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ABSTRACT 

	
Background/Context: This policy document examines the key role of higher education institutions (HEIs) in advancing environmental sustainability and climate action through three integrated dimensions of policy, governance, and curriculum.
Purpose/Objective: Anchored on Republic Acts 9003, 9729, and 9512, as well as CHED Memorandum Orders No. 20 & No. 46, the proposed policy underlines the urgent need to institutionalize a Green Campus Policy that integrates environmental accountability in curricular, operational systems, and community engagements. 
Methods or Approach: Based on the regional and ASEAN experiences, benchmarking of good practices from countries like Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand, which have sustainability assessments like UI GreenMetric and AASHE STARS, has strengthened institutional commitment to accountability of data-driven governance. 
Key Findings/Policy Insight: The study finds that while Philippine HEIs have started waste management, energy efficiency, and campus greening programs, these are often seen as fragmented underdeveloped policy framework, weak monitoring system, and unclear leadership responsibility.
Policy Implications: It is proposed that universities thrive when sustainability is embedded not only as a compliance, but rather an emergent institutional principle through well-coordinated governance and measurable impact. The document proposes to set up a Sustainability Office or Green Governance Committee as well, and the development of Zero Waste and Climate Action Plans, including education for sustainable development (ESD) at all levels, among other recommendations. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The increasingly complex and multifaceted global environmental crisis is being increasingly conceptualized within the dual frameworks of expanding access to high-quality education and implementing robust, proactive climate action initiatives. In accordance with Sustainable Development Goal 4, which emphasizes Quality Education, and Sustainable Development Goal 13, which centers on Climate Action, higher education institutions (HEIs) are entrusted with a dual responsibility: to foster and enhance sustainability literacy among their student bodies and communities, and to exemplify operational sustainability through their own practices. In a national context, particularly within the Philippines, various legislative measures such as Republic Act 9512, which pertains to the National Environmental Awareness and Education Act, Republic Act 9003 concerning the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act, and Republic Act 9729 that addresses the Climate Change Act, collectively emphasize the critical obligations that campuses must fulfill regarding environmental education and governance. Collectively, these legislative frameworks establish a foundational groundwork for HEIs to integrate principles of sustainability into both their academic missions and their operational practices, thereby influencing a comprehensive approach to environmental stewardship.

Within this complex and dynamic environment, there is an opportunity for universities to be used not only as delivery mechanisms for education but also as living laboratories that can contribute positively to policy development through the process of what they do, understand, and teach. Through the alignment of curricula, sustainable campus operations, research strategies, and interactions with local society, they are in a position to show how education and operational governance can effectively work towards sustainability. Existing academic evidence is consistent with this framing; a recent systematic review of literature notes that “sustainable campus operations” is yet an under-researched area, in spite of being essential for any genuine institutional sustainability approach (see Oliveira and Proença 2025). Simultaneously, prior studies in the specific Philippine higher education setting also showed that faculty members' attitudes and institutional support have an impact on promoting sustainability integration in curricula, thus underscoring the crucial significance of strong institutional leadership for initiating significant change, as found by Duran and Mariñas (2024).

Notwithstanding these promising potentialities, the existing literature continues to identify enduring gaps that must be addressed. The implementation of sustainability initiatives frequently suffers from a lack of coherence, wherein isolated projects exist without sufficient connections to governance structures, operational practices, and curricular frameworks. Commitment to sustainability at the institutional level is inconsistent, with resource constraints significantly impeding effective execution, and the coherence of policies across various campus units often remain tenuous. Duran and Mariñas in 2024 discovered that perceived behavioral control, which reflects teachers’ sense of their own capability, exhibited a weak direct effect on the intention to incorporate sustainability into their teaching practices—indicating that mere awareness of sustainability issues is insufficient in the absence of robust institutional support. 

On a broader scale, Oliveira and Proença (2025) underscore that numerous studies tend to concentrate on individual operational areas, such as energy and waste management, rather than pursuing a holistic, systemic approach to institutional integration of sustainability. These identified limitations underscore an urgent need for cohesive institutional policies and leadership structures that can integrate the academic, operational, and behavioral dimensions of sustainability into a unified framework.

The significance of this identified gap is underscored by the dual urgency associated with embedding a culture of sustainability within HEIs, which is critical for two primary reasons. First and foremost, the resilience of institutions in the face of various environmental challenges, regulatory pressures, and reputational risks is fundamentally dependent on their proactive governance regarding sustainability issues. Campuses that regard sustainability as a peripheral concern rather than as a central component of their mission risk falling behind national expectations, as outlined by Republic Acts 9003 and 9729, as well as the quality assurance frameworks established by the Commission on Higher Education (CHED), such as CHED CMO 20 s.2013 and CHED CMO 46 s.2012. Secondly, the broader societal implications of HEIs, particularly their roles as catalysts for transformative change within local communities, industries, and policy networks, imply that any delays in institutional action will diminish their capacity to drive wider societal transitions toward sustainability effectively. The evidence strongly suggests that fostering an institutionalized green campus culture is not merely a matter of preference but rather an essential requirement for harmonizing educational missions, regulatory frameworks, and societal expectations.

2. POLICY ANALYSIS
Higher education institutions (HEIs) situated across the globe have instituted a plethora of environmentally focused initiatives that are meticulously designed to mitigate their ecological footprint, foster sustainable practices among both the student body and faculty members, and ensure alignment with overarching national and international sustainability objectives that are critical in today’s context. In pragmatic terms, a significant number of campuses have embarked on the implementation of diverse programs that encompass solid-waste segregation and diversion, extensive tree-planting initiatives, comprehensive campus greening projects, thorough energy audits coupled with retrofits, effective reduction of water usage, and conscientious sustainable procurement practices that reflect an ethos of environmental responsibility. For instance, a recent and comprehensive review of global higher education literature has identified “waste management,” “energy use,” “carbon neutrality,” and “circular economy” as predominant themes that consistently emerge in discussions surrounding campus sustainability, underscoring the vital discourse in this field. These varied programs frequently serve to interlink the physical operational frameworks and the educational functions of universities (Oliveira & Proencia, 2025). 

In the context of the Philippines, educational institutions must align their practices with national legislation such as Republic Act (RA) 9003 – the Ecological Solid Waste Management Act, which includes the Implementing Rules and Regulations (IRR) that were updated in 2025, mandating the segregation of waste at its source and the diversion of such waste; RA 9729 – the Climate Change Act, which necessitates the mainstreaming of climate action within institutional planning frameworks; and RA 9512 – the National Environmental Awareness and Education Act, which obligates the provision of environmental education across all educational tiers. Moreover, the Commission on Higher Education (CHED) has instituted directives through CMO 20 s. 2013 that require the infusion of competencies pertinent to ecological citizenship within general education curricula, such as the course titled Science, Technology, and Society, while CMO 46 s. 2012 stipulates the necessity of outcomes-based quality assurance that can effectively incorporate sustainability metrics. These established frameworks empower HEIs to effectively contextualize their operational measures within a more extensive policy landscape that is increasingly focused on sustainability.

Upon closer examination of waste-segregation initiatives specifically, for instance, a systematic review conducted in 2024 concerning waste management practices within HEIs reveals that the average waste generation rates are approximately 0.19 kilograms per individual per day (±0.21) according to the studies that were scrutinized, with initiatives aimed at achieving zero-waste and diversion becoming progressively prevalent within the sector, as noted by Rodríguez-Guerreiro et al. (2024). It is observed that universities that implement source separation, adopt closed-loop organic systems, engage in composting, and maintain rigorous monitoring practices tend to exhibit superior performance outcomes in terms of waste management. The implication derived from this analysis is that while operational programs are indeed progressing, the degree to which these initiatives influence institutional culture and governance structures remains markedly heterogeneous across different settings. 

In relation to energy and carbon management, bibliometric analyses have illuminated the fact that campuses are actively engaging in retrofitting efforts, transitioning to renewable energy sources, reducing energy intensity, and establishing robust reporting mechanisms—however, it remains evident that numerous institutions still fail to implement comprehensive management systems that effectively integrate academic pursuits, operational practices, and behavioral change (Laporte & Cansino, 2024). Consequently, while it is clear that a variety of measures are currently in place, the level of maturity and the degree of integration of these initiatives vary significantly among institutions, highlighting a critical area for further development and enhancement within the realm of higher education sustainability initiatives.
The efficacy of these initiatives is contingent not solely on the documentation of activities but rather on the extent to which they are ingrained within institutional culture, governance frameworks, stakeholder involvement, oversight mechanisms, and educational curricula. 

Empirical research indicates that affirmative institutional dispositions and support markedly bolster faculty intentions to incorporate sustainability into pedagogical practices—an essential mechanism for fostering cultural transformation. For example, in the context of the Philippines, Duran and Mariñas (2024) employed structural-equation modeling to demonstrate that educators’ attitudes exert a substantial influence on their intentions to integrate sustainability, despite the limited direct effect of perceived behavioral control (their self-assessed capability); institutional support emerged as a pivotal moderating factor. 

Concurrently, an international investigation conducted by Atici et al. (2021) revealed a correlation between "green" practices and elevated university rankings: sustainability performance (as evaluated by UI GreenMetric) positively impacts academic achievement, thereby implying that sustainability initiatives may enhance institutional excellence rather than undermine it. A comprehensive systematic review by Oliveira & Proença (2025) emphasizes that institutional leadership, governance frameworks, stakeholder engagement, and technological advancement are essential for long-term efficacy, transcending mere project-level initiatives. These findings suggest that although operational activities (such as waste management, energy conservation, and water usage) are significant, their effectiveness is significantly enhanced when the institution prioritizes sustainability as a strategic imperative integrated into governance and cultural fabric.

2.1 Policy Gaps and Challenges 
Significant policy deficiencies and challenges persist. A predominant deficiency is the existence of fragmented governance coupled with policy dissonance. Numerous higher education institutions (HEIs) initiate sustainability endeavors, such as tree-planting campaigns and recycling initiatives; however, a cohesive policy that integrates operations, curriculum, research, and funding remains absent. Scholars assert that when sustainability is perceived as a marginal undertaking rather than being integrated into institutional strategy, the execution of such initiatives often experiences delays (Prior et al., 2024). This observation holds particular relevance within the Philippine context, where various units (facilities, student affairs, academic affairs) may function autonomously. An additional challenge pertains to inadequate monitoring, subpar data systems, and a lack of transparency. 

Despite the growing interest in sustainability dashboards and ranking systems (UI GreenMetric, AASHE STARS), numerous institutions are deficient in baseline data, uniform indicators, or regular public reporting. Evaluations of waste management practices in universities indicate that while source separation is prevalent, few campuses systematically assess diversion rates, monitor material composition over time, or correlate outcomes with behavioral interventions (Rodríguez-Guerreiro et al., 2024; Giurea et al., 2024). A third critical challenge is the limitation of resources and leadership capabilities. Analyses of campus sustainability operations underscore that robust leadership and dedicated units (such as sustainability offices or green governance committees) are among the most crucial determinants of success (Oliveira & Proença, 2025). In the absence of explicit mandates and funding, sustainability initiatives are prone to becoming volunteer-driven and sporadic. 

In the Philippine landscape, RA 9003 and RA 9729 impose legal responsibilities on institutions; however, the lack of specific internal governance mechanisms results in many HEIs potentially facing non-compliance or lacking visibility regarding their progress. Finally, the disconnection between curriculum and operations constitutes another significant gap: although sustainability is included within General Education (GE) courses (as per CHED CMO 20 s. 2013), operational measures do not consistently manifest in academic programs, resulting in a disjunction between the educational mission and campus practices. This disconnect hinders a comprehensive cultural transformation.

Considering these, best practices from other HEIs can offer valuable models that can be transferred into the Philippine setting. For example, a demonstration project in Indonesia at Diponegoro University successfully carried out a complete solid-waste management plan: quantifying waste flows, implementing source separation, involving student organizations, and tracking diversion over time metrics; its impact was to continuously reduce waste and create community opportunities (Budihardjo et al., 2021). Another good example can be found in energy and carbon management, where institutions that develop integrated dashboards set goals to reach carbon neutrality, and report annually using tools like AASHE STARS, are showing significant progress as well as institutional commitment (Laporte & Cansino, 2024).

Literature on waste management also highlights circular economy models within campus settings—for instance, Giurea et al. (2024) provide a framework for sustainable waste management systems in universities that encompass behavioral change, collection systems, pathways for reuse, and circularity planning (Giurea et al., 2024). Linkages between curriculum and strategy are exemplified in research conducted in the Philippines: Duran and Mariñas (2024) demonstrate that when institutional support is available, faculty members are more inclined to incorporate sustainability, suggesting that best practices include synchronized capacity-building, curriculum mapping, and institutional incentives. Hence, these models underscore the necessity of (a) a formalized green campus policy, (b) a dedicated governance framework, (c) the integration of operations, curriculum, and engagement, and (d) the implementation of monitoring and public reporting mechanisms.

2.2 ASEAN Perspectives 
Throughout Southeast Asia, higher education institutions (HEIs) are progressively acknowledging sustainability as integral to institutional governance, curriculum development, and community involvement. Regional initiatives reflect a gradual evolution from fragmented environmental initiatives to comprehensive sustainability frameworks that amalgamate policy, pedagogy, and practical application. Leal Filho et al. (2022) noted that universities in Indonesia, Malaysia, and Thailand are at the forefront of integrating sustainability principles into their operations and educational practices, although the execution of these initiatives is inconsistent across the region. 

Frameworks such as the UI GreenMetric and the Sustainability Tracking, Assessment & Rating System (STARS) have equipped ASEAN universities with quantifiable metrics, allowing them to measure and compare their energy, waste, and educational objectives while promoting accountability and cooperative efforts. As of 2024, UI GreenMetric reported engagement from 1,147 universities across 95 nations, including an increasing number of ASEAN institutions that are actively aligning their sustainability objectives with global benchmarks (UI GreenMetric, 2024).

In Indonesia, Budihardjo et al. (2021) demonstrated that the implementation of solid waste management systems in the operation system of Diponegoro University had very significant impacts on institutional effectiveness and student participation. The success of these projects demonstrates that sustainability can best be served by being supported as a cohesive operating system rather than as individual, ad-hoc parts. In a similar trend, from Malaysia, Chan et al. (2022) emphasized the role of multiple university units, industry participants, and non-governmental organizations for sustainability practices and waste reduction in environmental conservation. These paradigms reinforce the notion that sustainability is not simply an administrative responsibility,  but a shared responsibility that must engage and activate faculty, staff, and students.

Thailand's advancements exemplify how national policy frameworks can enhance campus sustainability initiatives. Aregarot et al. (2024) introduced a tailored set of "Green University Sustainability Indicators" that adapts global assessment methodologies to align with the specific institutional contexts of Thailand, accounting for variances in size, financial resources, and governance structures. This modification fosters both inclusivity and the ability to make comparisons among different universities. In conjunction with this, Sribanasarn et al. (2024) demonstrated that governance and quality assurance frameworks at Mahasarakham University significantly bolstered the alignment of academic programs with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), thereby emphasizing that effective leadership and accountability mechanisms are crucial for the institutionalization of sustainability practices.

Despite notable advancements, pervasive challenges remain. Insufficient financial resources frequently hinder the execution of extensive green initiatives, particularly within smaller or private institutions of higher education (Aregarot et al., 2024). Disjointed governance frameworks and inconsistent reporting mechanisms further diminish accountability (Leal Filho et al., 2022). Furthermore, behavioral and cultural impediments persist in obstructing participation, as evidenced in Indonesia and Malaysia, where enduring success was contingent upon sustained community involvement and transparent procurement processes (Budihardjo et al., 2021; Chan et al., 2022).


4. CONCLUSION
The review supports these higher education institutions as a critical driver for sustainable development, via education, research, and the institution itself. Laws like RA 9512, RA 9003, and RA 9729, as well as CHED Memorandum Orders (CMOs) Nos 20 and 46, offer a strong legal academic footing to anchor sustainability in systems redesign across institutions. However, in spite of these mechanisms, fragmented governance,  lack of monitoring, and institutional commitment continue to be challenges. Several studies have confirmed that sustainability will excel when leadership and stakeholder participation, as well as integrated policies, all intersect. Best practice from universities around the world shows that a joined-up green campus policy backed by a sustainability office and clear reporting can deliver tangible change. For Philippine HEIs, inculcating environmental leadership is not just an ethical responsibility but also a pragmatic need for both survival and sustained global relevance. A well-integrated policy roadmap that connects curriculum, infrastructure, and community partnerships will foster a sustainable cultural ethos of environmental responsibility—one that achieves the educational mission while advancing international Sustainable Development Goals 4 (Quality Education) and 13 (Climate Action).

3. RECOMMENDATIONS
In institutionalizing environmental stewardship in the context of higher education institutions, this policy presents a comprehensive and evidence-based sustainability framework rooted in the Republic Acts 9003, 9729, and 9512, coupled with CHED Memorandum Orders Nos. 20 and 46 The framework recommends that the universities or HEIs in question crystallize disparate sustainability initiatives into a comprehensive Green Campus Policy, which should contain quantifiable waste diversion goals, benchmarks for energy conservation and reduced carbon footprints, sustainable procurement strategies, and embedded environmental education. Complementing AASHE STARS and UI GreenMetric benchmarks, this policy addresses accountability, data-based tracking, and long-term institutional engagement. 

A key component is the establishment of a Sustainability Office (SO) or Green Governance Committee (GGC) for which this coordination, facilitation review function is assumed, and annual sustainability reports are produced. This institutional device encourages leadership, collaboration, and evidence-informed governance in academic units and administrative services (Oliveira & Proença, 2025; Duran & Mariñas, 2024). Compliant with RA 9003, universities are supported by other policy instruments to also apply the Zero-Waste Campus Program, which combines waste segregation, recycling, and circular economy models; all of this turns waste into a worthwhile learning and community resource (Rodríguez-Guerreiro et al., 2024).

Complementary to waste reduction, HEIs should implement an Energy Efficiency and Climate Action Plan pursuant to RA 9729, which focuses on energy preservation, renewable energy utilization green mobility (Laporte & Cansino, 2024). In parallel with these operational changes, sustainability needs to be systematically integrated into curricula, research, and extension through ESD reinforced by training and faculty incentives.

Finally, the role of HEIs in transparent reporting, across-sector adoption, and systems for rewarding sustainability innovation is very important. Connecting law, education, and governance through a university-academic partnership on climate justice means universities can practice environmental leadership  while addressing SDGs 4 (Quality Education) and 13 (Climate Action).


5. POLICY IMPLICATIONS
This policy affirms the role of higher education institutions (HEIs) as key players in advancing environmental sustainability and enabling climate action. Consistent with RA 9003, RA 9729, RA 9512, and CHED Memorandum Orders Nos. 20 and 46, there is a need to craft a Green Campus Policy that is intended to incorporate academic calendar program initiatives, practical operations, and critically engaged community practices. HEIs are to model environmental stewardship through the establishment of formal governance structures, zero-waste programs, and energy reduction initiatives consistent with AASHE STARS and UI GreenMetric. Sustainability is not just a compliance with policies, but the bedrock of sustainability in Philippine higher education with responsible governance, learning experiences, and contributions to SDG 4 and SDG 13.
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