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News
For the attention of: news editors


Date: 31 March 2005 [PR4986]
The Open University gets the environmental GREEN light
As the UK’s leading distance learning provider the Open University is the most environmentally friendly major higher education option in the country.
A major new study has found that, on average, the production and provision of distance learning courses consumed nearly 90 per cent less energy, and produced 85 per cent fewer climate changing carbon-dioxide (CO2) emissions than conventional full-time campus based university courses.

The much lower environmental impacts of distance learning compared to campus-based courses is mainly due to a major reduction in the amount of student travel, economies of scale in utilisation of the campus site, and the elimination of much of the energy consumption of student housing. 
“The findings indicate that existing programmes aimed at reducing the environmental impacts of higher education should be broadened beyond considering campus site environmental management and ‘greening the curriculum’ to include the impacts of student travel and student housing,” says Professor Robin Roy, of the Open University’s Faculty of Technology who undertook the work with Professor Stephen Potter, and researchers Karen Yarrow and Mark Smith.
The study also compared e-learning courses to print-based distance learning courses and found that e-learning courses offer only a relatively small reduction in energy consumption (on average 20 percent) and CO2 emissions (12 per cent) over print based distance learning courses. 
“This is due to high student use of networked computing, consumption of paper for printing of web-based material, and additional home heating for night time internet access,” says Prof Roy.
The study by the Open University Design Innovation Group is entitled ‘Towards Sustainable Higher Education: Environmental impacts of campus-based and distance higher education systems’, it forms part of a wider project called Factor 10 Visions. 
Factor 10 Visions is examining the potential for up to 90% (factor 10) reductions in energy consumption and CO2 emissions in several UK sectors including higher education (HE) – in order to help tackle climate change while helping the developing world to reach decent living standards.

A study of the environmental impacts of HE was included because it is growing fast, with the UK Government setting an expansion target of 50 per cent participation by 2010.
Editor’s Notes

Journalist wanting a full electronic copy of Towards Sustainable Higher Education: Environmental impacts of campus-based and distance higher education systems should contact Gabi Nobis.
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