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My grand vision of sustainability at Marlboro College involves a community of staff, students, and faculty who, as part of their jobs and studies are working daily in an effort to make Marlboro College an evermore sustainable place. For Marlboro College to be a sustainable community, every community member would have to consciously be making an effort in their time here to encourage the college’s sustainability. This is true even just to begin to make steps towards having a lower impact on the environment.


The first area that comes to mind is the farm, probably because it is so visibly underway and in our thoughts right now. In a similar manner to the farm’s crew of committed volunteers, every area of focus would have a committee and work crew supporting it. I believe we would need much more specialized committees and groups than just the Environmental Quality Committee or the Environmental Advisory Board. I propose one committee to handle each of our systems: energy, food, forests, buildings, community awareness and involvement, and resource use. It would be essential that every member of the community somehow be involved in these groups. I would imagine each group would have various duties and areas of concern within itself, providing ample jobs for everyone. If it became a central part of our school, incoming and prospective students would perhaps even seek Marlboro out because of the hands-on involvement they could have with the sustainability project. 


As I said, the first thing that comes to mind is the farm and our food system. I would like to see all of the produce and chicken eggs served in the dining hall come from our own farm. This would include caring for our apple trees and using our own apples both for Apple Days and in the dining hall. An idea that the “forests group” in class has been tossing around is that of really having a maple sugaring team, like our tee-shirts say. In the past students have helped in tapping trees and we could do so again and use the syrup in the dining hall, not letting that valuable resource go unused and furthering Marlboro’s sustainability. We would also purchase milk, meat, and any supplemental ingredients from local farms, dairies, and orchards instead of having it shipped in.


A second area that deserves attention is energy. I think there is a lot of room for improvement. Frankly, I would like to see Marlboro College produce all of its own power. Judging by the winds we have experienced so far this semester and the fact that we are situated on a south-facing slope, wind and solar would seem a practical combination. The eventual payback is not the only reason for producing our own power. Students, faculty, and cook staff would not have to worry about power outages anymore. Any new buildings that go up could take advantage of the sun and be passive solar. At Northland College in Wisconsin, students helped design an environmentally friendly dorm under the supervision of the Director of Student Development, which combines wind and solar power as I suggested for our school above. In regards to the new dorm, Todd Wilmert from Architectural Record wrote:

Priorities included selecting products and materials valued for their recycled content; wood harvested from forests that are certified sustainable; alternative energy sources, such as wind and solar power; a strong emphasis on indoor air quality, including natural ventilation and inert products; and composting toilets, located in two of the building’s six-person apartments…To evaluate the facility’s performance, the wind generation and photovoltaic systems were hooked to a computer in a student lounge. That way, students can see the effects of their stereos and other appliances on power-consumption patterns  (Wilmert 2000, 1).

In a forum about community a few weeks ago, Nancy Pike suggested themed dorms such as a World Studies dorm, a Spanish dorm or a green dorm. She even suggested that the dorms could host workshops. At Northland College, they seem to already have mastered this idea: “There is even a seminar room within the dorm where classes can be held to teach students about the technologies used in the hall”  (Wilmert 2000, 1). I think students would be very enthusiastic if Marlboro College worked towards making one of our dorms more environmentally friendly. Students that lived in the dorm, with the help of their RA could host events like movie viewings or meetings to plan more sustainability-related projects. Perhaps it could even be the headquarters of Marlboro’s sustainability program. It would put the idea of sustainability even more on the level of the entire community if sustainability was ingrained in the way that we lived (and where we lived). To really fix up one of our dorms would take a lot of work and a lot of money. I think solar water heaters are a good place to start, as was recommended by Vern Grubinger at the talk he gave in October.


Over a period of time, we could make improvements on all of our standing buildings to make them more heat efficient by installing double paned windows, new heating systems, eliminating drafts, etc. As of now we do use wood from our forests to heat the OP and the sauna, and I am glad we don’t buy wood from somewhere else. Randy Knaggs has hopes that we can use our own timber to build the new OP addition. The new addition would be a chance for students to learn about responsible timber harvest and construction.


Educating our community members on how to conserve energy is also very important. The recent light bulb exchange that allowed students to trade an incandescent bulb for a compact fluorescent one was a big step in the right direction. Still, I cringe when I feel wind gusting in a door left wide open, when I see my roomate’s desk lamp left on and abandoned, or a faucet literally left running in the bathroom. If a committee or club that focused on resource use existed, these things could be addressed at the beginning of each year for the benefit of incoming students, and I think we would have even more reason to address them if we actually did heat our own water and generate our own power. With a group for each system, one could choose an area that really interested them and I believe a broader range of people would be inclined to participate at the founding level. To take it even a step further, we could use our sustainability almost as a marketing tactic and ask all incoming students to join a group that deals with sustainability at the school.


As time goes on, I’m sure the college will encounter many setbacks if we chose to pursue a future such as the one I dream of. The most obvious constraint is the initial amount of money that would be needed to begin any one of the above ideas. Although producing one’s own power will almost inevitably pay off, installing alternative energy systems is by no means inexpensive. One advantage a large institution like a college has, is the possibility of getting grants to install windmills, photovoltaic panels, or making other environmentally friendly improvements. For example, the light bulb exchange mentioned earlier was funded in part through the ENERGY STAR Change a Light Campaign.


One area that I feel needs to be addressed again is community participation. Judging by the turnout at Town Meeting, it is obvious that not everyone’s priority is school governance and organization. As we have seen in the past, the issue of no one being left to carry on a program when the involved students graduate or leave can be a problem. This is why I think it would be a good idea to strongly encourage (in fact, almost require) incoming students to be a part of sustainability-related groups and committees, so they can learn how the systems work, how important they are, and keep them functioning into the future.


What might be even more challenging than getting students involved is getting faculty and staff to commit to a position or committee. While for the most part students are living on campus and almost solely engaged in school-related activities, many faculty and staff have families and they all live off campus, with the exception, perhaps, of the college President and the Student Life Advisor. It would be asking a lot for faculty and staff to take on yet another responsibility. Still, I think it is necessary for our community’s adults to be present at meetings and to help write grants and proposals. In a way, it might be good for this project to be primarily led and operated by students as they are the bulk of our population and it would create countless educational opportunities. With students as the founders of this program, perhaps it would instill more of a sense of respect and responsibility for the community.


If someday we were to reach the point where Marlboro was producing all of it’s own electricity, food, and hot water, it might be the case that our standards of living would have to change. It is hard asking students to do this when they pay tens of thousands of dollars to come here. In some ways it is like asking them not to eat too much at the dining hall or not to go to the bathroom too often. It’s hard to know how students would react. As of 2002, “The United States consumes 23.4% of the world’s energy with 4.6% of the world’s population” and is among the three countries that use the highest amount of energy per capita  (Fay and Golomb 2002, 13). I feel simply for ethical reasons we should all use less energy. After all, if the rest of the world does, shouldn’t we be able to? Still, I think if we did have to change our living standards, Marlboro College might have trouble recruiting new students. Perhaps students do not want to take five minute showers and pull weeds on the farm. The school, which as far as I can see strives to have a diverse community, would also run the risk of attracting only a very specific kind of person who is interested in doing exactly those things.


Despite all of the potential problems, I would still encourage the school to work towards a sustainable future. If the school could begin to install sustainable systems and they were the appropriate systems for our school, we would undoubtedly save money in the long run. In fact, it could even earn the school some money as others who aren’t affiliated with the school might be interested to learn about what we are doing here. 


A good place to start would be education and community awareness. This would cost us nothing but time and we would already begin to feel better about our practices. We could even organize ourselves into groups and committees to brainstorm ideas and begin to research possibilities that would be appropriate for Marlboro College. Another good place to start is educating the community on resource consumption and ways to conserve energy here at Marlboro.
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