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INTRODUCTION
The Environmental Sustainability Research Centre (ESRC) is a transformative and creative transdisciplinary 

community dedicated to research and education advancing environmental sustainability locally and globally. 

As part of Brock University, it is located within the Niagara Escarpment Biosphere Reserve, a special place 

designated by UNESCO to reconcile conservation and sustainable use. The ESRC was formed in 2011 and in 

a relatively short time established an impressive record. As of early 2016, ESRC researchers have: authored/

co-authored 245 peer reviewed contributions, made 330 research presentations, and trained 80 highly 

qualified personnel. Over 100 research grants are held by ESRC Faculty and the value of those grants is over 

$27,598,432. 

The ESRC Strategic Plan communicates our core principles and details how we will achieve our mission 

from 2018-2023. It is put forward amidst unprecedented environmental challenges, increasing emphasis 

on sustainability, and a shifting post-secondary landscape. Our strategy builds upon our past strengths and 

continued excellence drives our efforts in research, education, and engagement.
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The ESRC is a transformative and creative transdisciplinary 

community dedicated to research and education advancing 

environmental sustainability locally and globally. It was 

established in 2011 and in 2012 became one of five ‘flagship 

transdisciplinary hubs’ at Brock University.

The Centre provides a focal point for environmental sustainability 

research, education and engagement. The 25 Faculty (Core and 

Participating) and Librarians come from 16 units across Brock University. 

They are joined in the Centre by Adjunct Professors, Affiliate Members, Staff, 

Students and an Advisory Committee. All are united by common core values 

of collegiality, transdisciplinarity and sustainability.

Research at the ESRC addresses environmental 

sustainability. It builds upon past themes in the areas 

of water resources and climate change adaptation. 

Expanded capacity and expertise has led to greater 

depth in these areas as well as greater breadth in 

the ESRC’s research. This includes research on: 

Arctic and northern landscapes; corporate 

social responsibility; ecological economics; 

environmental communications; 

environmental education; environmental 

ergonomics; environmental psychology; 

geospatial technologies; health and 

wellbeing; sustainable agriculture; and 

sustainable rural communities. Philosophical 

and creative activities further extend our sphere of 

inquiry into post-humanism in the Anthropocene and 

poetry.

ESRC OVERVIEW
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Undergraduate and graduate academic programs are offered at Brock 

University by the ESRC. In 2017 the ESRC launched a Minor in Environmental 

Sustainability (ENSU). ENSU enables undergraduate students across the 

institution to study environmental sustainability and have it recognized in 

conjunction with their major degree program. The inaugural cohort of students entered the Sustainability 

Science and Society (Master of Sustainability) program in 2014. The program is built around common 

foundational courses and offers two learning paths – a major research paper and co-operative education 

experience (16 months) and a thesis (24 months). Graduate education at the Doctoral level is made possible 

through a collaborative arrangement with the University of the Sunshine Coast, Australia.

Research and education provides the basis for multi-faceted engagement by the ESRC.  We engage with 

other stakeholders at Brock through the University Sustainability Committee as well as Ad Hoc committees. 

The UNESCO Chair implements a mandate of engagement from local to global, building the capacity of 

communities and fostering essential connections. Endeavors of mutual interest have precipitated the ESRC 

entering into formal agreement with leading research institutes, government agencies, and organizations. Our 

communications plan mobilizes knowledge, and through a variety of mediums connects with target audiences 

(including research users, students, policy makers, scholars, and citizens).

The ESRC has been subject to extensive institutional analysis and reviews. Impending fiscal restraint 

prompted an Academic Program Review and Prioritization exercise in 2014 with the mandate to “examine 

how academic programs contribute to the University’s mission and support its academic Priorities”. 

The prioritization results place ESRC in category 1 (Excellent across all criteria and key performance 

indicators) – among 18% of all programs at the University and to be “… a 

nationally unique research centre of high quality”. 
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As one of five transdisciplinary hubs, the ESRC was subject to an extensive 

review process initiated by the Vice-President, Research.  This process 

involved the preparation of a self-study document, evaluation by multiple 

external reviewers, and scrutiny by a committee of Faculty drawn from across 

Brock University. 

While still awaiting the final outcomes from the review process, the evaluations by the external reviewers 

and the initial comments from the committee were very positive about the progress an use of the special 

opportunities afforded by transdisciplinary hub funding - “the work from this centre is impressive; the UNESCO 

Chair in Community Sustainability, the Tier II Canada Research Chair in Water Resilience and PDF program 

being prime examples impressed with the social media presence, very strategic. This group seems to have great 

potential”.

Most recently, the ESRC was required to undergo review for renewal by the Senate Research and Scholarship 

Policy Committee. The Committee found:

Upon reviewing the extensive documentation generated by the ESRC to 
fulfill extraordinary reporting requirements by the VPR [see Appendix], and 
after discussion with Dr. Ryan Plummer, the ESRC director, the committee 
agreed that the work undertaken by the centre is impressive both in volume 
and quality. The connections it has built both regionally and nationally 
are beneficial to the university and the ESRC fulfills in every measure 
the expectations of both a research centre and a transdisciplinary hub.

With conferral of a renewed mandate by Senate in 2017, the ESRC looks ahead to strategic goals and 

plans to 2023.



FIVE YEAR 
STRATEGIC PLAN
MISSION
The ESRC’s mission is to advance environmental sustainability locally and globally through excellence in 

research and education. Three complementary objectives guide the ESRC and the corresponding activities will 

be undertaken during the next five years.

Objective
To encourage research excellence in environmental 
sustainability by faculty, librarians and students.

EXTERNAL RESEARCH FUNDING REPORT

In recognition of the importance of external research funding in sustaining high level research at the Centre, we 

will initiate the following:

(i) a large team research grant application will be prepared around existing Centre research strengths (e.g. 

grape/wine, water). 

(ii) a database of Centre members willing to share their skills and experiences in grant writing with other 

members will be established and disseminated. Mentors will identify the specific assistance/expertise they 

can provide, including grantsmanship, survey design, general research design, data analysis, and budgeting. 

(This program complements existing grant writing services offered by Brock’s Office of Research Services).

RESEARCH CATALYST SEED FUNDING

An abbreviated version of the Research Catalyst Seed Funding will be offered again in Sept/Oct 2017. New 

Centre members or those transitioning from other disciplines will be particularly encouraged to apply for 

funding of research that will lead to successful tri-council or similar external funding

WATER DECADE SECRETARIAT

Brock, through the ESRC, is a partner in the Simon Fraser University-lead initiative that is in the process of 

forming a Canada-wide consortium of research institutions and organizations to jointly host the United 

Nations General Assembly secretariat for the International Decade for Action “Water for Sustainable 

Development.” The secretariat will allow for unique networking and funding opportunities for Centre  

members interested in water research.

from 2018

to conclude in 2018

2018 onwards
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 DIRECT SUPPORT OF CENTRE RESEARCH

The Centre has grown significantly since its formation, and now has a wide base of established researchers. 

Direct financial support of their research should assist with research output metrics, member retention and 

greater collaborative and interdisciplinary research. A recent survey of members highlighted the use of survey 

designs as part of research methodology at the Centre, and most respondents indicated that affordable access 

to participant cohorts for online surveys would enhance their research. Therefore, research credit will be 

purchased with IPSOS Observer (well respected international survey management/data collection company) 

from the Transdisciplinary Hub (TDH) budget to allow access for members to recruit participant cohorts for 

online surveys on a study-by-study basis. The level of funding should support 10-15 projects over the next 

several years. Studies that wish to access the research credit will be approved through the existing Centre 

Adjudication Committee using guidelines to be developed that incorporate principles of access equitability and 

research impact.

VISITING SCHOLARS PROGRAMME

We will continue to encourage excellent external scholars to visit the ESRC and engage with faculty and 

students. A focus of these visits will be on building excellence in research and extending our research capacity. 

This will be supported by a further TDH budget allocation for 2017/2018, after which we will be seeking other 

sources for sustaining the programme, including sponsorship opportunities and co-hosting with other research 

units.
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ongoing

ongoing

Objective
To enable enriching educational experiences in 
environmental sustainability.2

UNDERGRADUATE STUDIES: MINOR IN ENVIRONMENTAL 
SUSTAINABILITY (ENSU)

The Minor in Environmental Sustainability program provides students with an opportunity to study 

foundational concepts, fields of application and contemporary issues in this field of environmental 

sustainability. The ESRC offers both online and in-person undergraduate courses.

GRADUATE STUDIES: SUSTAINABILITY SCIENCE AND SOCIETY 
(SSAS; MASTER OF SUSTAINABILITY)

The Sustainability Science and Society graduate program aims to facilitate society’s transition towards 

sustainability. The program consists of two learning paths – Scheme A (MRP/Co-op) and Scheme B (Thesis).

ongoing



PURSUE ESRC PHD PROGRAM IN SUSTAINABILITY SCIENCE

High level research is supported by a PhD program, and may also assist as a recruiting tool for excellent SSAS 

candidates. The proposed program will be contingent on approval of new tenure-track faculty positions in the 

Centre and other necessary supports. A time-release stipend has been allocated from the TDH budget to assist 

with the PhD application process.

SUPPORT OF COLLABORATIVE PHD PROGRAM WITH UNIVERSITY 
OF SUNSHINE COAST

Access to this well-respected PhD program in sustainability for Centre members and SSAS students supports 

high level, international research, and may assist as a recruitment tool for excellent SSAS candidates. We 

will support a second PhD candidate through this collaborative program with the University of the Sunshine 

Coast by providing partial funding and Centre co-supervision. Ongoing support beyond this second candidate 

will be contingent on new funding opportunities and the outcome of the Centre’s own planned PhD program 

application.

ENVIRONMENTAL NEUROSCIENCE STREAM PROGRAM 
DEVELOPMENT

An Environmental Neuroscience program focuses on the bi-directional relationships among our biology, 

psychology, health, and the environment, and is a problem-oriented field. For example, understanding of the 

nervous system is key to understanding the effects of environmental toxins; understanding of psychological 

function is key to solving problems involving human- environment interactions. Environmental Neuroscience 

explores how environments can positively influence health. Graduates of an Environmental Neuroscience 

program will be well-prepared for applied research, policy-making, and basic research.

GEOMATICS DIPLOMA DEVELOPMENT

As indicated in the original research plan for the ESRC Transdisciplinary Hub, the ESRC will develop a new 

program in geomatics. The program focuses on the use of geomatics (a branch of science that deals with 

the collection, analysis, and interpretation of location-based data) to address contemporary environmental 

challenges. It includes the application of geospatial technologies (such as geographic information systems 

and remote sensing) to collect, analyse, and extract meaningful information from location-based data for 

decision-making purposes. Graduates of the geomatics program will better understand 

the application and use of geomatics in addressing environmental challenges from 

a transdisciplinary perspective. They will also be well-prepared for future applied 

environmental research using a geomatics approach.
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WEBSITE DEVELOPMENT AND MAINTENANCE

The new ESRC website launched in April 2017. The ENSU and SSAS pages were integrated into the new ESRC 

page to improve clarity externally about our programs and course offerings. The new WordPress platform 

allows for a much more modern and interactive web presence for the ESRC. External stakeholders are the main 

audience we aim to reach with the ESRC website.

SOCIAL MEDIA

Daily posts on the ESRC social media accounts to share information about research, programs, news, events, 

and more. Communications team will explore other social media platforms (such as Instagram and LinkedIn) to 

engage our audiences further.

CONTENT DEVELOPMENT

The ESRC communications team aims to provide opportunities for our members and students to share their 

research through different mediums, such as: news stories, videos, infographics, social media, and more. The 

ESRC communications team works to write content, film videos, create social media posts, and more, in order 

to support the ESRC membership with disseminating their research. See also “Develop a sustainability blog” 

below.

STRENGTHEN INTERNAL COMMUNICATIONS
The ESRC is developing an internal SharePoint site to share internal files and communications amongst the 

ESRC membership. 

DEVELOP A BROCK SUSTAINABILITY BLOG

The ESRC communications team will work towards developing a Brock sustainability blog. The blog will 

provide the Brock community and external stakeholders with a platform to post sustainability-related content 

(including ESRC research, news, funding opportunities, student and faculty photos, Brock and community 

events, videos, and much more).
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Objective
To engage in knowledge mobilization and foster 
knowledge impacts.3

January 2018 and onwards

ongoing



NEWSLETTERS

Regular electronic newsletters/mail outs will continue through the ESRC mailing list. The communications 

team is working with Brock’s Marketing and Communications Department to develop a new design template to 

allow for a more interactive and engaging email design.

STUDENT RECRUITMENT AND ENGAGEMENT

One of the main focuses for ESRC communications is to recruit students to the ENSU and SSAS programs. The 

ESRC website, social media accounts, and electronic mail outs are the main mediums we use for this activity. 

Traditional methods such as print advertising are also used when appropriate.

STRENGTHEN THE ESRC BRAND

Operating within the Brock branding standards, the communications team is working with an external 

communications consultant to develop a stronger brand for the ESRC. This will include the development of 

templates, infographics, and more.

WORKING PAPER SERIES

This electronic platform helps to disseminate members’ research to a wider audience and assists with Centre 

promotion. Only a limited number of papers have been submitted to date. An undertaking to produce a 

manuscript for our Working Paper Series will be a requirement for the next (last) round of Research Seed 

Funding.

HOST AND COLLABORATE ON EVENTS AND ACTIVITIES

The ESRC hosts regular events to showcase member and student research. We will continue to work on hosting 

these events. The ESRC also collaborates with others in activities that are closely aligned with our mission and 

objectives (e.g., Brock University Sustainability Committee, Brock-Lincoln Living 

Laboratory, RAMSAR Working Group, etc.).
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LOOKING 
FORWARD
In 2017, we started the process of physically relocating 
to Theal House, an 1837 heritage stone building on 
campus. As we embark on our next five year mandate 
we are committed, along with Facilities Management, 
to making Theal House a showcase of environmental 
sustainability at Brock. 

The ESRC is excited about the future and continuing to 
make important contributions to science, education, 
and society.  

Environmental Sustainability  

Research Centre

Theal House

1812 Sir Isaac Brock Way

St. Catharines, Ontario 

Canada L2S 3A1

905-688-5550 x5772

esrc@brocku.ca

@BrockUESRC

www.brocku.ca/esrc


