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Terms of reference  
The terms of reference are as follows:  

1. Sustainability:  

o ‘[M]eeting the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs’ (UN 
Brundtland Commission, 1987).1 

2. Sustainable development:  

o ‘[A]n aspirational ongoing process of addressing social, 
environmental, and economic concerns to create a better world’ 
(QAA).2 

3. Sustainable curriculum:  

o ‘[T]he process of creating curriculum structures and subject-
relevant content to support sustainable development’ (Education 
for Sustainable Development, adopted by QAA and Advance 
HE).3 

 

Context and student-facing communication 
It is important to contextualise these terms of reference for faculty, professional staff, 
learners, and non-experts.  

4. The definitions of sustainable development and sustainable curriculum were 
drawn from industry bodies: the Quality Assurance Agency for Higher 
Education and AdvanceHE. Both bodies define sustainability in terms laid down 
by the UN Brundtland Commission from 1987.  

5. The definitions are specific enough for Northeastern University London to 
realise its medium-term goals whilst allowing for greater ambition as it grows. 
For example, whilst issues pertaining to climate justice and injustice are implied 
by the definition of sustainability, we may wish to keep our terms of reference 
under review as we increase our institutional capacity and build relationships 
with local communities and stakeholders. We believe that these terms of 
reference are suitably ambitious and realistic for the medium term. 

6. The Head of Sustainable Curriculum will develop a Sustainability Hub and 
oversee its URL, in which these definitions will be explained in simple, 
accessible English for the benefit of faculty, staff, learners, non-experts, and 

 
1 Sustainability | United Nations (site last accessed 26/02/2024). 
2 Education for Sustainable Development Guidance - Executive Summary (site last accessed 
26/02/2024). 
3 Education for Sustainable Development and Academic Quality: Principles and Processes for Higher 
Education Providers (site last accessed 26/02/2024). 
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the general public. Public facing communication flowing from this strategy will 
also take place via the Northeastern University London’s sustainability URL.  

 

Values and Objectives 

 
 

Many of the values and objectives relating to sustainability also pertain to other 
priorities within Northeastern University London. These include:  

7. A global outlook  

o As part of Northeastern University’s global network, Northeastern 
University London holds and values a global worldview across all 
of our activities.  

8. Integrity 

o Our values should match our endeavours. This means 
committing, where appropriate and feasible, to integrate 
sustainability into our undergraduate and postgraduate 
programmes, teaching curricula, and research strategy. 

9. Courage 
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o Approaching sustainability as an opportunity to future proof the 
University rather than a straightjacket, and to take decisions to 
ensure that we become industry leaders in this area.  

Furthermore, these definitions will facilitate aspects of Northeastern’s 2025 academic 
plan, as we seek to empower the Northeastern University London community of 
learners, faculty, and professional staff  to make  meaningful interventions in rapidly 
evolving global and local contexts. The issue of sustainability is central to that 
endeavour. It will encourage learners to be ‘agile across disciplinary boundaries’, 
because sustainability is both interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary; ‘entrepreneurial 
and innovative’, because learners will engage with academic, applied, and 
entrepreneurial solutions; and ‘networked globally and locally’, because learners 
will approach sustainability from both a global and local perspective. 

 

Framework and Approach 
Northeastern University London’s sustainability approach is guided by the Climate 
Action Toolkit for the Higher Education Sector. In 2019, UK Parliament set in law a 
commitment to reach net-zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, in response to the 
climate emergency. Net zero is defined as the lesser or equal to balance between the 
emissions we create and those we can remove from the environment.4 

The latest progress report on the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) finds these 
at a critical juncture, with half a decade remaining from the reference period for the 
completion of the Global Goals programme to 2030. Incremental and fragmented 
change is insufficient to achieve the SDGs in the remaining years. Implementation of 
the 2030 Agenda requires, amongst other things, the active mobilization of science-
based transformations. This must be achieved globally - leaving no country, society or 
person behind.5  

Given the urgency of climate action, the Climate Commission for UK Higher and 
Further Education has set stronger targets, asking universities and colleges to reach 
net-zero emissions for scope 1 and 2 emissions by 2030, with significant work to 
understand and reduce scope 3 emissions in the same time frame. By 2050, scope 3 
emissions should be net-zero.  

Northeastern University London’s Carbon Reduction Plan sets out targets which will 
enable the University to meet these obligations. Northeastern University London 
acknowledges that it is a dynamic institution which is undergoing a period of rapid 
growth and expansion. This means that its Sustainability Strategy, policies, and 

 
4 Net Zero and the Different Official Measures of the UK’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions - Office for 
National Statistics (site last accessed 12/02/2024). 
5 Times of Crisis, Times of Change – UN’s Global Sustainable Development Report 2023 (site last 
accessed 12/02/2024). 

https://academicplan.northeastern.edu/
https://academicplan.northeastern.edu/
https://www.eauc.org.uk/climate_action_toolkit
https://www.eauc.org.uk/climate_action_toolkit
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associated plans will remain under regular review and will be updated to reflect 
necessary changes as they emerge following the review periods. 

 

Global Context 
The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) is the United Nations body 
responsible for analysing the scientific evidence for climate change. Their assessment 
is that human-induced activities have increased greenhouse gases (GHG are those 
gases which contribute to atmospheric warming) and this has, in turn, led to a global 
warming of more than 1ºC since 1850.6 

The Paris Agreement is a legally binding international treaty (adopted at COP21 in 
Paris in 2015) which commits signatories to limiting global warming to below 2ºC 
compared to pre-industrialisation levels. To achieve this, global greenhouse gas 
emissions ought to be significantly reduced by 2030.7 

 

National, Local, and Policy Context 
The UK’s Climate Change Committee states that the UK has experienced a 
temperature rise since pre-industrial times of 1.2ºC.8 

The City of London Climate Action Strategy (2020-27) is based on three pillars:9 

1. Achieve net zero 

2. Build climate resilience 

3. Champion sustainable growth 

The London Borough of Tower Hamlets is the home of Northeastern University 
London. Its carbon strategy commits the Council to net zero by 2025 and the Borough 
- by 2045 or sooner.10  

Northeastern University London’s Sustainability Strategy applies the framework of the 
Climate Action Toolkit for the UK Higher Education Sector. It supports faculty, staff, 
and learners to consider and apply sustainable ideas to drive and achieve awareness 
on climate action and social justice within their immediate surroundings in the first 
instance. The five areas of the toolkit and, thus, the University’s strategy are: 

 

 
6 IPCC, Global Warming of 1.5 ºC 2020 (site last accessed 12/02/2024). 
7 The Paris Agreement | United Nations (site last accessed 12/02/2024). 
8 Independent Assessment: The UK’s Net Zero Strategy - Climate Change Committee (site last 
accessed 12/02/2024). 
9 Climate Action Strategy 2020-2027 | City of London (site last accessed 12/02/2024). 
10 Tower Hamlets Net Zero Carbon Plan (site last accessed 12/02/2024). 

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/download/#chapter
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/paris-agreement
https://www.theccc.org.uk/publication/independent-assessment-the-uks-net-zero-strategy/
https://www.cityoflondon.gov.uk/assets/Services-Environment/climate-action-strategy-2020-2027-20-10-20.pdf
https://democracy.towerhamlets.gov.uk/mgConvert2PDF.aspx?ID=165906
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1. Leadership and Governance: Our ambition is to achieve a net zero carbon 
future by 2050. 

2. Teaching: Our goal is to embed sustainable practices and case studies from 
across the Northeastern University’s global network, bringing our teaching 
curricula to the forefront of climate action. We will equip faculty and staff with 
the skill to embed the SDGs into relevant programmes, courses, and/or 
modules, and we will engage students as both learners and institutional 
stakeholders as we continue to develop our growing sustainability provision. 

3. Research and Knowledge Exchange: Our goal is to mitigate climate change 
impacts for community engagement and benefit. We will collaborate and share 
our climate change, sustainability, and social justice research expertise with 
stakeholders to empower our pursuit of a sustainable future. 

4. Community Engagement: Our vision is to promote positive climate action. We 
will seek to develop and champion partnerships, which are locally sourced and 
community focused. 

5. Campus Management: We strive to mitigate our climate impact and enhance 
our sustainability within our reach and ability. 

 

Figure 1. The Climate Action Toolkit for UK Higher Education 
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Table 1. Northeastern University London’s Sustainability Framework 
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Leadership and Governance: We have a dedicated senior management lead, the 
Chief Executive Officer, on the Executive Committee, reporting to the Board of 
Governors, who acts as Sustainability Champion by chairing the University’s 
Sustainability Committee. This is further strengthened via the dedicated role of the 
Associate Dean of Global Impact and Sustainability in liaison with the Sustainability 
Committee (deputy chair) and Academic Board (member), as well as the wider global 
network’s Climate Justice and Sustainability Hub (member of SEAC).  

Teaching: The University’s sustainability in the teaching curricula across programmes 
is led by the Head of the Sustainable Curriculum (including the Sustainability 
Pathway). As a member of the Sustainability Committee and working under the 
Associate Dean of Global Impact and Sustainability, the Head of the Sustainable 
Curriculum can attend and table papers at the University’s Teaching, Learning, and 
Enhancement Committee, which in turn informs the Academic Board.  

Sustainability reporting is a standing item at Collegium, which meets at least once in 
the semester and comprises the entire academic membership.  

Research and Knowledge Exchange: Under the auspices of the Associate Dean of 
Research and Knowledge Exchange, Northeastern University London carries out 
research and innovation activities in a variety of research areas. Some of these are 
explicit homes to sustainability related research. 

Community Engagement: Our Community, Belonging and Partnerships programme 
drives strategic objectives, which support the University’s Sustainability Strategy. 

Campus Management: Under the auspices of the Director of Resourcing and 
Operations (member of Sustainability Committee) and reporting directly to the Chief 
Executive Officer, the University implements its Carbon Reduction Plan across the 
entire campus.  

The Northeastern University London’s sustainability reporting approach is developed 
from the Standardised Carbon Emissions Reporting Framework (SCEF) for the U.K. 
HE. 

 

Figure 2. Northeastern University London’s Carbon Emission Reporting Approach 

 
Source: MaxFordham for NU London, 2024  

https://www.nulondon.ac.uk/academic-handbook/governance-structure/terms-of-reference-and-governance-structure-diagrams/sustainability-committee/
https://www.nulondon.ac.uk/academic-handbook/governance-structure/terms-of-reference-and-governance-structure-diagrams/academic-board/
https://facilities.northeastern.edu/sustainability/
https://www.nulondon.ac.uk/academic-handbook/governance-structure/terms-of-reference-and-governance-structure-diagrams/teaching-learning-and-enhancement-committee/
https://www.nulondon.ac.uk/academic-handbook/governance-structure/terms-of-reference-and-governance-structure-diagrams/teaching-learning-and-enhancement-committee/
https://www.nulondon.ac.uk/academic-handbook/governance-structure/terms-of-reference-and-governance-structure-diagrams/collegium/
https://www.eauc.org.uk/scef
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Figure 3. Northeastern University London’s baseline energy consumption, 2022-23 

 
Source: MaxFordham for NU London, 2024 

Figure 4. Carbon emissions reduction estimation, 2024-2035 
 

 
Source: MaxFordham for NU London, 2024   
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Figure 5. Carbon Emissions Action Plan 

 
Source: MaxFordham for NU London, 2024  
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