculty member and a research fellow in the Center for 
Sustainable Building Research in the College of Design, reported that College of Design 
Dean Fisher has already forwarded the American College & University Presidents 
Climate Commitment and the American College & University Presidents Climate 
Commitment Program Overview to President Bruininks for consideration.  She added 
that Dean Fisher has requested the Center for Sustainable Building Research to review 
the criteria put forward in the Climate Commitment and to provide him with feedback as 
to its feasibility.  The Center for Sustainable Building Research concluded that the 
criteria outlined in the proposal is doable.  This information has also been forwarded to 
Vice President for University Services Kathy OÕBrien. 
 
Mr. Foley stated that he and others who support this initiative would like the University 
to be a ÒgreenÓ leader and not one of the last universities to sign on. 
 
A member asked Ms. Singh about the feedback the Center for Sustainable Building 
Research provided to Dean Fisher.  She stated that the Center for Sustainable Building 
Research believes that the University is already addressing certain aspects of the 
proposal.  For example, the University has joined the Chicago Climate Exchange 
(http://www.chicagoclimatex.com/) and established a Ôclimate capÕ limiting the amount 
of emissions the University can produce.  This is a good first step.  The issue, however, is 
how will the University continue to restrict its emissions as new buildings come online.  
Mr. Foley noted that Energy Management told him a few months ago that there is not yet 
a national inventory on emissions for the Twin Cities campus.  Ms. Singh stated this 
might indeed be the case. 
 
What does Òclimate neutralityÓ mean asked a member?  Mr. Foley stated climate 
neutrality means that an entity will not only reduce its carbon emissions as much as 
possible, but strive to offset any greenhouse gases produced so as to create a 'neutral' 
effect on global warming.  Climate neutrality is a long-term goal of this program.  In the 
short term, the goal is to have the University reduce its carbon emissions. 
 
To help better understand the proposal before the committee, it reviewed what 
institutions are being asked to commit to as outlined in the Climate Commitment.  In 
reviewing the document, a member asked what the ÔLEED Silver StandardÕ means.  
Ms. Singh stated that the LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Green 
Building Rating System is a nationally accepted benchmark for the design, construction, 
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and operation of high performance green buildings.  She added that while the University 
has not adopted LEED standards, it has developed its own parallel guidelines for the 
state.  However, the University is exploring using LEED benchmarks on the new Gopher 
Stadium.  Having said this, the Climate Commitment requires institutions to use LEED 
benchmarks or benchmarks equivalent to LEED. 
 
Does compliance with LEED benchmarks or equivalent standards as referenced in the 
Climate Commitment apply to new construction only asked a member?  Yes, stated Ms. 
Singh, this requirement applies only to new construction. 
 
Ms. Singh stated that in terms of carbon neutrality, the first step is for an entity to reduce 
its carbon emissions through conservation, as noted earlier by Mr. Foley.  Then, once an 
entity reduces its emissions it can get Ôgreen powerÕ by using renewable energy that 
further reduces emissions and through Ôcarbon tradingÕ, which refers to selling carbon 
credits in competitive markets.  Some argue that Ôcarbon tradingÕ loses touch with 
actual actions to reduce emissions and becomes more or less a trading exercise on paper, 
not unlike stock market activities. 
 
A member stated that one way to reduce carbon emissions is to build a lot of nuclear 
power plants.  However, is this type of world that people want to live in?  In this 
memberÕs opinion, there is not a link between the greenhouse effect and green because 
he believes that green does not translate into nuclear power.  Renewable forms of energy 
are often not carbon neutral.  When dealing with this issue one must be careful about 
which problem is being solved.  Some problems are mutually exclusive, e.g. solving one 
problem will make another problem worse.  Ms. Singh noted hearing these concerns, but 
stated that the Climate Commitment does not direct institutions to one particular solution.  
With this said, this member stated that those that sign onto the Climate Commitment 
should not be able to pick and choose their way through the options and ultimately not 
arrive at any solution.   Clearly this matter is a problem and universities should be trying 
to make ÔrealÕ progress along these lines, and not simply public relations efforts. 
 
Ms. Singh noted that independent from the University, the College of Design is moving 
forward on this issue using a three-pronged approach: 

1. Revising curriculum. 
2. Conducting additional research on this subject. 
3. Operational efforts, e.g. more green purchasing. 

The College is in the process of calculating its carbon footprint to determine its emissions 
output, e.g. waste generated, water consumption. 
 
A member noted that more than likely commuting back and forth to the University 
generates a significant amount of the UniversityÕs carbon emissions.  The University 
should be supporting a good rapid transit system throughout the state. 
 
It was suggested that the committee draft a statement applauding the College of Design 
for its green efforts, and to encourage the University as a whole to take the lead on this 
issue.  In response, Ms. Singh stated that the more voices that are heard on this effort the 



better.  She added that the Board of Regents 2004 Sustainability and Energy Efficiency 
Policy 
(http://www1.umn.edu/regents/policies/administrative/Sustain_Energy_Efficiency.htm) is 
quite aggressive, but has, to a degree, fallen by the wayside.  Efforts to implement the 
principles outlined in this policy need to be initiated. 
 
Professor Subramani stated that if all the sustainability efforts that are taking place on 
campus could be coordinated, real progress could be made. 
 
Is there a University department that is responsible for measuring and monitoring the 
UniversityÕs sustainability efforts asked a member?  Mr. Foley stated that according to 
Energy Management no such organizational entity exists within the University.  Ms. 
Singh noted that the Institute on the Environment, the College of Design and University 
Services submitted a joint compact proposal to take steps to implement the guiding 
principles put forth in the Board of Regents Sustainability and Energy Efficiency Policy.  
To date, there has been no word as to whether this compact request has been funded. 
 
Mr. Foley reported that the American College and University Presidents Climate 
Commitment will hold a summit on June 11 and June 12 for its charter members that sign 
on before that time.  The goal of the summit is to launch a broad, continuous, higher 
education effort around climate change.  If the University were to sign on to the Climate 
Commitment, it would be the first Big 10 institution to do so.  Mr. Folely cited several 
institutions, which have signed the pledge, e.g. University of North Carolina at Chapel 
Hill; University of California (10 institutions); Cornell College; Winona State; and 
Carleton to name just a few 
(http://www.presidentsclimatecommitment.org/html/signatories.php).  On a side note, he 
added that MSA unanimously passed a similar resolution to the one before the Social 
Concerns Committee asking President Bruininks to sign the Climate Commitment. 
 
Rhetorically, Professor Subramani asked what the institutions that have signed the pledge 
are doing.  Ms. Gettel stated that these institutions are required to develop an action plan 
within two years of signing the pledge for becoming climate neutral.  Beyond that, to the 
best of Ms. GettelÕs knowledge, there is no timeframe for becoming climate neutral. 
 
While members agreed that some sort of action must be taken around this issue, they 
were interested in learning more about what the University is currently doing with respect 
to sustainability.  Ms. Singh stated that the University recognizes that it is not doing a 
particularly good job about communicating its sustainability efforts to the University 
community and beyond.  Therefore, a first step would be documentation of its efforts and 
communication. 
 
Has the Morris campus taken any action with respect to this Climate Commitment asked 
a member?  Mr. Foley reported having a difficult time contacting Chancellor Johnson, 
but knows that sustainability is a priority for her. 
 
Members debated on how to proceed with this issue and the resolution brought by Mr. 
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Foley.  Ms. Singh stated that another voice in support of this resolution would be helpful 
for creating momentum around this issue.  Professor Subramani volunteered draft a 
document broadly supporting the intent of the resolution.  However, before doing so he 
plans to contact the PresidentÕs Office to be sure no action has already been taken.  
Sustainability can also be the topic for next monthÕs agenda, he noted, in order to learn 
about what the University is doing relative to this issue.  Professor Subramani stated that 
based on the discussion today he heard that the committee wants to make a statement 
regarding the UniversityÕs sustainability efforts, but that it does not want to rush into 
doing so without first doing some fact finding to learn what the University is currently 
doing.  The suggestion was made to invite Interim Director Deb Swackhamer from the 
Institute on the Environment to the committeeÕs May meeting. 
 
Professor Subramani thanked todayÕs guests, Joe Foley and Missy Gettel for bringing 
this issue to the committeeÕs attention. 
 
VI).  Before closing, Professor Subramani announced that Professor Kathy Fennelly has 
agreed to chair the committee next year.  Hearing no further business, Professor 
Subramani adjourned the meeting. 
 
        Renee Dempsey 
        University Senate 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


