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Can we do this? Yes, because we must (“Necessity is the mother of invention”) and we are already moving in this 
direction. A growing consensus of business, government, labor and other leaders around the world believe that a 
“clean, green economy” based on these principles is the only way to grow the economy, create tens of millions 
of jobs, help solve global health and environmental problems and have a chance at creating geopolitical 
stability and justice. It was this kind of revolutionary thinking that got DuPont to reduce heat-trapping emissions by 
72% since 1990 and save $4 billion and Interface, the world’s largest modular carpet manufacturer, completely 
dependent on fossil fuels with and annual sales of $1.2 billion, to save $430 million in waste reduction and reduce 
greenhouse gases by 90% in 10 years. Ray Anderson, Chairman and Founder of Interface, has said that they might 
not be in business today if they had not made these changes. 

Architects, engineers, planners, landscapers and health specialists are collaborating in unprecedented ways to 
design and renovate buildings that use 70% less energy than a conventional building, provide a lot of natural light, 
use little toxic construction materials and furnishing, improve ventilation, conserve water, improve the health and 
productivity of occupants, make their own electricity and manage their own wastes and reduce operating costs 
over the life of the building by an order or two of magnitude – all at the same or lower cost to build. That is what 
we call a win-win-win solution. Business entrepreneurs and engineers have helped grow wind and solar powered 
electricity (though still a small part of the total generation) 20-30% every year for a decade. Texas is the largest 
producer and user of wind energy of the states. They have in place, under construction and under development 
over the next 15 years to produce enough wind power to provide 90% of residential electricity in Texas. 

Thanks in large part to you, as students, colleges and universities have greatly accelerated their efforts to provide 
you with the knowledge and skills you need to implement this vision and have been modeling sustainable 
behavior on their campuses and working with local communities. One of the greatest examples of leadership by 
higher education is the American College & University Presidents’ Climate Commitment. It is an accountable 
commitment to rapidly reduce and eventually eliminate or neutralize campus greenhouse gas emissions and to 
develop the capability of students to help all of society do the same. Begun in early 2007 with 12 colleges and 
universities, today 675 colleges and universities in all 50 states and the District of Columbia covering 35% of the 
student population have made this unprecedented commitment. Every type of institution from 2-year community 
colleges to the biggest research universities is participating. 

I am pleased to say that UMPI was one of the charter signatories and that all University of Maine institutions are 
participating. In fact, 75% of Maine’s students are enrolled at a member institution – a rate higher than any other 
state. 

You, as students, should be especially proud of what you have helped UMPI do in making and implementing this 
commitment. Its nationally recognized wind turbine – the first of its size in the state – is an open lab and model for 
the greater Presque Isle community. It is a source of education for UMPI, Northern Maine Community College and 
the community and is saving UMPI over $100,000 annually in electricity costs. When combined with the solar 
panels on the main campus building and conversion of the oil boiler to wood and biomass this year, UMPI will 
reduce its greenhouse gases by over 50%. There is a special importance to this early action. The greenhouse gas 
impact on the climate system is non-linear in impact. It takes 30-50 years for the gases to have their full effect in 
the atmosphere and on the oceans. Thus, emission reductions early on are extremely important in slowing down 
the rate of climate change. Most impressively, all this work is involving local businesses and helping the local 
economy. 

Some have said that this revolution in thinking and action is impractical, too hard or impossible. What we must do 
is make the impractical or seemingly impossible inevitable  just as President Kennedy did in getting us to the 
Moon. The earth does not recognize how hard it is for us humans to change. It will respond to the physical 
changes we cause on its own schedule and in its own ways. 

You have the power to do this. Many people will tell you as graduating students to follow the market in terms of 
where the jobs and opportunities are. That is too narrow a view. Markets don’t make themselves. People make 
markets. You can make the market, the community and the world that you want. 
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As you take over this torch, remember to participate in the governance of society - it is crucial for this vision and 
your future. Democracy is not some kind of natural condition - it is an anomaly in history. It requires the same 
demanding mix of intellect, imagination and ethics as does the education that makes it possible. Left to its own 
devices, governance (as is happening now) will become dominated by professional politicians, experts, special 
interests and zealots. Democracy is not a spectator sport! 

The time for action is now. Every day the world adds over 200,000 new mouths to feed, house and clothe. I hope 
that you rise to the occasion. 

I wish you the best of luck. You can change the world for yourself and others. As Margaret Mead famously said, 
"Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world. Indeed, it's the only 
thing that ever has." My father would have put it like this: “If you think you are too small to make a difference, you 
have never been alone in a tent with a mosquito!” 

 
 


