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The positive message from Planet U: Sustaining the World, Reinventing the University is the important leadership role that universities can and should play in sustainable development – a hot topic that has become part of the lexicon in a short period to time. The book cites many very good examples of initiatives from all over the world that illustrate the concrete steps and initiatives that universities are taking to improve the environmental aspects of sustainability – although much of the material is dated. 

It is unfortunate, however, that those ‘nuggets’ are overshadowed by the rather thinly disguised attack on decision-making at the University of Victoria. Obviously disgruntled by a decision to cut part of an old-growth forest for campus expansion, the authors use the intrinsic ‘goodness’ of environmental sustainability as a platform to decry the corporatization of universities and engage in a public flaying of the University of Victoria administration and Board. On the way by they dabble in Celtic mythology, introduce way too much new age jargon, and liberally sprinkle quotations from various well-known authors in an attempt to add heft to an otherwise thin offering.  

The use of quotations to buttress arguments is employed throughout the book but the authors are extraordinarily selective in their choice and display. A passage from James Duderstadt’s book A University for the 21st Century, for example, is positioned to support the Planet U argument for a wholesale democratization of academe (necessary, one assumes, because the authors disagree with a decision arrived at through existing governance structures which, therefore, must be undemocratic). The apparently disenfranchised authors, however, chose to ignore the latter part of the Duderstadt quote and the main message he was trying to convey. Duderstadt, the former President of the University of Michigan, does suggest that it is important to revisit the basic tenets of university governance. He points to shortcomings in the shared governance models of the past and goes on to argue, among other things, that “Faculty members also need to accept and acknowledge that strong leadership, whether from chairs, deans or presidents, is important if their institution is to flourish during a time of significant change.” (Duderstadt p.258) The misrepresentation of the Duderstadt passage is somewhat disingenuous and illustrative of a “don’t confuse me with the facts” mentality that permeates the book. Ultimately the one-sided portrayal of an event at the University of Victoria falls far short of offering any enlightenment on decision processes in academe. The authors are entitled to their opinions, of course, but surely they could have exhibited a wee bit more intellectual integrity and rigour in the process. 

The topic of sustainable environments is important and universities should play a leading role.  Accordingly, if you are looking for good, relevant information about the role of universities and concrete examples of sustainability initiatives, visit the Society for College and University Planning (www.scup.org). 

