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As a global leader in healthcare with the 
stated mission of ‘advancing health 
worldwide’, we believe UCSF has a 
responsibility to actively mitigate its carbon 
footprint and the impacts of climate change 
on human health. A university -wide carbon 
offset program offers an opportunity for 
UCSF to carry out this stated mission, 
demonstrate its leadership as a healthcare 
institution, and advance health worldwide.

Over the past year, UCSF faculty and 
leadership have been receptive to our 
proposal of an initial pilot. We entered 2020 
in the process of finalizing a commitment 
from a department emitting approximately 
750 metric tonnes of CO2 per year from 
airline travel, as well as several other 
departments responsible for substantial 
academic air travel. With the onset of the 
COVID-19 pandemic,  global restrictions on 
travel and shifting priorities for UCSF, our 
efforts to onboard departments with TERA 
are currently on hiatus. 

For now, we are looking to the future, 
aiming to find ways to streamline our 
project for participating departments when 
the time is appropriate, and working on new 
ways to mitigate the carbon footprint of 
business and academic air travel at our 
university.

Conclusions

➔De signe d  and  im ple m e nte d  a  UCSF-wide  
p latform  that a llows trave l-re late d  carbon 
e m issions to be  offse t by any de partm e nt or 
re se arch g roup  through trad itional supp ly-
chain purchasing

➔Prioritize d  carbon-offse ts  that utilize  ‘co-he alth 
be ne fits’ in trave l offse ts  (ie : c le an cookstove s, 
b io-d ige ste r gas  p roduction)

➔Prior to COVID-19 halting  g lobal trave l we  we re  
in ongoing  d iscussions with thre e  m e d ical 
de partm e nts  to offse t faculty trave l

➔Early d iscussions with the  School of Me d icine  
to offse t re side ncy inte rvie w trave l e m issions 
have  be gun

➔ Initia te d  a  UCSF-wide  d iscussion to re e xam ine  
the  trave l p rioritie s  in faculty and  care e r 
de ve lopm e nt 

➔De ve lope d  e xpe rtise  in carbon-offse t op tions 
and  m arke t which has a ide d  d iscussions within 
the  office  of sustainab ility in p lanning  for UC 
Carbon Ne utrality 2025

Res ults  and Outcomes

TERA aske d  UCSF de partm e nts  to com m it to the  
following :

➔A two fiscal quarte r p ilot with the  possib ility of 
e xte nsion afte r the  se cond  quarte r

➔De signate  an adm inistra tive  contact to he lp  
facilita te  tracking / purchasing  with UCSF 
proje ct coord inator a t CoolEffe ct

➔Pe rm it sharing  of quarte rly trave l e xpe nse  
re porting  with CoolEffe ct Proje ct coord inator 
and  UCSF CNI fe llows

➔Approve  funds to offse t that quarte r’s  trave l a t 
a  cost of $8.50  pe r dom e stic  flight (appx 1 
m tCO2 e m itte d ) and  $17 pe r inte rnational flight 
(appx 2 m tCO2 e m itte d ) — total am ount base d  
on invoice  ge ne rate d  by CoolEffe ct.

Methods  (Project Structure)

The  goal of TERA has be e n to e stab lish a  unive rsity-
wide  e m issions re duction p rogram  aim e d  at m itigating  
the  carbon footp rint from  UCSF’s substantia l a ir trave l 
re la te d  e m issions. De ve lopm e nt p roce e de d  in five  ke y 
s te ps: 

1. Early d iscussions in Spring  2019 with adm inistra tors  
and  re se arch coord inators  inform e d  our 
unde rstand ing  of how m e d ical de partm e nts  finance  
and  track faculty trave l. This  a llowe d  us to 1) 
e stim ate  the  quantity of de partm e nt a ir trave l and  2) 
unde rstand  how trave l is  typ ically m onitore d , 
finance d  and  re im burse d . 

2. We  m e t with e xpe rts  in the  re ne wable  e ne rgy 
se ctor and  d iscusse d  possib le  ways a  unive rsity 
could  offse t its  trave l-associate d  carbon e m issions, 
such as  consum e r-facing  carbon offse ts , We ste rn 
Clim ate  Initia tive  auctions, and  Re ne wable  Ene rgy 
Cre d its . This  d iscussion e xam ine d  e xis ting  m ode ls  
and  p ractice s  a t othe r unive rsitie s  and  large  
organizations.

3. Following  our de cis ion to use  a  consum e r-facing  
carbon offse t ve ndor, we  inte rvie we d  se ve ral 
ve ndors , ultim ate ly partne ring  with CoolEffe ct, a  
Bay-Are a non-profit. 

4. A syste m  for purchasing  offse ts  was e stab lishe d  —
CoolEffe ct was adde d  to UCSF’s Supp ly Chain 
p latform  (Be ar Buy) e nab ling  de partm e nts  to 
d ire ctly purchase  offse ts  through Be arBuy.

5. We  the n be gan form ally p re se nting  our p roposal to 
de partm e nt le ade rship  at UCSF. 

Project Goals  and Development

Clim ate  change  pose s substantia l thre ats  to e arth’s  
b iolog ical syste m s and  will im pact hum an he alth 
through incre ase d  m orb id ity and  m ortality from  
infe ctious d ise ase , incre ase d  he at-re late d  illne ss , 
com prom ise d  food  se curity and  wate r supp lie s , 
re source  conflic ts , c lim ate -induce d  m ig ration, and  
m any othe r pathways. Vulne rab le  populations in the  
U.S. and  pe op le  living  in low-re source  countrie s  will 
be  affe cte d  e arlie s t and  g re ate st. Global e m issions 
continue  to rise  annually, and  the  Unite d  State s  is  the  
se cond  g re ate st e m itte r of CO2 worldwide  — the  U.S. 
he althcare  se ctor a lone  accounts  for approxim ate ly 
10% of the se  e m issions. One  of the  g re ate st source s 
of this  re le ase  is  a ir trave l.

Air trave l by faculty and  e m ploye e s at UCSF is  
unde rstood  to be  a  m ajor source  of carbon 
e m issions for the  unive rsity. Accord ing  to UCSF’s 
annual sustainab ility re ports , a ir trave l re pre se nte d  
approxim ate ly 8% of the  unive rsity’s  carbon footp rint 
in 2008; by 2018, had  re ache d  ne arly 15%. The se  
e m issions have  s te ad ily incre ase d  ne arly e ve ry ye ar 
s ince  UCSF starte d  tracking  its  e m issions.

Introduction and Background

TARGETED EMISSIONS REDUCTION AGREEMENT (TERA)
Mitigating UCSF’s carbon footprint from airline travel through 

a university-led carbon offset program
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Future Goals

➔Our incre m e ntal—de partm e nt by 
de partm e nt—approach has p rom ise , 
howe ve r fe e dback from  various 
s take holde rs  sugge sts  that the  m ost 
sustainab le  and  p rude nt way to scale  this  
initia tive  would  be  through a  
com m itm e nt from  UCSF e xe cutive  
le ade rship  which we  inte nd  to se e k.

➔TERA continue s to be  an ite rative  
p roce ss  that will continue  to occupy our 
tim e  in the  com ing  ye ars . While  we  have  
m any of the  m e chanics  in p lace , we  
continue  work on its  im ple m e ntation. 

➔TERA has  spurre d  a  re e valuation of why
we  trave l am ong  staff and  faculty, and  
we  are  in the  p lanning  s tage s for a  
faculty advisory g roup  to form alize  this  
conve rsation.
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