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Objective 1 Sustainable campus
•  Improvement of Environmental and Energy 

Management Systems

•  Carbon emissions and energy consumption 
reduction 

•  Reduce our water usage 

•  Reduce waste and increase recycling

•  Enhance Biodiversity on the Campus

•  Develop Sustainable Travel Opportunities 

•  Resilience Against Future Environmental 
Risks

•  Embed Sustainability into Our Capital 
Projects

Embedding sustainability concepts at all levels of operations and activities has always been at the forefront 
of Aston University’s priorities. This is demonstrated by our previous achievements, such as The Guardian’s 
University of the Year 2020 award, and our ISO 14001 Environmental Management and 50001 Energy 
Management quality certifications. These certifications were retained even after the changes brought first by 
remote working, and now hybrid working. Showcasing our commitment to reducing our environmental footprint 
regardless of operational barriers.

This report reaffirms our commitment and outlines the work that has been carried out in the past three 
years to advance our Sustainability Strategy. During this period, many changes have occurred in enhancing 
sustainability at universities and how it is perceived and managed. This is evident in the University’s daily 
operations, with stricter environmental targets, energy costs, and regulations, and how our commitment is 
promoted in our local community and through our teaching and learning activities.

We have taken an approach that re-focuses on utilising the resources available for our sustainability work 
groups by reviewing environmental targets, to ensure that these reflect the current higher education sector’s 
practices. Furthermore, we have restructured our sustainability governance, to streamline decisions and 
approvals to facilitate improving Aston University’s environmental footprint.

With this new governance structure, we will be able to expedite fundamental campus infrastructure changes to 
realise greater outcomes and enable bolder environmental targets to push us closer to being effectively and 
ethically sustainable.

Richard Billingham 
Chief Operating Officer 
Aston University

Objective 2 Sustainable communities 

•  Birmingham Anchor network 

•  Green Advantage 

•  SDG Accord 

•  Aston Students’ Union Pantry

•  Enactus Aston- Aston University

•  Chance for change- Enactus Aston

•  Wave Makers 

•  Biochar Cleantech Accelerator 

Objective 3 Sustainable development in  
academic activities 

•  Responsible Futures Re-accreditation

•  SDG Mapping of Curriculum 

•  Embedding ESD in PGCert
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Objective 1 update - Sustainable campus

The Sustainable Campus objective, led by the Sustainable Campus Work Group (SCWG), 
focuses on updating and refurbishing internal procedures and governance to adapt to our 
new work culture post-pandemic.

To better measure and monitor internal data, the SCWG focused on developing new 
methods to improve the tracking of targets to enable more precise environmental impact 
reduction plans. 

Activities to drive Objective 1 sub-goals.

Improvement of Environmental and Energy Management Systems
An Environmental Management System (EMS) is a set of processes and practices that enable an organisation to 
reduce its environmental impacts and increase its operating efficiency. An energy management system (EnMS) is a 
framework for energy consumers, including industrial, commercial, and public sector organisations, to manage their 
energy use. Below is an abstract of the work being done in this area.

Environmental internal audits
The SCWG works intensively to update the university’s environmental internal procedures to be more agile and 
provide a larger focus on data acquisition and management. This included the expansion of  Environmental 
Internal Audits, which identify where improvements can be made to better support our colleagues and reduce 
environmental impact.

ISO 14001 and 50001 accreditation renewal
Aston University went through a major audit of both its EMS and EnMS. Resulting in 
the university maintaining its ISO 14001 Environmental Management Systems and 
ISO 50001 Energy Management Systems quality assurance accreditations. The 
same external audit also approved the maintenance of the university’s EcoCampus 
Platinum status, the highest level of environmental commitment available for UK-
based universities.

The maintenance of these accreditations demonstrates that our internal 
procedures and workflow are efficient and robust enough to stand up to the 
scrutiny of external auditing. The EST is dedicating a significant portion of its 
resources to managing issues and improving our internal environment and energy protocols.

Reasoning and SDG support
The work towards improving the internal procedures is in alignment with SDG 13 Climate Action, 
particularly target 13.3. Through increasing our institutional capacity to deal with the effects of 
climate change.  

Next steps and in-progress
The work on this is focused on extending the environmental internal audit to all areas of the university, further 
updating our internal procedures and increasing communication with the entire university community. 
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Carbon emissions and energy consumption reduction
At Aston University, we continue our activities to reduce our energy consumption across the campus. A substantial 
section of these activities are tied to evaluating how our energy consumption is compared to other universities.

By following the Higher Education Statistics Analysis (HESA) Estates methodology for non-residential energy 
consumption data acquisition, we are able to evaluate our energy consumption and compare the results with 
HESA’s open data. The comparison demonstrates that consumption on campus for each academic year is below 
the Higher Education (HE) sector’s average for the 2021-22 academic year (latest available data at the time of 
report publication) on overall figures and when considering per-floor area metrics.

We remain consistently below the sector’s average due to several projects recently concluded on campus. These 
include: building management systems upgrades, expansion of low-energy lighting, and energy-efficient projects 
that have maintained energy consumption on campus.

Regardless of positive energy performance compared to the sector, we are currently reviewing the adequacy 
of our energy networks, particularly concerning the Greenhouse Gas Emissions associated with our energy 
generation. Currently, most of the campus’s carbon footprint originates from the electricity and heat generated in 
our District Heating and Electricity Network (DHEN).

A DHEN system provides heating and electricity to multiple buildings within a particular district or area. The 
system works by producing heat and electricity in a centralized location and then distributing it to various buildings 
through a network of pipes and cables.

DHENs provide a range of benefits, including increased energy efficiency, reduced carbon emissions, and lower 
energy costs for consumers. Overall, DHENs represent an innovative and less impactful approach to energy 
generation and distribution than separately producing heat and electricity.

Since our DHEN uses natural gas as a primary source of fuel for producing electricity as part of our heating, 
regardless of how efficient we are on campus, this produces a carbon footprint. An ongoing project with the EST 
plans how to reduce these emissions and work for the decarbonisation of our campus is underway.

Main building hot water generation
One example of gas use reduction is replacing the hot water 
generation system in the Main Building; this production has moved 
to be an Air Source Heat Pump (ASHP).

An ASHP uses electricity to extract heat from the air and provide 
heat and/or hot water for buildings. This type of system uses 
less overall energy than other heating technologies, such as a 
gas-fired boiler system. Leading to a heat source with a reduced 
environmental impact.

The university substituted the DHEN hot water generation system 
in the main building for two 100 kW ASHPs. Both heat pumps 
generate 60 oC domestic hot water, that is used in the Main 
Building. The success of the heat pumps has led the university to 
study the substitution of district heat network energy to a heat 
pump in other buildings and to de-active gas boilers.

Apart from the expected reduction during remote learning in mid-2020, further significant reductions are required 
to guarantee our consumption remains below the per floor area sector’s average. To enable Aston University’s 
water consumption to remain consistently below the sector’s average a new water baseline is being developed. 
The baseline will enable future projects to be deployed in significant consumption areas.

Hospitality rooms shower head replacement 
Shower heads in Conference Aston rooms were replaced in Autumn 2022 with low-flow shower head units to 
reduce water consumption. The water flow rate has been reduced from 15 litres per minute to 6 litres per minute, 
which will lead to a 60% reduction in water used for showering within the building. 

Reasoning and SDG support 
Reducing our campus water consumption is aligned with SDG 6 Clean Water and Sanitation. 
Particularly with target 6.4 which aims to increase water efficiency across all sectors. 

Next steps and in-progress
We have dedicated resources to establish a new water baseline, that will allow for a more granular understanding 
of our water consumption. This will result in better prioritisation of projects providing higher water consumption 
reduction while optimising available resources.

Reasoning and SDG support
SDG 7, Affordable and Clean Energy promotes reducing carbon footprints and utility use which has 
been one of the focuses of the SCWG. This is done to decarbonise our campus and enable future 
Carbon Neutrality.  

Next steps and in-progress
The SCWG recognises that our current targets do not reflect the current climate emergency landscape. Therefore, 
a significant portion of resources are being applied to measuring, understanding and assessing our carbon 
footprint and utilities consumption. Once this is completed, an update of our Carbon Management Plan will be 
published.

The work on projects that can reduce our utilities consumption, such as the substitution of the remaining 
fluorescent lighting on campus, and the substitution of standalone gas-fired boilers, will continue and be 
expanded to other energy sources.

Reduce our water usage
Reducing water consumption promotes environmental stewardship and demonstrates an institution’s 
commitment to sustainability. Implementing water-efficient technologies and practices contributes to responsible 
resource management.

At the University, we are committed to reducing our water consumption. Following the HESA criteria for data 
acquisition, and comparing our consumption to other universities, we are close to the HE sector’s 2021-22 
average for total non-domestic water consumption per floor area. 

https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/definitions/estates
https://www.hesa.ac.uk/data-and-analysis/estates


Graduation robes
The clothing industry has a large environmental footprint, being responsible for a significant portion of global 
Carbon emissions and resource utilisation.

We have changed the university’s robe supplier for the 2023 graduation ceremony and are now working with 
Graduation Attire, who provide reduced environmental impact gowns made from recycled plastic bottles. 
Furthermore, the cleaning process for these robes uses less water and chemicals when compared with regular 
garments.

Teracycle donations  
Nasima Mulla, Digital Service Help Desk Assistant and Go Green champion 
at Aston University, has spearheaded numerous collection services from the 
Digital Services Help Desk.

Disused pens and markers were sent for recycling through Teracycle’s BIC 
Writing Instrument Recycling Programme, which exchanges pens for charitable 
donations. Up to summer 2022, over £450 of donations were generated for 
Birmingham Children’s and Women’s Hospital.

Alongside this activity, Nasima established a community collection point at 
Aston University as part of the Walkers crisp packet recycling scheme.

Additionally, she oversees the Suited for Success collections, where used 
business attire is donated. This Birmingham-based charity supplies interview-
appropriate clothing to unemployed individuals in the West Midlands, 
promoting social mobility in disadvantaged areas.

Upcycling banners 
Disused marketing banners are creatively upcycled into toys, cushions, and 
tablet holders, contributing to local charitable causes.

Reasoning and SDG support
SDG 7, Affordable and Clean Energy promotes reducing 
carbon footprints and utility use which has been one of 
the focuses of the SCWG. This is done to decarbonise our 
campus and enable future Carbon Neutrality.  

Next steps and in-progress
Although progress has been made in our internal recycling and furniture 
reuse, the SCWG acknowledges that our internal segregation procedures 
still require optimization.

The Environment and Sustainability Team (EST) is in collaboration with our waste management contractors to 
offer information, training and engagement opportunities for staff and students. This aims to reduce waste stream 
contamination and facilitate downstream recycling.

8 9

Reduce waste and increase recycling
Reducing waste generation in universities is critical for several reasons, it helps conserve natural resources, 
reduces the overall environmental impact of the institution, and waste reduction can save money on waste 
disposal costs.

Non-residential waste generation at Aston University remains above HESA’s HE sector  2021-22 average, apart 
from the reduction promoted by remote learning in the summer of 2020. 

Although close to the sector’s average recycled waste generation, we remain above overall generation. This 
indicates that reducing waste generation and increasing recycling rates simultaneously is necessary.

Therefore, reviews of our internal waste management and procurement procedures are currently underway. 
Furthermore, aiming to increase recycling rates, the processing of each waste stream is currently being discussed 
with contractors.

Nevertheless, alongside managing the disposal of the bulk of our waste, the SCWG also promotes or assists 
several additional internal recycling and upcycling activities in our community. The following items describe several 
that took place in recent years.

Conference Aston recycling and re-use activities
•  Waste bins reuse: metal bins were replaced to improve 

the waste segregation on site. Replaced bins were given 
new purposes, such as using as flowerpots, and umbrella
stands, or given to staff for home use.

•  Decoration items recycling: items such as wooden food 
crates, wooden menu boards and pictures were repainted 
and reused in various parts of the building. This reduced 
required storage space by recycling items to serve multiple
purposes.

•  Furniture upcycling: to reduce costs and waste, meeting 
room chairs were reupholstered using material made from 
recycled plastic bottles. When damaged tabletops were 
replaced, the old tops were converted into waste bins, and
used in meeting rooms. 

•  Used bedding items donation: as well as reducing the 
number of bedding items in the rooms, discarded bedding 
was donated to SS Peter and Paul Catholic Primary School
to be reused within their community.

As a result of all these initiatives, Conference Aston was 
awarded the Sustainable Restaurant Accreditation in 2022-23. 
This accreditation recognises the efforts Conference Aston 
has made to reduce waste through several initiatives.
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Reasoning and SDG support
Maintaining biodiversity on the campus has provided a safe space for local plants and animals to 
thrive. This is aligned with SDG 15 Life on Land sub-goal 15.5 which aims at taking urgent action to 
reduce the degradation of natural habitats.

Next steps and in-progress
While our primary location is in Birmingham’s city centre, we will actively maintain the campus to be green, and 
thriving with wildlife. This will be achieved by first setting up a biodiversity baseline, to assure any projects are 
resulting in biodiversity net gains.

Develop sustainable travel opportunities
roviding sustainable and reasonable transport options for staff and students at a university is crucial to reduce our 
environmental footprint and managing resources.

By promoting reduced-impact transport options, such as cycling, walking, low-carbon individual travel or public 
transportation, Aston University can contribute to global efforts to mitigate climate change and reduce carbon 
footprints.

Not-For-Profit Electric Vehicle Charging 
On our campus, we have increased the number of available electric vehicle chargers from 8 to 17, boosting the 
installed capacity by approximately 64% compared to the original capacity. 

Although our charging rates remain competitive with commercial vehicle chargers elsewhere, our approach to 
EV charging is not profit-driven. The revenue generated from charging services covers electricity expenses, 
emissions offsets, and initiatives to enhance biodiversity on our campuses.

Reasoning and SDG support
By ensuring that low-carbon, reliable and safe transport is available for members of staff and 
students, we are advancing the progress of SDG 11 Sustainable Cities and Communities, 
particularly for target 11.2, which aims to provide access to safe, affordable, accessible, and 
sustainable transport systems for all. 

Next steps and in-progress
One of the most impacted areas with the move to hybrid working is commuting to and from the campus.  
The SCWG is reviewing the university’s Transport Strategy to make it more flexible and align with our hybrid 
working policy while incentivising public and active travel.
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Enhance biodiversity on campus
Maintaining biodiversity on university campuses is vital, particularly for campuses located in city centres. The 
increase in non-natural materials and carbon emissions in city centres can make it difficult for local plants and 
animals to thrive. We have taken several steps to make the life of local wildlife as easy as possible.

Hedgehog friendly campus
The British Hedgehog Preservation Society has awarded Aston University’s Hedgehog Friendly Campus status. 
This UK-wide award scheme supports teams of staff and students to apply hedgehog-friendly actions in and 
around their university, college, or school.

The award represents months of diligent work and collaborative efforts between the university’s EST and Aston 
Students’ Union (ASU). They have been working together to create a more hospitable environment for hedgehogs 
and other small animals on our 60-acre city-centre campus.  

Activities included establishing a work group with staff and students to coordinate activities, running awareness 
campaigns, setting up a donation pot for biodiversity projects, litter picking with staff and students, and raising 
awareness of small animal welfare with grounds-keeping staff. 

In-house green waste composting 
Reducing the carbon footprint of our landscaping requires us to prioritize the reduction of soil improvers. 
Composting garden waste locally reduces waste treatment’s environmental footprint and yields a valuable soil 
improver.

The ECD gardening team composts grass and tree cuttings in-house during winter. They then apply the compost 
to various locations across the campus during the subsequent planting season.

Wildflowers and trees increase 
Increasing the number of trees and wildflowers in urban areas provides food and habitat for pollinators and insects. 
Insects can use various aspects of trees for food and as places to breed. To assist this type of ecosystem, several 
wildflower gardens were planted in grass areas on the city centre campus.

Additionally, on our Outdoor Recreation Centre campus, Marc Peters from Sports Aston applied to The Woodland 
Trust as part of their ‘free trees for schools and communities’ program and received 30 trees (small saplings). 
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Reasoning and SDG support
Go Green Champions and Go Green Week activities were promoted to advance SDG 13 Climate 
Action. Particularly target 13.3 which aims to improve education, awareness-raising and human 
and institutional capacity on climate change mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early 
warning.

Next steps and in-progress
Several other courses and events are being developed by the EST to advance climate education for our 
community members. Additionally, an Environmental Induction for new members of staff is under development.

Resilience against future environmental risks
Knowledge is essential for addressing and mitigating environmental impacts in various contexts, including 
universities. By sharing knowledge with students, staff, and the broader community about environmental 
concepts, they can better understand our internal procedures, the reasoning behind our decisions, and their 
impact on our operation’s environmental outcomes.

Re-starting our Go Green Champions project and Go Green Week helps promote a shared understanding 
between staff and students on reducing university environmental impacts.  

Go Green Champions 
Since its launch in 2013, the Go Green Champions Project has proved very successful. However, the efficiency of 
the project was hindered by remote working.

The project is now reinstated, with a more flexible, agile, and transparent structure. Sustainability efforts are now 
decentralized from the champions to all colleagues and the rest of our community. The champion will mainly be a 
source of workplace sustainability information, communicate, and encourage sustainable behaviour.

Go Green Week 20-24 March 2023 
Go Green Week is an annual campaign in the UK aiming to raise awareness and promote action on environmental 
issues. Student-led sustainability groups organise the week-long campaign and involve various activities and 
events that engage students, staff, and the wider community.

The Go Green Week 2023 theme was ‘A drop in the ocean’. The theme and events of the week aimed to 
demonstrate how small changes can significantly improve environmental impact mitigation. Presentations 
from Professor Dr Achilleas Karayiannis introduced concepts around sustainability and the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals, and Dr Vitor Furlong introduced concepts about greenhouse gas emissions.

Activities during Go Green week include:
• Bike maintenance workshop 
• Canal clean-up around the Knowledge Quarter 
• Litter-picking activities
• Flower planting 
•  Developing experimental dishes from discarded food items such as pickled apple skin and cold brew 

coffee made from spent coffee grounds.
• ‘Back to Grounds Bags’ where collected waste coffee grounds are used for home composting.
• Clothes mending and repairs workshop.
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Embed sustainability into our capital projects
Embedding sustainability in university capital projects is crucial for promoting sustainable development and 
reducing the environmental impact of campus infrastructure.

Aston University embeds environmental impact reduction in capital projects by applying the environmental 
assessment principles outlined by the Sustainable Knowledge Alliance in Higher Education (SKA HE) for 
construction or refurbishment projects. Additionally, we require that all new buildings be within our Sustainable 
Construction Specifications and that constructors register with the Considerate Constructors Scheme (CSS). 

Living Labs
Our university community can actively utilize campus resources for research through our Living Labs initiatives. 
Living Labs creates a unique opportunity for students to interact with real-world data, and the result of their 
work is used to guide future capital developments.

Several projects have used university data for research in multiple fields, such as transport, campus heating 
efficiency, and carbon emissions reduction. One notable example involves Aston University student Gopu 
Gopakumar Nair, who focused on assessing the feasibility of low-carbon heating for our gas-powered buildings. 

Gopu leveraged data provided by the Environment and Sustainability Team (EST) to formulate scenarios for 
decarbonizing heating systems.

Reasoning and SDG support
Maintaining biodiversity on the campus has provided a safe space for local plants and animals to 
thrive. This is aligned with SDG 15 Life on Land sub-goal 15.5 which aims at taking urgent action 
to reduce the degradation of natural habitats.

Next steps and in-progress
While our primary location is in Birmingham’s city centre, we will actively maintain the campus to be green, and 
thriving with wildlife. This will be achieved by first setting up a biodiversity baseline, to assure any projects are 
resulting in biodiversity net gains.

Objective 2 update - Sustainable 
communities

Objective 2 is led by the Sustainable Communities Steering Group (SCSG). The SCSG 
focuses on making Aston University’s surrounding community more resilient and 
sustainable. The group has focused on developing opportunities for sustainable 
development for local businesses, students, and other institutions. 

Activities to drive Objective 2 sub-goals.

Birmingham Anchor Network
Six Birmingham-based institutions, including Aston University, Birmingham City Council, Bournville Village Trust, The 
Pioneer Group, University of Birmingham, and University Hospitals Birmingham NHS Foundation Trust, formalised 
their strategic relationship by signing a memorandum of understanding (MoU). This is part of the Birmingham 
Anchor Network, a local network established to support community wealth building.

Established in September 2019, the network aims to positively shape the city’s economy and contribute to 
community wealth building in disadvantaged areas. 

The institutions have a combined budget of over £4bn and a workforce of over 40,000. They aim to achieve 
transformational change for the city by maximizing their positive impact in procurement, employment, and 
management of land and assets.

The network has delivered successful projects, such as the ICan project, which coordinated job vacancies in the 
NHS with those furthest from the job market.

The network will focus on identifying crucial and inclusive procurement opportunities for the partners’ budgets, 
ensuring they are accessible to SMEs across Birmingham in the future. The commitment aligns with the new Aston 
2030 strategy objective to enrich local communities, especially in the Birmingham Innovation Quarter.

Reasoning and SDG support
Maintaining biodiversity on the campus has provided a safe space for local plants and animals to 
thrive. This is aligned with SDG 15 Life on Land sub-goal 15.5 which aims at taking urgent action to 
reduce the degradation of natural habitats.
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Green Advantage
Green Advantage is a short course designed for business leaders, managers, and professionals to consider the 
implications of climate and environmental challenges for their business or workplace, alongside maintaining 
business performance and profitability. 

Supported by interactive workshops, like-minded peers, and a one-to-one business coach the course covers:
• Environmental sustainability from leading Aston academics and industry experts.
• Examples of sustainability strategies used by businesses.
• Building a bespoke sustainability ‘road map’ for businesses or careers.

Reasoning and SDG support
The Green Advantage Courses advance SD4 Quality Education Target 4.7 which aims  
to ensure that all learners gain the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development.

SDG Accord
Saskia Loer Hansen, Aston University’s Interim Vice-Chancellor in 2021, and Balraj Purewal, Aston Students’ 
Union President in 2021, signed the UN Sustainable Development Goals Accord, part of the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development. 

The Accord inspires and advances education’s critical role in achieving these goals and emphasizes the value it 
brings to governments, businesses, and society. It represents a commitment from learning institutions to work 
towards these goals, report on their progress annually, and share their learning nationally and internationally.

Reasoning and SDG support
By partnering with Aston Students’ Union on the UNSDG Accord we have committed  
to work together to address the UNDSGs and advance SDG 17 Partnership for  
the Goals.

Aston Students’ Union Pantry
The rise in the cost of living has cast its shadow widely, impacting various sectors, including students who grapple 
with soaring prices in essentials like food, accommodation, transportation, and study resources. Aston University, 
cognizant of this predicament and in line with the SDG of Zero Hunger, has devised a multifaceted strategy to 
alleviate the financial burden on its student body.

Actions taken by the partnership between Aston University and the ASU include:
•  Aston University is providing an economical lunch option of a nourishing pasta meal for just £1, starting from 

January 9, 2023, at Café Tierra in the Main Building. This initiative aims to ensure that students and staff can 
access affordable and nutritious lunches.

•  The university is demonstrating its commitment to student well-being by offering complimentary hot breakfasts 
every Wednesday at the Students’ Union, starting January 11, 2023. This step is taken to help students 
effectively manage their daily living expenses.

•  To further align with the spirit of Zero Hunger, Aston University has established the ASU Pantry in 2023, which 
offers essential food items to students. This resource promotes a culture of sharing, allowing students to take 
what they need and contribute any excess food, fostering a sense of community and solidarity among students.

Reasoning and SDG support
These initiatives not only ease the financial pressures faced by students but also make a significant 
contribution to SDG 2 Zero Hunger by ensuring that students have consistent access to affordable 
and nutritious food options. 



Enactus Aston Society – Aston University 
Enactus Aston, a student-run entrepreneurial society at Aston University, led by university advisors Elsa Zenatti, 
Rosa Amato, Modasar Rasul, and Panagiota Vazoura, is collaborating with the Canal & River Trust, to take 
substantial steps in combatting plastic pollution in Birmingham’s canal system through there project Drop in the 
Ocean (2023-24). 

These canals play a pivotal role as essential aquatic ecosystems, and the society’s dedication to cleansing these 
water bodies directly supports the conservation and safeguarding of aquatic life and their habitats.

Chance for Change 
Enactus Aston also champions entrepreneurship for social good. Notable 
achievements include winning the Sodexo Stop Hunger Foundation Incubator 
Challenge 2023, becoming the Green Gown Sustainability Award 2023 finalist  
and securing funding from Rothschild & Co. Projects Den 2023.

The society’s ‘Chance for Change’ initiative empowers migrants in Birmingham 
through cultural heritage and tackles employment gaps, aligning with SDG 17’s  
call for partnerships in sustainable development.

Actions taken in this activity include:
•  Pathways to Employment: This aspect provides refugees and migrants with 

mentoring in English Language efficiency and entrepreneurship.
•  ustain-a-Plate: This dimension delves into the profound impact of food on society, focusing on combating food 

poverty and reducing the carbon footprint. 
•  Enactus Aston’s Global Recipe Book 2.0 epitomizes their commitment to these goals. By educating youth about 

the environmental consequences of food choices and supporting women food entrepreneurs, they contribute 
not only to SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals) but also to broader sustainable development by fostering 
collaboration, empowering communities, and promoting responsible consumption.

Reasoning and SDG support
Enactus- Aston’s University collaborative efforts with partners like the Sodexo Stop Hunger 
Foundation, ACH, Roth & Co and AIG exemplify their commitment to SDG 17 Partnerships for the 
Goals, as they forge alliances and work collectively to address complex social and environmental 
challenges, fostering sustainable development.

Biochar CleanTech Accelerator
Aston University and local industrial partners have 
developed an innovative pyrolysis technology to 
transform organic material, such as sawdust, fallen and 
diseased trees, dried chicken litter, and agricultural 
straw, into commercially valuable bioproducts, biochar, 
gas, and liquids.

West Midlands companies joined the accelerator 
network to develop and use new low-carbon 
products, such as:
•  Low carbon fuel for boilers and engines.
•  Soil conditioners and products for improved plant, 

tree, and animal health.
• Biochar for carbon capture and credits.
• Biochar for water treatment and odour control.
• Biochar for building and composite materials.
•  Bioliquids for low carbon weedkiller, fungicide, and 

plant growth enhancer.

Reasoning and SDG support
Aston University’s Biochar Cleantech Accelerator is supporting SDG 9, particularly  
Target 9.1 by developing a cluster of companies to commercialise Biochar as a  
carbon sink. 

Actions taken by the partnership between Aston University and the ASU include:
•  Aston University is providing an economical lunch option of a nourishing pasta meal for just £1, starting from 

January 9, 2023, at Café Tierra in the Main Building. This initiative aims to ensure that students and staff can 
access affordable and nutritious lunches.

•  The university is demonstrating its commitment to student well-being by offering complimentary hot breakfasts 
every Wednesday at the Students’ Union, starting January 11, 2023. This step is taken to help students 
effectively manage their daily living expenses.

•  To further align with the spirit of Zero Hunger, Aston University has established the ASU Pantry in 2023, which 
offers essential food items to students. This resource promotes a culture of sharing, allowing students to take 
what they need and contribute any excess food, fostering a sense of community and solidarity among students.

Reasoning and SDG support
These initiatives not only ease the financial pressures faced by students but also make a significant 
contribution to SDG 2 Zero Hunger by ensuring that students have consistent access to affordable 
and nutritious food options.
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Wavemakers
Aston University students participated in Severn Trent’s Wavemakers, the university edition. Wavemakers has 
been specially created to find unique and innovative ideas to improve how we take care of water. This is a ten week 
programme in which students are mentored and encouraged to bring their innovative ideas to life and test their 
plausibility and effectiveness.

Students from the MSc Sustainable Engineering were finalists in the international Efficiency for Access Design 
Challenge 2022/23, competing against 100+ students from 14 universities in nine countries across four continents.

Reasoning and SDG support
The participation of our students in this type of competition helps ensure that target 4.4, inside 
SDG 4 Quality Education, is pushed forward, by increasing the number of youth and adults who 
have relevant skills, for employment, decent jobs, and entrepreneurship.



Objective 3 update - Sustainable 
development in academic activities

Object 3 is led by the Sustainable Development in Academic Activities Steering Group 
(SDAASG). This group is a cross University working group with representatives from the 
three colleges and central university services as well as representatives from the Aston 
Students’ Union and focuses on embedding sustainable development in teaching and 
academic activities. 

Activities to drive Objective 3 sub-goals

Responsible Futures Re-accreditation
Since March 2023 the group has been focused on re-accreditation of Aston University as a Responsible Futures 
institution, in partnership with the ASU and Students Organising for Sustainability (SOS-UK).

This accreditation tracks how sustainable development is being integrated 
into the curriculum across the university. This includes a two-year follow-up 
on the previous accreditation of Aston University as a Responsible Futures 
partnership in 2021. 

As part of this effort, an action plan has been developed and approved by 
the University Learning and Teaching Committee (ULTC) and then further 
communicated to the three colleges via College Learning and Teaching 
Committees (CLTCs) and the Associate Dean Educations in each College.

Reasoning and SDG support
By assuring that our curriculum is bridging gaps we advance target 4.7 in SDG 4 Quality Education, 
to ensure that all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable 
development. 

SDG Mapping of Curriculum
Between May and June 2023, 13 Aston University 
students participated in the University’s student-
led sustainability curriculum audit project. The 
students mapped 1327 undergraduate and 
postgraduate modules against the UN SDG 
broader aspects of sustainability learning, and 
methods used in education for sustainable 
development (ESD).

Before mapping, students attended a training 
workshop exploring the SDGs and ESD, the role 
of education in contributing to sustainability, how 
to critically engage with SDGs, and how to audit 
module specifications against the 17 SDGs as 
well as a set of criteria on the broader aspects of 
sustainability learning and ESD methods.

The purpose of the curriculum audit is to provide Aston University with a baseline understanding of how modules 
support students to see the relevance of sustainability in a range of disciplines and provide practical experience to 
equip students with skills and competencies to contribute to a more sustainable world.

Embedding ESD in PGCert
In collaboration with the academic practice team and colleagues in the EPS and HLS, the SDAASG has embedded 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) as a pedagogical approach to learning and teaching in our academic 
training programme, PGCert for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education.

Until the end of the 2022-23 academic year, 80 academics new to Aston University have taken part in the ESD 
session as part of the PGCert. 

During this session, the pedagogy of ESD and how it aligns with the university’s sustainability and education 
strategies for new academics is explained. Subsequently, it showcases the best practice examples for embedding 
ESD in engineering and bioscience curricula for the participants. 

Reasoning and SDG support
Ensuring that SDGs are mapped and embedded in our curriculum will ensure these are being 
covered most effectively. Helping to support SDG 13 Climate Action, within Target 13.3 which aims 
to improve education, awareness-raising and human and institutional capacity on climate change 
mitigation, adaptation, impact reduction and early warning.

To find out more
Additional information about Aston University’s environment and sustainability activities can be found 
on the Environment Web Pages or requested from the Environment and Sustainability Team through 
the Environment Inbox: environment@aston.ac.uk.
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