
investment for 
our future:

how sustainable investment funds 
can move alabama universities 

forward



The following report is brought to you by  the student coordinators of the Coalition of 
Alabama Students for the Environment, an 8-campus coalition of student groups operating 
statewide for the economic and ecological sustainability of our state.

Contained here are researched case examples taken from multiple Alabama University 
and COPLAC campuses nationwide. These case examples all represent “green” policy and 
infrastructure improvements that have generated successful economic returns through 
sustainable design.

The purpose of this report is to show the many different projects that Student Sustainable 
Investment Fund, or Sustainable Investment Revolving Fund, could support at your campus.

By establishing these new campus funds that could be better spent on the enhancement and 
expansion of educational facilities at UM, to better increase the opportunities afforded to our 
students both here on campus and in their post-graduate lives.

As per Governor Robert Bentley’s Executive Order 25, all Alabama public institutions are 
required to reduce energy consumption by minimum 30% from 2005 levels by the year 2015.

In order to meet these considerations, our campuses will become leaders in institutional 
change - both operational and behavioral - that will lead to the best implementation of 
comprehensive energy-efficient practices and significant reductions in wasteful and inefficient 
uses of energy. 

The following research and recommendations are intended to offer a path for the continued 
economic and ecological sustainability of our campuses.  

Any number of these possibilities, if not all, will have the desired effect of maintaining and 
increasing the status of the state of Alabama as a leader in both higher-education as well as 
cost-effective and sustainable energy policies and programs in both our region and nation.

executive summary

in collaboration with the following student groups:

university of Alabama environmental 
Council

Auburn university environmental 
Awareness organization

Auburn university real food Challenge
university of Alabama at Birmingham 

Green initiative
university of Alabama at Huntsville 

Green Club



the Green and White roofs of uAB and 
Birmingham-southern College

In 2007, University of Alabama at Birmingham Facilities 
Department and School of Engineering began an experiment 
into the energy-efficiency and energy-savings potential of 
over 30 different roofing materials on flat-top roofs. 

Over time, their research has shown that roofs with 
traditional black asphalt and modified asphalt surfaces 
are the least energy-efficient and possess the shortest 
lifespans. During the hottest seasons, asphalt roofing can 
reach a temperature of up to 190 degrees, with this heat 
also affecting the interior temperature of all floors in the 
building closest to the roof.

The roofing material most effective at both defending 
against roof deterioration by the sun’s rays and providing 
an insulating barrier for interior cooling systems is white 
solar-reflective concrete pavers, followed closely by 
vegetated, “green” roofs. Both can lower temperatures to 
as low as 110 degrees during the hottest weather.

InItIal Investment:
$2 Per Square Foot

The cost of replacing a roof with reflective 
concrete pavers can be expensive, but the cost 
of adding the same energy-saving elements of 
those roofs to an existing, energy-draining roof is 
not. According to Roger Brown, Chief Roofing 
Specialist and Inspector for UAB Facilities, the 
solution can be as 
simple as a new, 
in-house paint job; 
by adding a few coats 
of specialized white, 
reflective surface 
paint, the life of an 
existing asphalt or 
modified-asphalt 
roof can be extended 
by 5 to 7 years, with 
a cost of only $2 per 
square foot.

RetuRn on Investment:
100-200 (Via ComPariSon CoSt)
A simple paint job can avoid the cost of having to make 
a new roof purchase by 5-7 years, and prevent leakage 
issues throughout that extended life. 

Prolonged lifecycle savings are the hallmark of this 
project. Avoiding the cost of purchasing a new roof, which 
can be anywhere from $5-25 per square foot, in addition 
to the cost of subcontracting labor and installation as 
needed, gives this project its merit. 

By using financial and energy use data from the five years 
prior to “white roof” enhancements, project coordinators 
at UAB have also been able to show a 20-25% reduction 
in energy usage expenses for all buildings that have white 
roofs. Reduced expenses were linked to the building utility 
expenses for natural gas, electricity, and chilled water.

Birmingham-Southern College VP for Administration 
Lane Estes reports similar savings for the BSC Library’s 
new white flat-top roof, which cost 42% less to 

install than a 
conventional flat-
top roof.

uAB’s Lighting surveys and 
switchovers
Over the past four years, UAB’s comprehensive campus 
lighting survey process has saved the university millions 
of dollars in electrical expenses. Through the building-
by-building switchover from incandescent bulbs to 
LED lighting, the use of motion sensor devices, and the 
switchover from D12 to D8 bulbs, UAB has seen year-to-
year energy savings and cost reductions. In the last year 
alone, in conjunction with an energy policy that shuts off 
power to the majority of campus buildings during non-
operating hours, UAB saved over $1.5 million through 
lighting switchovers, after recouping the cost of all newly 
purchased lighting.

InItIal Investment:
$1 Per Square Foot
Every month, UAB selects a specific building to undergo 
a no-cost “Lighting Survey.” A class or student group 
goes from room to room, records what type of and how 
many light bulbs are used in each room of a designated 
building, and submits their report to UAB Facilities. (See 
Attachment A)

Facilities then replaces each light bulb with the most 
energy-efficient model available. According to Matt 
Winslett, UAB’s Energy Manager, the cost of switching 
from traditional D12 to enerfy-efficient D8 fluorescent 
bulbs equals about $1 per square foot. All bulbs are 
purchased through a contract with Graybar Company.

RetuRn on Investment:
minimum 300%; 1 Year
The economic returns begin immediately upon 
installation. The cost of the most expensive bulb purchased 
is only $2.50; in one year, that bulb will average a $7 
return for UAB, almost 4 times the initial investment.

Not only is the lifespan of the D8 bulbs longer than that of 
D12, it only takes two 25-watt bulbs to replace 4 32-watt 
bulbs. In the long term, as the cost of D8 bulbs decreases, 
all future replacement costs will also decrease.



In 2011, Birmingham-Southern College buried a 
16,000-gallon water storage cistern underneath two new 
residence halls. The cistern receives rainwater via guttering 
from the rooftops of the two buildings, and uses this 
rainwater to irrigate the surrounding campus grounds.

Campus architects initially projected that the stormwater 
re-use system would save the campus the cost of 50,000 
gallons of water per year; however, Lane Estes, BSC’s Vice 
President of Administration, reports that over 200,000 
gallons are re-used per year.

InItIal Investment: 
$64,000
Project costs include the cost of installation, engineering 
for the project, and purchase of cistern, guttering, and 
irrigation lines.

RetuRn on Investment:
5-10 YearS
By saving on the cost of purchased water on a yearly basis, 
BSC expects to generate economic returns to offset the 
costs of the project. So long as the cost of purchased water 
doesn’t drop to unexpected lows, then the full ROI for 
this project will be complete will be realized by 2021.

theRmostat PolIcIes, oPeRatIng 
houRs
26 of the schools surveyed had a policy for controlling 
the range of temperatures allowed for heating and 
cooling all campus buildings during normal operating 
hours.

Of these, 9 of the schools set specific, one-degree 
temperature goals for both heating and cooling.

At Clemson University (North Carolina, Pop. 20,000) 
buildings are cooled to a set temperature of 76 degrees in 
summer, and heated to a set temperature of 69 degrees 
in winter. Rhodes College (Tennessee, Pop. 1,842) cools 
buildings to a temperature of 74 degrees in summer, and 
heats to 68 degrees in winter.

Of these, 8 of the schools 
had separate temperature 
ranges for heating and 
cooling, which, in total, 
amounted to a temperature 
range of six degrees or less.

For instance, the University 
of Alabama’s policy states 
“Summer thermostat 
settings (air conditioning) 
are to be 76-78 F. Winter 
settings (heating) are to 
be 68-70 F. Exceptions to 
these guidelines must be 
approved.”

theRmostat PolIcIes, non-
oPeRatIng houRs
During non-operating hours, 17 schools had a heating 
and cooling policy.

Of these, 12 schools just shut down operations 
completely during non-operating hours.

More than anything else, UAB Energy Director Mark 
Winslett states that this decision has resulted in over $1 
million in energy savings for the campus. Contrary to 
popular belief, it costs more to heat and cool a building 
24/7 than it does to turn off the building’s power and start 
back up again in the morning.

Of these, 6 schools set concise temperature goals for 
heating and cooling during non-operating hours.

The most common 
thermostat goal for 
these schools was 55 
and 85 degrees.

theRmostat PolIcIes
The standards shown here are taken from research into the energy policies of all 25 COPLAC schools, the University 
of Alabama, UAB, and an additional 18 schools that have been recognized as significant contributors to higher-ed 
energy-efficiency standards through their involvement with the Association for the Advancement of Sustainability in 
Higher Education (AASHE). 14 of the schools surveyed here are in the Southeastern U.S. and 19 have a population of 
5,000 or less.

Since heating and cooling accounts for 75-90% of the cost of operating a building, it makes sense that the most 
common policy among all campuses surveyed was a policy for controlling temperature settings during operating 
or non-operating hours. Particularly during the hot Alabama summer, when electrical providers raise rates on 
consumers, 1 degree equals 1.5 % energy costs campus-wide.

By setting a single degree temperature goal for heating and cooling, campuses are no longer required to heat and cool 
by demand, and can see significant savings in energy costs.

BsC eliminates Campus Grounds irrigation Costs 
through rainwater Collection

Higher-ed energy efficiency Policy standards, one:
thermostat Policies



solar-Power Water Heaters at Calhoun 
Community College

Solar energy enhancements on buildings at Calhoun 
Community College have proven both innovative and 
affordable when combined with water heating systems.

Additionally, Calhoun students enrolled in the only 
technical degree program in Renewable Energies in the 
state gain educational experience in the maintenance, 
monitoring, and continued expansion of solar facilities at 
the campus.

Solar-powered water heaters are one of the most affordable 
uses for solar panels, and have been used in residential 
homes across the nation since their rise to popularity in 
the early 1970s.

InItIal Investment.
$5,000
According to Alabama Center for Excellence in Clean 
Energy Technology (ACECET) Director Jerry Adams, the 
workings of the system are basic: 2 flat solar photovoltaic 
panels fixed to the roof of the school’s ACECET building 
generate only 4.5 kilowatts per hour to heat an 80-gallon 
hot water heater. Since the system runs on a closed-loop, 
all hot water heating is done off the mainstream electrical 
grid. This relatively small system has proved more than 
functional for the 12,000 square foot building, which 
houses 3 classrooms and a lab, and sees an average of 75 
students per day.

RetuRn on Investment:
6-7 YearS
Since the system is functionally off-grid and unsupported 
by outside utilities, the cost to run the system is close to 
zero. With no purchased electricity costs to speak of, the 
system is able to recoup its initial cost in just a few years.

How it All ties together

All of the possiblitlies of the porjects containered herein can be supported by a Student Sustainable Investment 
Fund, or a Sustainable Investment Revolving Fund.With these funding programs made available to all students, 
faculty, and staff, our campuses would have the capacity to retrofit campuses to both sustain existing infrastructure and 
expand the campus base by providing long-term solutions to deferred maintenance issues. 

The campus would no longer have to rely on external funding to support these solutions, and this base would grow 
over the years to include both higher econmic returns and more involvement from the campus population in the 
sustainable planning of the campus. 

In the long-term, the possibilities will be endless, and campus administrators, faculty, and students will have the 
funding base they need to institutionalize energy efficiency and savings campus-wide.


