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UTS leads the way to  
a more sustainable future

1. Summary of the impact 
Many organisations need to improve their 
sustainability practices, many buildings in 
Sydney are still energy-inefficient and 
unsustainable, and there is a continuing 
dearth of leadership in sustainability within the 
Australian government and in the building and 
construction sector. 

Equipped with university-wide Sustainability 
Strategy and a sustainability-focused Campus 
Master Plan, UTS is setting an example of an 
environmentally-friendly university which 
helps to tackle climate change and other 
sustainability challenges. 

 

2. Problem 
There is currently a lack of government 
leadership in supporting the change towards a 
sustainable future, whether this is 
implementing the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals, or driving the take-up of 
renewable energy technology or raising the 
bar with the Building Code of Australia’s 
minimum energy efficiency requirements.  

Although the Building Code of Australia sets 
specific requirements in terms of energy 
efficiency standards for buildings, these are 
still not meeting comparable regulations in 
other countries. In particular, Australia 
continues to lag behind many of its European 
peers when it comes to energy efficiency and 
waste management and the switch to 
renewable energy. 

UTS Sustainability Manager Danielle 
McCartney is especially concerned about the 
wider industry. Although regulations are in 
place for commercial buildings and 
developments, she argues that the 
requirements are still too low to make a real 
impact. What is worse, most development 
proposals only fulfil the bare minimum to get 
approved, and some ultimately do not deliver 
on the promises set out in these proposals.  

The issue is further aggravated by the many 
existing buildings which are not performing 
efficiently. Residential buildings all around the 
country continue to be poorly designed and 
insulated, increasing greenhouse emissions 
through unnecessary cooling and heating.  

Much of this is due to the lack of leadership in 
sustainability by the government and large 
corporations as most pursue predominantly 
short-term commercial and financial goals 
rather than investing in sustainability 
initiatives, innovation and in long-term 
outcomes. 

 

3. Beneficiaries 
UTS’s commitment to organisational 
sustainability and a more environmentally-
friendly campus helps set the tone for a more 
sustainable Sydney. 

As one of Sydney’s largest public sector land 
owners, leading by example and enabling 
other organisations and the community to do 
the same can and will make a positive impact 
on the environment, and benefit Sydney 
residents now and for generations to come. 
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4. Approach to impact 
In response to concerning sustainability 
issues, UTS has made a pledge to provide 
leadership in this area, integrate sustainability 
principles into all it activities and has been 
investing in its buildings and infrastructure to 
achieve better performance, productivity and 
efficiency.  

With a background in architecture, Ms 
McCartney oversees the sustainability 
measures of the UTS City Campus Master 
Plan, a 10-year, $1.1 billion program of new 
buildings and upgrades to existing buildings. 
The project commenced in 2008 and is set to 
hit ambitious targets to reduce UTS’s 
greenhouse gas emissions by 30 per cent by 
2020-21. 

Not only has UTS built two certified 5-star 
Green Star Design rated buildings and one 6-
star under the Green Building Council of 
Australia’s Education v1 tool, it has also 
completed a $9 million energy efficiency 
upgrade of existing campus buildings. This 
involved the installation of efficient light fittings 
and heating, ventilation and air-conditioning 
equipment and associated controls, over 400 
electricity, gas, water and thermal meters, as 
well as modifications to Building Management 
Systems and a comprehensive retro-
commissioning program. 

Ms McCartney also represents UTS on the 
Leadership Panel and as Co-Chair of the 
Environment working group in the City of 
Sydney Council’s Better Buildings Partnership 
(BBP), a collaboration of leading property 
owners and industry influencers in Sydney 
who have made a commitment towards 
providing sustainability leadership and 
innovation for the city’s commercial and public 
buildings. In addition to UTS, there are 
numerous other members in the BBP, 
including the City of Sydney Council , Lend 
Lease, Mirvac, Stockland and the University 
of Sydney. Members also actively participate 
in planning and decision-making for projects 
contributing to Sustainable Sydney 2030. 

 

 

Ms McCartney is also a member of the 
Executive Board of ACTS (Australasian 
Campuses Towards Sustainability) which 
aims to inspire, promote and support change 
towards best practice sustainability within the 
operations, curriculum and research of the 
tertiary education sector. ACTS seeks to build 
community and business partnerships with 
the aim of bringing together a network of 
people for positive engagement, capacity 
building and change. 

These organisations have been leading the 
way by undertaking a range of initiatives and 
programs and actively working towards more 
sustainable buildings, tertiary education 
facilities, resilient communities and cities. 

 

5. What has changed as a 
result of this work? 
5.1 The Outcomes 

Building on the UTS Sustainability Policy and 
previous Strategy, the UTS Sustainability 
Strategy 2017 - 2020 was endorsed by the 
Senior Executive in November 2017, and has 
enabled UTS to take a significant step 
towards integrating sustainability into its 
teaching and learning, research, and 
operational and community engagement 
activities.  

The campus now has three Green Star 
buildings certified by the Green Building 
Council of Australia. These include Building 7, 
Building 8 and Building 11. Currently 
underway is also the UTS Central Building 
which is targeting a 5-star Design + As-Built 
rating, and the Institute for Sustainable 
Future’s fit-out in Building 10 which is 
targeting a 5-star Interiors rating.  
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Moreover, solar panels were installed on 
Buildings 4, 6 and 10 as part of the 
University’s strategy to source 50 percent of 
its energy from renewable sources. 

UTS was further able to reduce electricity 
consumption in 2017 by 2.5 percent from 
2016. However, it is important to acknowledge 
that as the student population grows, so does 
consumption and there were increases in 
natural gas and water consumption by 4.0 
percent each in 2017 due to an increase in 
student numbers of 3.7 percent and an 
increase in floor area of 6.4 percent. 

Nevertheless, these strategic documents and 
investments in infrastructure and building 
design reaffirm UTS’s commitment to 
sustainability and many more milestones are 
expected to be hit by 2020. 

 
5.2 Impact 

The UTS Campus Master Plan and the 
university’s participation in the BBP are some 
of the key initiatives to reach the ambitious 
carbon-emission targets and deliver 
sustainable outcomes in a push for Sydney to 
be Australia’s low-carbon capital.  

While the ultimate goal of all these initiatives 
is to respond to climate change and improve 
sustainability outcomes, this is arguably an 
impact that is impossible to measure at this 
stage, and the process is likely to extend well 
beyond our lifespan.  

As such, while sustainability leadership is 
necessary and important, change in this 
domain requires multiple strategies and all 
industries, organisations and the community 
to come together for this impact to be 
achieved. 

However, it is clear that UTS is tackling long-
term sustainability goals literally from the 
ground up, in its foundations and walls, as 
well as in its classrooms and in its research 
focus and this has undoubtedly fostered a 
more environmentally and socially conscious 
culture among UTS students and staff. 

6. What has helped you 
accomplish this work? 
6.1 Personal enabling factors 

With a passion for architecture and the 
environment, Ms McCartney says her role is a 
natural fit for her. 

However, her strengths in managing such a 
variety of projects not only derive from her 
interests, but also from the two decades she 
has dedicated to work in architecture and 
organisational sustainability in Europe and 
Australia.  

Ms McCartney also credits the good work of 
her unit to the great skills, strengths and 
talents within her team. Staff bring together 
expertise in engineering, engagement, 
communications, behaviour change and 
architecture, ensuring that sustainability is 
tackled from all fronts. 
 

6.2 External enabling factors 

Sustainability has been at the core of the 
university’s vision and is embedded in the 
UTS Strategic Plan 2009 – 2018 and UTS 
Sustainability Strategy 2017– 2020. 

As such, the unit is strongly supported by the 
UTS Senior Executive and receives university 
funding for its projects, initiatives and efforts. 

 

7. Challenges 
Ms McCartney is an eternal optimist and 
continues to be driven in her role as 
Sustainability Manager despite the long 
journey ahead. 

However, there are two of the key challenges 
she faces in her work; one is time and the 
other continues to be a lack of awareness. 

Especially in a strategic leadership role, there 
is much bureaucracy between planning and 
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actioning, which can be particularly trying in a 
matter as urgent as climate change. In 
addition, much time is spent on raising 
awareness of the issues as many people and 
organisations have yet to realise the 
importance of responding expeditiously to 
sustainability issues. 

Despite these challenges, Ms McCartney 
remains positive and focuses on the many 
goals which have already been achieved. She 
is particularly encouraged when she notices 
the numerous initiatives which are driven by 
staff and students, and not just by her unit.  
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