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The Climate Action Milestone Program is designed for the higher education sector with the inten-

tion to more fully recognize the climate action journey, prioritize decarbonization, and accelerate 

a broad suite of higher education’s assets towards these aims. 

Eligibility is open to all Second Nature members (Signatory, Affiliate, or UC3).

This guide is intended to be used in conjunction with applying for milestones. 
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The milestone does not allow for the use of carbon offsets and cannot be 

claimed exclusively for investments in new fossil fuel infrastructure. Outsourcing 

campus district energy systems or reductions in campus size due to mission contrac-

tion does not count for this milestone. 

Legacy note: For this milestone, a campus is free to use a comparison from baseline emissions 

to anytime in the last 3-4 years. In other words, the 50%/90% reduction does not have to happen 

within a four year period.

Our intention is to reward major reductions in stationary emissions due to investments in fossil free 

infrastructure. We understand that the switch from a higher intensity fossil fuel to a lower intensi-

ty fossil fuel may be significant and part of your campus’ story; and we want to be careful not to 

over-recognize work that reflects an emissions reduction that would have occurred under business 

as usual circumstances (ex: forced by a regulatory mandate, or when infrastructure came to end 

of life and a cheaper and more efficient option was available). Please describe how the campus is 

integrating renewable or fossil fuel free options as a next step from a coal to gas switch.

Excluded from the milestone are a campus’s emergency backup generators that are only used in 

the event of emergent non-standard impacts to energy infrastructure.

Rationale: Decarbonization of Scope 1 emissions is one of the most costly and difficult, yet 

most impactful climate actions that institutions can take on their campus. It is typically phased 

according to available capital and planning and is achieved through infrastructure projects that 

represent significant changes to energy systems. These are often “once in a lifetime” opportunities 

for a campus to transition away from fossil fuels. By participating in this kind of decarbonization, 

a campus can tangibly demonstrate their climate leadership through operational channels, and 

simultaneously provide learning and engagement opportunities through on-campus action. 

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed once for 50-90% and once for 90% or greater.
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Leadership in Campus  
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Application Questions for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

My SIMAP Public Reporting module demonstrates my stated claim and I acknowledge Second 

Nature staff will review my supplied data for this milestone. 

  Yes

  No

Are you applying for 50% or 90% recognition?

  50%

  90%



To earn the 100% Renewable Electricity milestone, 100% of the institution’s in-

vestments in purchased electricity must be directed toward renewable or car-

bon-free sources (Reference: current definitions of green power per the EPA). This 

includes both deliverable load and consequential investments in grid optimization beyond the 

campus’s deliverable load. 

Renewable energy procurement tools, such as Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs), Virtual PPAs 

(VPPAs), and Renewable Energy Credits (RECs) associated with the claim should be properly dis-

closed. In general, Second Nature recommends the use of PPAs and REC instruments for Scope 

2 claims to demonstrate procurement of renewable electricity. However, there may be instances 

where carbon offsets could apply, for projects that can demonstrate emissionality. For information 

on Second Nature’s recommended renewable energy sources, see Carbon Management & Green-

house Gas Mitigation.

Second Nature encourages institutions to consider whether a clean energy project improved con-

ditions (reduced emissions or provided economic development) in communities that have histori-

cally experienced and/or may still be experiencing environmental injustice.

Note: Institutions that have received all 3 points in STARS for OP 5.3: Percentage of Energy from 

Renewable are eligible for this milestone.

Rationale: Transforming the grid with more renewable generation is an important part of the 

energy transition. Campuses can contribute to these efforts through their installation, purchase, 

and/or investment in renewable electricity. This milestone recognizes campus efforts towards this 

aim.

SIMAP Reporting has been updated to ask campuses to disclose instruments used for Scope II (pur-

chased electricity) as well as additional context. This will help us better understand campus efforts 

regarding their green electricity and determine eligibility for this milestone. 

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed annually.
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To earn the Leadership in Scope 3 milestone, an institution must demonstrate 

exemplary action in tracking, reporting, goal-setting and/or abating (through  

reducing and/or offsetting) Scope III emissions. 

For �signatories: Attainment of this milestone can apply to any innovation in Scope III categories 

beyond those already required by Second Nature. The categories already required are Com-

muting, Business Air Travel, and Waste. Signatories may qualify for this milestone as a result 

of innovation in tracking, reporting or goal-setting for these required categories, but must 

demonstrate in their application why their practice is above and beyond standard practice in 

the sector. 

For �affiliates: Attainment of this milestone can apply to exemplary action in any single Scope 3 cat-

egory. We encourage you to go above and beyond what is considered standard for the sector 

in this milestone.

Partial categories of accounting can be eligible for this milestone if they meet a threshold of impact 

and are demonstrated to be above and beyond the standard tracking or abating for the sector (e.g. 

what Second Nature currently requires).

Rationale: This milestone recognizes leadership in tracking, abating, and offsetting additional 

categories of Scope 3 emissions.

For �signatories: While Second Nature requires categories 6: Business Travel, 7: Commuting, and, 

newly, category 5: Waste Generated in Operations, it is a worthwhile exercise for campuses to 

assess their impact in other areas of Scope III, as these emissions comprise a large portion of 

the institutional footprint, and Scope 3 innovation spurs higher education to influence suppliers 

to mitigate directly.

For �affiliates: This milestone recognizes leadership in tracking, abating, and/or offsetting for any 

category of Scope 3 emissions.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times for multiple categories. 
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Application Questions for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Is your milestone achievement related to:

  Additional category reporting or accounting 

  Scope 3 goal setting

Please select which category or categories your innovation is in for this milestone?

  Purchased Goods & Services

  Capital Goods

  Fuel- and Energy-Related Activities

  Upstream Transportation & Distribution

  Waste Generated in Operations

  Business Travel

  Employee Commuting

  Upstream Leased Assets

  Downstream Transportation & Distribution

  Processing of Sold Products

  Use of Sold Products

  End-of-Life Treatment of Sold Products

  Downstream Leased Assets

  Franchises

  Investments
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To earn the Massive Single Action milestone, an institution must complete a 

project that displays a significant greenhouse gas reduction of 25% of its green-

house gas emissions inventory compared to pre-project implementation. Examples 

include: closing a coal plant, a large fuel switching project, etc. 

This milestone cannot be achieved with a change of scope or boundary (e.g., the divestment of 

a hospital or portfolio of buildings) or if the solution is fossil fuel infrastructure (e.g., natural gas 

cogeneration). Additionally, the actions taken to earn this milestone cannot be recognized and 

double-counted in another milestone; for example, a power purchase agreement cannot count for 

both the Massive Single Action milestone and the Powered by Renewables milestone.

Rationale: This milestone is intended to celebrate efforts that contribute to significant progress 

on the decarbonization journey that don’t qualify for another specific milestone. This recognizes a 

significant progress that the campus has achieved.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed three times.

Application Questions for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Please share what years constitute pre-project vs. post-project (for Second Nature to calculate 

the 25% reduction threshold). 

Pre-project inventory year   

Post-project inventory year  
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To earn the Decarbonization of Mobile Emissions milestone, an institution must 

eliminate fossil fuel combustion from 90% of mobile emission sources owned by 

the campus: either campus vehicles, handheld tools and equipment, or both. Institu-

tions may apply for this milestone for fleet and for grounds equipment separately. 

If institutions wish to exclude highly specialized equipment from this milestone, they must provide 

a disclosure and justification for exclusion.

 

Note: Institutions that have scored the full 2 points in STARS OP 13.1: Vehicle Fleet and/or the bonus 

point for IL 29: Zero Emissions Grounds Equipment are eligible to apply for this milestone. 

Rationale: Mobile equipment emissions have significant impacts on the campus community, 

especially employees and students adjacent to emitting vehicles and equipment. This milestone 

recognizes campus leadership to protect the health of campus users by addressing these emis-

sions.

Transitioning a campus’s fleet from fossil fuel-powered combustion vehicles to alternative vehicles 

reduces on-campus emissions – tailpipe output and other emissions that affect air quality. Us-

ing electric vehicles signals environmental stewardship to your community. The campus can also 

support community EV conversion by installing EV charging stations for staff, faculty, and local 

community use. 

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed more than once as appropriate.

Application Questions for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Please share 

purchasing information such as the type of vehicles and/or equipment, number and type of 

charging stations per vehicle type, etc. to the extent possible. Use the descriptions of each mile-

stone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a document, please indicate 

that in this field and use the attachment option below.

My SIMAP Public Reporting module demonstrates my stated claim and I acknowledge Second 

Nature staff will review my supplied data for this milestone. 

  Yes

  No

Are you applying for Fleet or Grounds or Both?

  Campus Vehicles (Fleet)

  Handheld Equipment (Grounds)

  Both
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To earn the Carbon Neutrality milestone, an institution must achieve net-ze-

ro emissions for Scope 1, Scope 2, and required Scope 3 activities (Commuting, 

Business Air Travel, and Solid Waste). This will be reflected in the institution’s green-

house gas inventory. 

When utilizing carbon offsets, institutions must disclose their purchases in SIMAP and their public 

reports, and participate in annual surveying by Second Nature pertaining to the source and nature 

of their offsets engagement. For more guidance on carbon offset best practices, see Offsets.

For the institutions that achieved carbon neutrality before the launch of the the Unify for Climate 

call to action (previously Commitments 3.0) in 2026, we will provide a 5 year grace period* for in-

clusion of Waste Generated in Operations. This means by 2031, all carbon neutrality claims would 

include the waste category. We would like to see campuses move towards accounting for the ad-

ditional Scope III category of waste. 

Please note: Solid waste is a NEW required reporting category for Scope 3 reporting. The full cat-

egory is “Waste Generated in Operations” which includes: solid waste, wastewater, and includes as 

a proxy purchasing data that covers waste.

Rationale: Carbon neutrality continues to be an important milestone. The carbon neutrality 

milestone is well-recognized in the general public as a significant climate achievement. Entities 

with carbon neutrality commitments tend to outperform their counterparts without carbon neu-

trality commitments on decarbonization and climate action metrics. There are many reasons car-

bon neutrality is an important milestone in a campus’s decarbonization journey.

*After the three-year grace period for tracking and reporting emissions in “Category 5: Waste Gen-

erated in Operations” carbon neutral campuses have an additional two years to address this cate-

gory of emissions in their carbon neutrality claims.

If your institution decides to change ambitions away from carbon neutrality, see Increased Ambi-

tions milestone if appropriate. Second Nature recommends striving towards some of the decar-

bonization milestones regardless of your carbon neutrality status.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed each year.
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Application Questions for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

My SIMAP Public Reporting module demonstrates my stated claim and I acknowledge Second 

Nature staff will review my supplied data for this milestone. 

  Yes

  No

Supplemental Program Guide 12

Carbon 
Neutrality

SECO N D N AT U RE

C
LI

M

ATE ACTION MILESTO
N

E

Carbon 
Neutrality

SECO N D N AT U RE

C
LI

M

ATA
E ACTION MILESTO

N
E

Carbon
Neutrality (continued)



Resilience refers to the ability of a system or community to survive disruption and 

to anticipate, adapt, and flourish in the face of change. The Resilience milestone 

recognizes institutions for working collaboratively with community stakeholders to 

increase adaptive capacity. This can include:

•  �Creation of a campus-community task force to assess community vulnerabilities, hazards, 

strengths, and create connections between entities in your community.

•  �Create a community resilience plan that identifies and outlines strategies to address the top three 

to five climate change-related hazards that pose a risk to the community. These hazards could 

include: infrastructure failure due to increasingly severe storms, secure housing, reliable energy 

systems, etc. For more information, see Climate Resilience. 

•  �A resilience innovation or project that advances your community capacity, adaptation, disaster 

response, or resilience (e.g. a community-university heat resilience study, a research-based 

public health intervention, development of an on-campus resilience hub, etc).

Second Nature encourages institutions to intentionally involve vulnerable, underserved, and 

minority populations as community stakeholders during the planning process.

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification for Sustainability can 

use information from their Carnegie application in the Resilience and Adaptation section, in their 

application for recognition under this milestone. 

Rationale: As campuses and communities continue to see an increasing number and severity of 

disruptive events, resilience initiatives are paramount to meeting challenges. Campuses, regardless 

of their commitment status, can enhance their campus and community resilience. This milestone 

recognizes steps in the resilience commitment process as well as innovations and acceleration of 

resilience initiatives beyond initial assessment and planning.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times.

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the 

descriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a 

document, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.
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To earn this milestone, an institution must demonstrate attribution of institutional 

investment to a decarbonization activity or activities that will decrease source 

emissions.  The attribution of funds should be at least multi-year, or otherwise 

demonstrate an enduring commitment to decarbonization. The impact of these funds should be 

significant to the tune of about 10% reduction from prior year emissions. 

Examples of achieving this milestone include, but are not limited to:

•  �Intentional divestment from carbon offsets where offsets budgets are instead used to finance 

decarbonization on campus, resulting in a reduction of source emissions by 10% over prior year 

levels. 

•  �Implementation of a carbon tax on institutional emissions, the proceeds of which are directed 

toward campus decarbonization project(s) that will reduce source emissions by 10% or more.

•  �Development of an institutional central bank to fund decarbonization and infrastructure projects 

at a return on investment.

•  �Attribution of endowment towards decarbonization activities committed for at least five years if 

not in perpetuity.

•  �Procurement of 24/7 carbon-free electricity equivalent to 10% or more (but less than 100%) of 

an institution’s load.

•  �Any other demonstration of a tangible capital investment from the institution or finance toward 

on-campus decarbonization that reduces source emissions 10% or more.

Second Nature will not restrict awards of this milestone to projects that have demonstrated 

performance - it should be noted that investment projects that are innovative or promising toward 

future reductions can also be awarded, even if SIMAP data does not reveal 10% reductions at the 

time of application. Reviewers will be encouraged to use discretion and assess all applications 

according to: 

•  �Level of commitment (ex: required strong engagement across departments, unique 

partnerships, high level/long term commitments at the institution, etc)

•  �Level of innovation

•  �Resulting emissions reductions of ~10% or evidence that a committed investment will have 

equivalent future impact 

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification in Sustainability can 

use information from their Carnegie application in the Investment section, in their application for 

recognition under this milestone.
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Rationale: We recognize that in order for decarbonization to happen, campuses must make 

financial commitments to capitalize projects. This milestone aims to recognize tangible and 

innovative ways that institutions are encouraging climate positive financial decisions to prioritize 

decarbonization, particularly within resource limited contexts.  

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed more than once. 

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the 

descriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a 

document, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Supplemental Program Guide 15

Investment in
Decarbonization

SECO N D N AT U RE

C
LI

M

ATE ACTION MILESTO
N

E

Investment in
Decarbonization

SECO N D N AT U RE

C
LI

M

ATA
E ACTION MILESTO

N
E

Investment in 
Decarbonization (continued)



To earn the Increased Ambitions milestone, an institution must publicly an-

nounce a plan for how and why its climate action ambitions are being increased.

Examples of increased ambitions include:

•  �Advancing decarbonization: Formally adopt a decarbonization target more rigorous than a pre-

vious carbon neutrality commitment (or other publicly available institutional climate pledge).

•  �Quicker action: Moving up your carbon neutrality date and achieving neutrality sooner than 

anticipated, evidenced through a publicly available climate commitment or institutional docu-

mentation.

•  �No New Fossil Fuel Infrastructure: Institution publicly commits to no further fossil fuel  

infrastructure development in building and energy systems. This includes on-site infrastructure 

only, and includes natural gas, oil, and coal combustion and distribution.

•  �Fossil-free Investment Commitment: Institution publicly commits to remove fossil fuel in-

vestments from endowment holdings, including all asset classes, within five years of the  

announcement

•  �Fossil-free Advancement Commitment: Institution publicly commits to not accepting donations 

or financial support from fossil fuel companies or individuals who made their wealth from roles 

within fossil fuel companies

•  �Net-Zero for Historical Emissions: Institution has conducted a Historical Emissions Inventory of 

Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions emitted since the founding of the organization and commits to 

directly removing emissions or using offsets to remove emissions equal to the inventory. 

•  �Embodied Carbon Inventory: Institution has conducted an inventory of embodied carbon in 

all facilities over 10,000 gross square feet and infrastructure over $5 million and commits to  

directly removing emissions or using offsets to remove emissions equal to the Embodied Carbon  

Inventory. 

•  �Local Climate Action: Institution invests in on-campus or local climate action in an equal amount 

as they otherwise would on carbon offsets.

•  �Renewable Generator: Institution is hosting at least one clean energy project that is delivering 

power beyond the net energy use of the campus

•  �Decreased Offsets Reliance: Institution commits to decreasing reliance on offsets for Scope 1 

emissions in favor of source mitigation.

Rationale: Twenty years ago when the Commitments began, the primary emphasis was on car-

bon neutrality; this was a concept to rally around and drive change on campus climate action. Two 

decades later, there are many ways that campuses can demonstrate leadership on climate. Wheth-

er your target wasn’t bold enough, or you’ve decided to rally around another target, stretching your 

ambitions should be celebrated.
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Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times.

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Please include a link or public document related to the increased ambition.
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To earn the Inclusive Climate Action milestone, an institution must demonstrate 

robust inclusion in climate action efforts. 

This milestone primarily recognizes inclusive governance in planning efforts. However, if there are 

implementation participation efforts that aren’t recognized in another milestone, we welcome your 

submission here. Examples of who to involve in this could include: student government represen-

tatives, student environmental clubs/organizations, faculty and staff government representatives, 

faculty experts, campus environmental/sustainability committee, energy officer/manager, key op-

erations offices (including facilities management, purchasing, transportation, public relations, etc.), 

vice presidents’ offices (including chief academic and business offices, VP for student affairs, VP 

for research, etc.), board of trustees, president, alumni, key community experts and representa-

tives, underrepresented community members, disability advocates, regional planning agencies, 

etc. Please highlight the depth and breadth of inclusion efforts, such as the number of meetings, 

processes, or structures that lead to genuine inclusive governance, and/or substantive contribu-

tions by traditionally excluded groups.

For more information, see Organizing for Action.

Examples include:

•  �Transparent process for meaningful collaboration with students, faculty, staff, and community 

members in climate action planning 

•  �Process for inclusion of the campus community in the establishment and/or update of insti-

tutional climate action targets, and/or specific climate action standards (e.g. university green 

building standards) 

•  �Updating bylaw(s) in new president/chancellor hiring that requires the new leader to reaffirm the 

institution’s climate commitment

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification can use relevant infor-

mation from their Carnegie application in the Definition and Governance section related to inclu-

sive governance. Or relevant information under AASHE STARS PA3: Institutional Governance.

Rationale: Engagement of campus stakeholders is an important way to build a network of 

champions for campus climate action. Incorporating diverse perspectives leads to well-rounded 

solutions and bolsters outcomes. While significant engagement efforts can take a lot of time to 

administer, we recognize the value in the process.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times.
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Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.
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To earn the Education Integration milestone, an institution must describe how it 

has meaningfully integrated educational opportunities alongside campus decar-

bonization or climate action efforts. Integration can occur through the curriculum, the 

campus as a living lab, experiential learning opportunities, etc.

Examples may include:

•  �Adding a new major, minor, concentration, or center with a specific climate, energy, or environ-

ment-specific focus

•  �Themed semester addressing climate or preparedness topics

•  �Required climate awareness-based reading for incoming students

•  �Innovative climate-focused graduate assistantships 

•  �Academic industry partnerships related to climate action or adaptation

•  �Efforts and successes in implementing a climate general education requirement

•  �International multi-institution climate or resilience learning prizes

•  �Campus as a Living Lab Initiatives (see below) 

Campus as a Living Lab (CLL) projects and programs are all eligible, regardless of whether a proj-

ect belongs to a formal CLL program on campus, however special consideration will be given to 

Campus as a Living Lab endeavors that are seeking to innovate and sharpen institutional capacity 

for campus as a lab in a movement away from decentralized, ad hoc projects.

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification for Sustainability can 

use specific climate curriculum and pedagogy information from their Carnegie application in the 

section on Academic Integration of Sustainability for recognition under this milestone.

Rationale: Connecting climate action to higher education’s primary mission of education is one 

of the most fundamental actions that an institution can take against climate change. Empowering 

students with the knowledge and skills to take action and lead with critical thinking and nuance on 

pressing social and environmental issues is imperative for higher education institutions to maintain 

their relevance to society. Climate change affects almost every area of life that our students inhabit 

and the world they will inherit. This milestone recognizes a campus’ exemplary efforts to help 

students see themselves in climate solutions, solve wicked problems, influence the world around 

them, and transform lives and communities.
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Please consider the number of students impacted by your program. Reviewers will consider appli-

cations related to:

•  �Innovation

•  �Replicability 

•  �Scaleability 

•  �Students impacted 

•  �Longevity (over multiple academic years)

•  �Modularity or adaptability, if this is a key aspect of the particular endeavor

•  �Fills a unique or dire educational need in a particular community or region

•  �Is highly collaborative or exhibits other co-benefits 

•  �Integrates multiple knowledges or “ways of knowing” into climate pedagogy

•  �Level of multidisciplinary collaboration

•  �Level of transdisciplinary integration

�Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times.

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.
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To earn the Community Collaboration milestone, an institution must describe 

how it is engaging deeply with local and regional communities to co-create 

climate solutions.

This campus-community collaboration may include outreach programs, community-based 

projects, partnerships with local organizations, and resilience/sustainability/climate committees 

and higher education working groups.

Examples of community collaboration include:

•  �Community partnerships: The institution engages with the community through meaningful 

partnerships.

•  �Community Resilience Initiatives: Programs that build the resilience of local communities to 

climate change impacts. Projects could focus on disaster preparedness, climate education, or 

sustainable resource management.

•  �Cross-Sector Climate Events: University-led events or convenings that foster cross-sector 

collaboration, awareness, and action on climate issues.

•  �Climate Advocacy Partnerships: Partnerships with local environmental organizations to advocate 

for climate-friendly policies and initiatives within the community.

•  �Justice Prioritization: Technical and scientific solutions alone are insufficient to tackle the impacts 

of the climate crisis. To be most effective, the higher education sector must adopt a more holistic 

approach to climate action that addresses the social and political considerations that lie at the 

root of the crisis. An institution can advance climate justice in campus planning, research, and 

education, and center equity in its climate solutions. Prioritizing justice includes acknowledging 

how climate change uniquely impacts underrepresented communities (both locally and globally) 

and incorporating solutions to these inequities in the institution’s approach. Projects, outcomes, 

or procedures that prioritize justice are all welcome in this category of recognition.

•  �Public-Private Partnership (P3): Partnerships that demonstrate climate related capital 

improvements that support campuses in meeting their climate and/or resilience goals and 

include intentional involvement/positive impact on local communities.

•  �Formal agreements with community partners. E.g. Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs), joint 

funding initiatives, Community Benefit Agreements (CBAs), or co-created strategic plans.

Notes: Institutions scoring points in STARS EN 6: Community Partnerships should consider applying 

for this milestone, noting that Second Nature will reward the milestone based on partnerships with 

a focus in climate action and climate justice.

Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification for Sustainability can use 

specific climate-focused community collaborations from their Carnegie application in the 

section on Ecosystem Model for Collaborative Community Partnerships and Climate Solutions for 

recognition under this milestone.
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Rationale: Institutions of higher learning are often anchors in the community - and yet many 

institutions have tenuous relationships with their surrounding communities. This milestone 

recognizes efforts to build trust, collaborate in good faith, and enact concerted solutions that 

benefit the surrounding community.

After feedback on the justice milestone (as a standalone category), some campuses felt that they 

couldn’t be recognized with that language and suggested combining community collaboration 

and justice prioritization. If your justice work is primarily on-campus, we welcome you to apply to 

the Inclusive Climate Action milestone. 

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times.

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the 

descriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a 

document, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.
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To earn the Workforce Development Innovations milestone, an institution must 

describe how it is preparing students for climate-focused careers and fostering a 

skilled workforce ready to tackle climate-related challenges. 

Examples of workforce development include:

•  �Specialized professional development for students interested in pursuing a climate-related career 

that prepares them for the nuances of the sector.

•  �Internship Programs that offer hands-on experience in climate-related fields, providing students 

with valuable skills and exposure to real-world challenges.

•  �Industry or government partnerships that offer students opportunities to work with companies 

and/or in government programs while being paid for their contributions to develop their pro-

fessional skills to solve climate problems; collaboration with regional industry/governments to 

co-design workforce curriculum to meet climate/sustainability workforce needs.

•  �Mentorships, pipeline programs, or job opportunities that lead to climate-related careers.

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification for Sustainability can use 

specific climate workforce development assertions from their Carnegie application in the Work-

force Preparation section in service of recognition under this milestone.

Rationale: Developing prepared, capable students ready to tackle the workforce is of critical 

importance to our economy and society. It’s been said “every job is a climate job.” Initiatives that 

demonstrate a campus’s ability to make that a reality will be recognized by this milestone.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times. 

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the de-

scriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a doc-

ument, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Please describe your program. If available, include supporting documents, data on students 

reached, and examples of your exemplary practices.
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To earn the Research milestone, applicants must demonstrate exemplary 

research endeavors related to climate action. All disciplines are welcome, including 

transdisciplinary research. 

Examples of exemplary research activity include:

•  �Individual research efforts (e.g. new technologies, policy or behavioral studies, or novel application 

of an existing theory that results in real-world understanding and/or advancement of climate 

solutions)

•  �Community-engaged or Transdisciplinary Research (Knowledge Co-Production) that collaborates 

with the community to define the research need and/or pays community members to participate 

in the climate- or resilience-related research.

•  �Impactful climate research communications that convey climate science research to the public 

and policymakers – translating complex scientific information into accessible, visually compelling, 

and actionable insights

•  �Establishment of multidisciplinary and transdisciplinary research centers on campus

•  �Innovative leadership and research governance (e.g. novel efforts to integrate transdisciplinarity 

and climate into the institutional research mission, exemplary operational innovations that enable 

faculty at research institutions to mobilize in support of climate research, incentive programs for 

researchers, etc). 

We especially welcome research that involves and addresses those who are most vulnerable and 

who are impacted “first and worst” by climate and extreme weather events.

Note: Institutions that have applied for the Carnegie Elective Classification for Sustainability can use 

specific climate research assertions from their Carnegie application in the Research and Innovation 

for Sustainability and Climate Solutions section for recognition under this milestone.
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Reviewers will consider: 

•  �Relevance of the area of investigation to society’s needs related to climate

•  �Outcomes resulting from the work (from patents and technology to community or ecosystem 

impacts)  

•  �Multidisciplinary partnerships

•  �Transdisciplinarity 

•  �Outreach and communication efforts 

•  �Innovative funding partnerships that offer new paradigms for climate research activation

•  �Scaleability

•  �Evidence of equitable frameworks and use of Free, Prior and Informed Consent (FPIC) where 

applicable 

Rationale: The research enterprise is an important asset of higher education and it should be 

leveraged to address societal problems, like climate change. Institutions can invest in researchers, 

research itself, research participants, communicating, and applying research.

Frequency: This milestone can be claimed multiple times. 

Application Question for this Milestone:

Please describe your milestone effort. Provide evidence of attainment, impact, etc. Use the 

descriptions of each milestone to guide your submission evidence here. If you’d rather upload a 

document, please indicate that in this field and use the attachment option below.

Please describe your research effort. Please share what disciplines are involved and/or whether it 

is transdisciplinary. 
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Rubric & Assessment Considerations

Before rubric scoring begins, all submissions, both data-verified and narrative, must pass the fol-

lowing binary eligibility checks: 

  Submitting institution is a current Second Nature member (Signatory, Affiliate, or UC3)

  Milestone effort was completed within the last 3–4 years. 

Narrative milestones are assessed using a structured rubric rather than a simple pass/fail deter-

mination. The rubric is designed to provide consistent, defensible scoring across reviewers and 

to communicate clear expectations to submitting institutions. The rubric has two components: a 

universal set of criteria applied across all narrative milestones, and a milestone-specific weighting 

of the criteria tailored to the particular requirements of each milestone.

Universal criteria include: 

1 - Impact: Depth and rigor of the work; meaningful outcomes documented

2 - Investment: Institutional commitment of resources, staff time, or budget

3 - Stakeholder Involvement: Breadth of engagement across campus and/or community

4 - �Replicability: Ability for other entities to learn from and/or adopt measures exemplified by the 

project

5 - �Equity: Consideration of equity dimensions expressed in the project, whether in processes, 

procurement, partnerships, or contributions.

Other considerations based on milestone-specific context, for example:

Innovation: Extent to which the project or activity represents true leadership compared to sector 

precedent, and paves the way for others to adopt innovative initiatives. 

Additionality: Extent to which the project demonstrates action above and beyond business as 

usual activity by the campus 

Commitment: Extent to which the project represents an enduring effort by the campus that is 

part of ambitious long term action 

Climate Action Milestones Submission Form

Please use this form to submit your materials for milestone recognition. Please submit a new form 

for each milestone application.

secondnature.org/milestonesapply

Note: Submissions will be accepted on a rolling basis. 
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Phase Timing Key Activities

Apply Submit the Wufoo form to start the process.

Intake
Within 1 week of 

an application

Second Nature will confirm receipt of your 

submission and run completeness and 

eligibility pre-checks.

Review Weeks 2–3 Reviewers verify data and score submissions.

Clarification  

Window
Weeks 3–5

Reviewers may request additional 

information about the application and/or 

clarify and discuss as needed.

Decision & Award Weeks 6–8

The submitter is notified of the decision and 

given feedback from reviewers. If awarded, 

badge is issued and communications 

collaboration begins.

Recognition Ongoing

Development of a case study highlighting 

the milestone effort, story about the 

achievement, etc.
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Recognition & Communications

Second Nature recognizes Climate Action Milestone recipients to celebrate meaningful progress, 

showcase diverse models of climate leadership across higher education, and demonstrate the 

collective impact institutions are making through the Unify for Climate call to action. Recognition 

also provides opportunities for peer learning by highlighting innovative approaches that other 

institutions can adapt and build upon.

Pilot Cohort
Institutions participating in the initial Climate Action Milestones pilot will receive notification once 

the review process is complete. Public recognition of pilot milestone recipients will coincide with 

the broader public launch of the Unify for Climate call to action planned for late September 2026.

As the inaugural recipients recognized through the Climate Action Milestones program, pilot 

institutions will be featured in the launch press release and recognized as the first institutions to 

achieve milestones under the Unify for Climate initiative.

Ongoing Recognition
Following the public launch of the Unify for Climate call to action in late September 2026, Cli-

mate Action Milestone recipients may be recognized through a variety of communications chan-

nels, including:

•  �Second Nature website

•  �Social media

•  �Monthly newsletters

•  �The annual Higher Education Climate Leadership Summit

•  �Additional storytelling and communications opportunities

Recognition approaches may continue to evolve as the Climate Action Milestones program grows 

and expands.
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