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Background 

On 20 Jan 2016 the Sustainability Direction and Oversight Board (SDOB) discussed the below paper, 

which floated the idea that NUS might create a separate governance vehicle for its sustainability work. 

This was in the light of the fact that Green Impact is nearly 10 years old, and also that the P100 

consultation listed sustainability as one of the ten priority themes.  

 

Putting sustainability into its own governance vehicle within the Group could provide plenty of benefits, 

including allowing us to influence and engage pre-16 education (something we need to influence to 

connect up sustainability learning), operate more internationally, access new funding (especially the EU 

operating Grants for environmental NGOs, which would help cover the internal recharges), positioning us 

for any potential mergers with charities like People & Planet, Student Hubs and Change Agents UK (all of 

which have suffered from reduced revenues or lost grant income over the last few years), as well as 

protecting our sustainability work from the challenge that it is mission drift for NUS. Possible downsides 

could be that we lose some political influence on sustainability, and that we send a signal to the 

membership that this is no longer core business (and put at risk the c35 dedicated staff currently 

employed by students’ unions on sustainability).  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/ngos/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/ngos/


 

 

 

Our sustainability work remains well received by the membership, delivering lots of measurable union 

development benefits, including engagement, student satisfaction, partnership and revenue generation.  

 

The minutes of the meeting captured the SDOB’s feedback on the paper: 

 

Jamie outlined the paper and the context behind it, and the desire to have the best of both worlds – 

remaining in the Group but with some autonomy to reach into pre-16 education and work internationally. 

Sara suggested we need to think about what we want to be doing in five years, ideally two or three major 

things, which will allow us to identify what we need to do in the intervening period. This might mean we 

become less of a generalist in sustainability, and more focused on aspects, such as curriculum reform, but 

at an international level. This steer should be fed into the Project 100 discussions. It was also suggested 

that the Paris agreement and the Sustainable Development Goals might be discussed more widely as part 

of P100, given some of the discussions to date have revolved around NUS’ role in making the world a 

better place. It was agreed it would be really helpful to our sustainability work if the new strategic plan 

formed through P100 could refer to NUS’ work on education and curriculum. It was noted that the current 

departmental vision revolves around the curriculum, but the departmental mission is centred on NUS. On 

positioning, it was suggested that we will need to articulate what the benefits to NUS would be of 

spinning-off sustainability into a separate legal vehicle, as the paper didn’t cover them. Amy raised the 

point of how students’ unions might perceive any moving away from the centre, especially those thirty of 

so that employ sustainability staff. 

 

Since the SDOB meeting, the following additional observations and insights have been noted: 

 Aidan and Jamie ran a sustainability session at the P100 meeting in February. It was poorly 

attended, attracting just c10 keen sustainability advocates, mostly student officers. There was 

some feedback at the event from a small number of individuals that sustainability shouldn’t be so 

high profile in the P100 plans; 

 At the Department for Sustainability quarterly team meeting in February, there was broad support 

for the plan, although one concern raised was that we may lose our political voice on sustainability 

if we are not seen as being at the centre of the organisation; 

 We met with the European Students’ Union (ESU) in Feb 2016, and agreed that we would propose 

that they set up a formal working group on sustain ability. It might be that the working group 

could apply for funding in the name of the ESU, which means we could potentially access the EU 

life funding through them; 

 In addition to the examples cited in the paper, the ESU also gave us another example of a 

successful organisation developed by an NUS and then spun off. IBIS was created by the Danish 

NUS in the 1970s, and soon became Denmark’s largest distributer of international development 

money. It was spun off and recently joined the Oxfam International family. http://ibis-

global.org/articles/ibis-says-yes-oxfam/; 

 The Department for Sustainability have a new microsite, and will this year produce their first 

impact report, both of which would help with positioning should we decide to spin our sustainability 

function off into a separate governance vehicle within the Group. 

http://ibis-global.org/articles/ibis-says-yes-oxfam/
http://ibis-global.org/articles/ibis-says-yes-oxfam/
http://www.nus.org.uk/sustainability


 

 

 

Positioning of sustainability within NUS (original paper for SDOB Jan 2016) 

 

The SDOB are asked to comment on the below exploratory paper and give a steer that we can feed into 

the Charity Board, which will meet on 14 March 2016.  

 

Background 

As we approach the ten year anniversary of Green Impact, and with the Project 100 initiative (the new 

strategic plan that will take NUS to its 100th anniversary), it seems a good time to evaluate the direction 

and ambition of our sustainability work, and ask if we need to make any changes to where sustainability 

sits and how it is governed.  

 

Green Impact was the first proactive sustainability project in NUS, and set out to give us something 

positive to do in the face if continued calls to boycott our suppliers, as well as the hypocrisy of us calling 

on companies to be greener when students’ unions weren’t doing it themselves. The scheme attracted 

sponsorship from the Co-op and allowed NUS to double the number of staff working on sustainability from 

one to two. Green Impact grew quickly in students’ unions, although it was some funding from the 

University of Bristol that allowed us to pilot the model in universities, something which turned out to be 

very successful. In 2009 we received c£500k from DEFRA to scale up Green Impact and Student Switch 

Off from a handful of institutions to more than 20, and that was the start of a period of 4 years rapid 

growth in those programmes, which provides us with the resource to develop our other sustainability 

programmes, including the Student Eats, the Students’ Green Fund and Responsible Futures. Despite all 

of this new work, we continue to do the important supply chain work that we were doing before Green 

Impact came along, although much more of our constructive engagement is proactive these days, rather 

than reactive. In in 2012 we acquired Epona as part of our work to improve the ethics within our clothing 

supply chain.   

 

Also in 2012, the Department for Sustainability moved from NUS Services (the trading arm) to the NUS 

Charitable Services (the then new charity), which is where it currently sits. Although growth of Student 

Switch Off and Green Impact (on campus) has tailed off over the last 18 months, the department’s 

income has remained constant at £1.4m, as has the number of staff at c26 FTE, which equates to about 

10% of everyone at NUS.  

 

Next steps for sustainability 

Over the last five years we have built on our behaviour change work to develop an additional focus on 

curriculum reform, as well as having recently got more involved in traditional campaigning through the 

new divest-invest project. We expect that both of these work areas will continue to grow over the years 

ahead. We have also started to collaborate internationally through a new platform that we instigated, 

SOS. We hope that SOS will be the start of lots of partnership working with other student-led 

organisations around the world with a view to getting a student voice at a global level.  

 



 

 

Possible barriers of the current set-up 

As the reach and breadth of our sustainability work grows there is a risk that, with the current governance 

and institutional set-up, we have to restrict how ambitious we can be to avoid falling into ultra vires 

(operating beyond our legal jurisdiction).  

 

A hypothetical example of this might be if we wanted to start to work in pre-16 education, something that 

could be really useful when it comes to our growing work on education for sustainable development 

(ESD). In Japan and Germany, with regards to ESD, there is more of a continuous learning journey 

through primary, secondary and tertiary education, and that is something that we would like to start to 

address here but can’t really get into as things are, as we only represent post-16 education.  

 

Another example is our international work. At present we are restricted to working in the UK, as we are a 

UK membership organisation for UK students’ unions. There are already good opportunities for us to work 

with other NUS’ to deliver our programmes in other countries, but many of the other NUS’ need our help 

to do it.  

 

There are also good financial incentives for us to work in a pan-European way, with the EU Life operating 

grants for environmental organisations. These provide grants to cover the running costs for third sector 

organisations that are supporting the delivery of the EU’s sustainability polices in three or more European 

countries, and are drawn down each year by the likes of Greenpeace International, Birdlife International, 

etc. There are also a few other relevant EU grant programmes that are reserved for organisations that 

operate in several EU countries, such as the Erasmus and Leonardo programmes.   

 

As well as the above examples of us being restricted by our own objects, last year we ran into an unlikely 

barrier of not being awarded finding because of NUS’ political lobbying work. It was the contract to run 

the new Our Environment, Our Future (OEOF) £30m lottery pot, and despite us having an excellent bid 

(we saw the other three bids after submission), with amazing partners (Scouts, RSBP, NCVO, CRT), we 

were not awarded the funding, with our informed hypothesis being that the Lottery is a very conservative 

organisation, and that their Chair and Board members are picked by the government of the day. In 

hindsight we should have got the RSPB to lead it (the Wildlife Trusts won it in the end) to have got around 

this.  

 

Finally, given what we suspect is a decline in the sustainability agenda in tertiary education, as we 

explored in the latest SDOB when we looked at the state of the sector report, there may well be 

opportunities in the near future for us to join forces with organisations like People & Planet and Student 

Hubs, both of which have lost funding of late. However, this would likely not be able happen while our 

sustainability work is part of NUS’ governance. In informal discussions a few years ago P&P said they 

would likely not want to be a part of NUS as they believe they have a role influencing / lobbying NUS. It is 

likely that we, as NUS, would not be willing to join with Student Hubs because of problems with their 

governance models rivalling students’ unions, but without the student leadership.  

 

 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/ngos/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/life/funding/ngos/
http://www.nusconnect.org.uk/articles/new-research-into-the-state-of-sustainability-in-our-education-sector


 

 

Possible options 

Clearly there are untold benefits to our sustainability work sitting un NUS, such as being close to NUS’ 

political influence (although we haven’t really made use of this yet for sustainability), and NUS’ elected 

representative structures allowing us to able to use the 7m students figure. However, there are other 

governance models that might allow us to get the best of NUS without having to leave it. 

 

SPARQS (Student Partnerships in Quality Scotland) is based at NUS Scotland but, from a governance 

perspective, sits alongside it rather than within it. Like our Department for Sustainability, SPARQS is 

externally funded for all staffing and project costs although, also like Sustainability, NUS contributes funds 

to cover the internal premises charges and recharges. It is this independence that has allowed the 

Scottish Funding Council to continually fund it over the last 13 years.  

 

An example of where an initiative has been gradually spun off from NUS is Endsleigh Insurance, which 

was set up by NUS in the 1965 when students struggled to get affordable insurance. Once it was large 

enough to sustain itself, it moved away from NUS, and was eventually fully floated off in 1976, and it is 

now owned by Zurich. To this day NUS still sits on the Endsleigh Board, and Endsleigh benefits from the 

association with NUS. A similar non-NUS example is the Citizen’s Advice Bureau, which was created by 

Person Shapes Support (PSS). PSS also created Age Concern and spun that off once it was self-sufficient.  

 

Given all the benefits of being close to the heart of NUS, this paper isn’t suggesting that NUS spins off 

sustainability from the Group, as that would likely lead to a decline in our reach and influence. If it was 

decided to reposition our sustainability work for the reasons outlined, it could likely best be done by 

moving it into a septate legal vehicle that is hosted by the Group, similar to the way SPARQS exists 

(maybe a Community Interest Company, which was what Student Switch off was when we acquired it). 

This would allow us present our sustainability work as legally independent of NUS as required, whilst 

retaining a position within the heart of NUS too. The downside of this approach would be a yet more 

complicated group governance structure, and the additional administrative burden of having to produce 

another set of audited accounts. A further benefit might be that the ethical supply chain work could be 

contracted out to the new sustainability vehicle so that it has some independence from the Group. 

 

Jamie Agombar 

15 Jan 2016 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.sparqs.ac.uk/

