STUDENT PAPER OP-ED

Green Fund Would Make College More Affordable, Not Less

This semester, students have the opportunity to decide whether it’s worth $5 a semester to make our campus more sustainable.  In general, I think most students would say yes, and I expect they will during the election ______________ (insert dates).
There’s just one problem – college gets less affordable every year, and even though $5 is not a big enough straw to break a camel’s back, most of us are getting pretty sick of seeing costs increase.

I knew this when I decided to be part of the Think Green Fund campaign.  I support creating the fund because I think it’s the right thing to do.  I also think it’s necessary to keep ______________ (insert your university) competitive with the other Texas universities that are expected to create a green fund including UT Austin (and 3 other UT System campuses), Texas A&M, the University of Houston and the University of North Texas.

But I also knew this wouldn’t be enough for some people.  Fortunately, so did the folks at ReEnergize Texas (it’s a coalition of student groups working on climate and energy issues) who have been working on green fund stuff for almost two years now.  I thought the point they made was pretty novel and pretty accurate:

Green funds should make college more affordable.
They first realized it when they started to discuss the fee at UT Austin.  There, 20% of any new fee voted in by the student body must go to financial aid. That sparked an idea – what if every campus that wanted a green fee would set aside a portion of the money to assist with college tuition?
There are plenty of ways to do it, the best probably being to create green student jobs on campus.  That way the money is fulfilling its intended purpose (making the campus “greener”) while also helping students to afford their education.  Students could be hired to do green research for campus planners, to assist with expanded recycling programs, to provide new services for bicyclists, and so on.

Now let’s be honest, which has a bigger impact on college affordability – adding $5 to our fees, or providing part-time work and scholarships to a handful of students who contribute to campus sustainability? The vast majority of students won’t notice that the $5 is even missing, but the ones who get jobs that make ends meet will most definitely notice.
When you think about it that way, if college affordability is really you’re thing, you’d kind of have to support a green fee, wouldn’t you?  It’s an opportunity to make a real difference and help someone afford their education.

We want to make our campuses greener without compromising the ability of anyone to get an education.  The green fund is the best way to do it.

In the end, by making this small investment now, we’re likely to save our campus lots of money down the road.  Early projects will probably focus on energy efficiency and water conservation because it’s the most cost-effective way to help the environment.  That will lower campus utility bills, reducing some of the pressure to increase tuition.  Later, we can invest in clean energy technologies like solar or even geothermal.  Again, once we are making our own power without any fuel costs, the campus will be saving money. And if Congress ever gets around to regulating CO2, we’ll be really glad we reduced our energy consumption and reduced our dependence on fossil fuels.
All of this will help make college more affordable, not less.  And it will do it while helping us protect our own health and the health of the environment.  The green fund is just one of those ideas where everyone wins, so make sure you get out and vote for it on ___________ (insert dates)!
