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Developing solutions to meet the world’s growing environmental and energy challenges requires 
a comprehensive approach, one that emphasizes collaboration and enhances problem-solving. 
Such an approach enables us to view these challenges as opportunities to increase innovation, 
spur the development of new technologies, and foster environmental entrepreneurship.

The University of North Carolina’s Institute for the Environment (IE) is uniquely positioned 
to develop solutions to address current challenges by working with our partners across the 
UNC campus and beyond. IE’s interdisciplinary research, education, and service cultivates 
fertile ground for discovery and innovation that moves from basic research and education into 
communities, and from local to global scales. 

IE’s approach relies on wide-ranging expertise from multiple disciplines across the university 
to convene an intellectual community that broadens and strengthens our ability to address 
the pressing problems of our time. With this approach, IE has thrived with increases in 
external research awards and development funds, despite tight state and federal budgets. The 
continuing interest in the environment among students, donors, and the private sector provide 
opportunities for even more growth in coming years. Through IE’s research contributions, 
we develop an increased understanding of complex environmental issues to assist decision-
makers and community members in managing environmental resources. 

A hallmark of IE’s educational programs is the hands-on experiential education that 
provides students with life-changing opportunities to study at field sites throughout North 
Carolina and around the world. IE works in partnership with other programs on and 
off campus to build a 21st century educational model to ensure that graduates have the 
background and skill sets needed to be competitive in a global economy.

IE is committed to service and community engagement to achieve relevance and 
enable effective problem-solving. Our approaches include programs for students at all levels, 
including professional development and capacity building activities in communities. IE works 
with environmental faculty across campus to facilitate partnerships with local communities, 
share research results, and translate new knowledge and methods into solutions.

As part of one of the world’s great public universities, our challenge is not just to maintain 
leadership and creativity in research, education, and service, but to leverage the skills and 
talents of faculty, staff, and students to deliver critical environmental and energy solutions for 
the citizens of North Carolina, the nation, and the world. 

LAWRENCE E. BAND

Voit Gilmore Distinguished Professor
Director, Institute for the Environment   
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We envision a 
world-renowned 
community at 
Carolina that 
is leading in 
innovative research, 
educating future 
leaders, and 
engaging the public 
to solve major 
environmental, 
energy, and 
development 
challenges. 
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FOUNDATIONOUR

MISSION

To strengthen environmental research 
capacity across UNC by supporting 
a multi-disciplinary community of 
scholars that enhances collaboration, 
increases sharing of knowledge, and 
identifies solutions to the world’s critical 
environmental problems.

To work in partnership across UNC 
and with external partners to coordinate 
and deliver 21st century educational 
programs that provide students with the 
experience and skills to thrive in a growing 
global economy.

To put new environmental knowledge 
into action by engaging and serving 
communities, here in North Carolina and 
around the world.

VALUES

As a research, educational, and service 
organization we hold these values:

• Interdisciplinarity in outlook;  
integration in practice

• Technical and scientific excellence

• Objectivity and non-partisan practice

• Service to the university,  
state, and society

• Inclusion and diversity in membership, 
partnership, and collaboration 

• Transparency in decision-making  
and operations



Over the last eight years, IE has evolved into an organization 
emphasizing innovation and collaboration in research, 
education and service, at UNC and beyond. 

Since 2007 IE has transitioned from the Carolina Environmental Program into an organization with a much 
more robust research portfolio and a significant shift to a funding model based on competitive external grants 
and contracts. At the same time, we expanded our field sites and experiential education offerings and more than 
doubled our service and community engagement capacity. We have been successful in that transition because of 
strong support from UNC leadership, the vision of our Board of Visitors, our outstanding faculty and staff, key 
off-campus partners, and the strong interest in environmental programs consistently demonstrated by students. 

FIRST THE YEARS8
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SOME OF IE’S SIGNATURE ACCOMPLISHMENTS OVER THE LAST EIGHT YEARS INCLUDE:

• Significantly increasing our research 
awards and revenues, which have  
allowed us to continue to thrive in a  
time of substantial budget cuts from 
other sources. 

• Building and operating, in 
partnership with the Curriculum for 
the Environment and Ecology and 
the Study Abroad Office, a network 
of semester-long field sites with 
locations in North Carolina and 
around the world. 

• Serving as a campus hub for 
environmentally focused outreach, 
service, and community engagement 
activity with researchers across 
campus, including three National 
Institute for Environmental Health 
Sciences-funded centers, one National 
Science Foundation-funded diversity 
initiative, and more than a dozen 
individual investigator proposals.

• Managing an international 
consortium that develops, distributes, 
and provides training for air quality 
models and analysis tools. These 
models and tools are used across the 
world to inform policy development 
that results in reduced air pollution, 
and improves human health.

• Development of advanced models 
to accelerate understanding 
and sustainable management of 
watersheds, pioneering methods 
of analyzing and evaluating the 
connection of water availability and 
quality with energy supplies, and 
predicting the environmental and 
financial risk resulting from drought, 
changing resource demands, and  
climate variability.

• Designing and evaluating different 
urban forms that promote a 
sustainable built environment, 
provide resilient environmental and 
economic systems, and mitigate the 
impact of environmental hazards for 
communities across North Carolina 
and the world.

• Convening an annual North 
Carolina Clean Tech Summit 
that brings together hundreds of 
participants from academia, business, 
government, and non-governmental 
organizations to network, plan, and 
accelerate the transition to smart 
cities, low-carbon energy sources, and 
sustainable water while promoting 
economic growth.
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Our core strengths represent areas in which IE and UNC have 
particular expertise among our faculty and researchers. These focus 
areas are timely for cross-campus collaborations and new initiatives 
with external partners. At the same time, we are poised to solve other 
emerging issues and new challenges that will demand our attention.
 
Within each of these focus areas, IE will serve as a convener to bring faculty together from across campus to coordinate 
research projects that improve our environment, enhance quality of life, and grow our economy. In addition, IE will 
transform the research outcomes and new knowledge to innovative tools and new practices that have practical applications. 
The combined research and engagement activity conducted by IE positively impacts communities across the state and 
nation, and around the globe.

CORE 
STRENGTHS
OUR



ADDRESSING GLOBAL 
ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGE 

Global environmental change 
is impacting our land, water, 
and air resources in a myriad 
of ways, including increasing 
temperature, sea level, and 

climate extremes. Since these trends are 
coupled with rapid land-use change, 
and increased trade and consumption 
levels, researchers need to think globally 
across cultures and far into the future 
about climate-related vulnerability. 
At the state, national, and global 
levels, we will focus on how these 
changes are impacting coastal systems, 
water resources, energy production, 
ecosystems, air quality, and more.

ADVANCING 
ENVIRONMENTAL 
INFORMATICS 

Addressing the complex 
environmental issues 
facing the world demands 
new tools and methods of 

analysis. Understanding and predicting 
our environment, how it changes, and 
how the environment is affected and 
affects human society requires advanced 
tools in information technology and 
high-performance computational 
models. Computational and big-
data methodologies are at the core of 
supporting environmental research, 
impact analysis, and environmental 
policy decisions utilizing advanced 
statistical and dynamical modeling tools. 

BUILDING SMART 
COMMUNITIES 

Digital information and 
clean technologies reduce 
long-term costs, decrease 
resource consumption, 

and enhance the sustainability of 
communities. These technologies can 

IMPROVING PUBLIC HEALTH 

Air and water pollution are 
among the world’s largest 
environmental health concerns, 
directly impacting respiratory 

health, and the safety and reliability of  
the food we eat and the water we 
drink. Taken together, air and water 
pollution, and climate change, contribute 
to challenges in water quality, water 
scarcity, flood hazard, and ecosystem 
health. Drawing on IE’s strengths in 
computational science and modeling, we 
design decision-support systems that help 
local and state health officials assess and 
develop policies to mitigate and improve 
environmental health, and to increase 
public awareness of potentially unhealthy 
and hazardous conditions. 

MANAGING  
ENVIRONMENTAL RISK 

Environmental uncertainty 
poses a growing number of 
financial risks on society, with 
droughts, floods, extreme 

temperatures, and violent storms imposing 
global costs that approach 500 billion 
dollars a year. Understanding the nature 
and sources of these environmental risks, 
particularly under conditions of climate 
change, is a topic of growing importance 
to many businesses, government agencies, 
and non-governmental organizations. This 
work identifies and characterizes financial 
risks linked to environmental events, 
and transfers this work into practical 
application through relationships with 
industry and government.

enhance efficiency, influence behavior, 
enhance citizen involvement in decision-
making, and nurture an innovation 
ecosystem to transform our economies 
and improve the quality of urban living. 
A smart communities approach can 
improve a wide range of community 
concerns—mobility, energy and water 
consumption, environmental quality, 
greenhouse gas emissions, health, 
economic vitality, vulnerability to 
extreme events, and social equity.

FOSTERING INNOVATIVE 
WATER MANAGEMENT 

Assuring sustainable 
freshwater supplies for 
environmental, economic, 
and human needs is among 
the greatest challenges of 

our time. Water is also an essential 
ingredient and closely tied to energy 
supplies, including conventional and 
renewable sources. Growing risk of 
scarcity and poor water quality requires 
a better understanding of surface and 
groundwater resources, and the tradeoff 
of costs and benefits associated with 
growing demand from increasing 
populations, energy production, food 
supplies, and environmental health. 
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STRATEGIC 
DIRECTION

2015–2019

STRATEGIC PLANNING PROCESS

In setting IE’s strategic direction, we consulted widely to develop a 
framework for how we will accomplish our mission in today’s rapidly 
changing world.

The information gathering phase included in-person discussions with UNC Chancellor Carol Folt, Vice Chancellor 
for Research Barbara Entwisle, the IE Faculty Advisory Committee, the IE Board of Visitors, and IE faculty, staff and 
students. We also consulted with collaborating centers, departments and schools on campus, and key partners in the 
environmental community.



4A Develop private funding to leverage 
internal university sources for an 
environmental venture fund, fellows 
and faculty for innovative new research, 
education, and outreach programs.

4B Further build endowment and 
spendable resources for undergraduate 
scholarships and graduate fellowships, 
and support and enhance the field site 
experience.

4C Develop spendable funding sources 
and endowment for additional staff in 
strategic areas, and leverage support for 
staff with an expanded set of income 
sources.

2C Work with on and off campus 
partners to develop modular short courses 
and master classes in environmental 
practice that contribute to graduate and 
undergraduate programs.

2D Expand experiential education 
(practicums and service learning) in 
the form of capstone classes, internship 
programs, skills-based short courses, and 
undergraduate research opportunities 
in association with graduate and faculty 
research groups, and external partners.

STRATEGY 3 

Rapidly transform new knowledge 
from fundamental research into 
actionable tools, new products, 
practices, and policies through 
expanded communication activities, 
increased off-campus partnerships, 
and community engagement and 
service activities. 

3A Expand training opportunities for 
practitioners with an emphasis on decision- 
support models, tools, and other best 
practices in planning, implementing, and 
assessing environmental initiatives.

3B Build capacity of formal and 
informal educators to incorporate current 
environmental science into their educational 
efforts, through enhanced collaboration with 
other schools and programs. 

3C Increase awareness of IE research and 
current environmental science among 
decision makers and the public.

3D Expand capabilities in training and 
multimedia communications. 

STRATEGY 4

Develop and extend our private 
development capacity to achieve 
strategic goals outlined above, and to 
support a more robust and sustainable 
organization to carry out and achieve 
our vision and mission. This strategy 
will be accomplished as part of 
the university-wide development 
campaign, OneCarolina. 

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVES 

STRATEGY 1

Catalyze a culture within IE and across 
campus to coordinate environmental 
programs, collaborate on critical 
environmental issues requiring 
creative, interdisciplinary skills, and 
to develop major environmental 
ventures and identify new 
opportunities.

1A Develop joint faculty lines with 
departments and schools as a campus core 
to coordinate and build collaborations 
among interdisciplinary talent and 
resources in the environment.

1B Create rotating faculty fellow 
positions, jointly sponsored by IE and 
academic departments.

1C Identify permanent space on campus 
that will enable IE to fulfill its mission 
of bringing together faculty, staff, and 
students for interdisciplinary initiatives in 
research and education.

STRATEGY 2

Enhance collaboration with 
academic units in multiple schools 
to deliver innovative and rigorous 
undergraduate and graduate training, 
experiential education, and research 
programs in the environment.

2A Collaborate with departments to 
develop pan-university, professional 
master’s degrees in the environment, 
emphasizing analytical skills, and develop 
a cross-campus faculty cohort to operate 
these programs, and leverage associated 
research and outreach.

2B Extend and enhance our field site 
program with strategic investments 
in existing and new sites responding 
to critical educational needs. Expand 
collaboration with related majors that 
benefit and contribute to these residential 
educational experiences, consistent with 
the current Carolina Academic Plan, Reach 
Carolina.
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HORIZONON THE

IE is proud of our growth as an organization over the last eight 
years—an accomplishment that is due to strong partnerships on 
and off campus and because of the continued commitment of 
our supporters. 

The IE Strategic Plan aligns our vision with our mission. Over the next five years, we will build upon our past work 
with an emphasis on increasing collaboration across the university and with external partners to strengthen our impact 
in communities in North Carolina and around the globe. The IE Strategic Plan provides a roadmap for our work as we 
strive to enhance the environmental activity on campus and provide service to the state and world.



FOR MORE, CONTACT

Institute for the Environment, UNC-Chapel Hill
Campus Box 1105, Chapel Hill, NC 27599-1105

t  919.966.9922  e  ie@unc.edu

Visit ie.unc.edu  @UNC_IE
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