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Building A Foundation:  
Understanding Key Greenhouse Gas Accounting Concepts 

 
So you want to begin to work toward reducing your carbon footprint. How do you know what to measure 
on campus and what not to measure? How do you differentiate between emissions the institution is 
responsible for versus those that are the responsibility of the individuals that make up that institution? 
These questions are not always easy to answer but they must be addressed in order to start setting carbon 
reduction goals, collecting data or formulating plans.  Indeed, one of the major sticking points in 
evaluating claims of “carbon neutrality” is the question of how boundaries are drawn, which emissions 
are “neutralized,” and what energy sources count as “carbon neutral.” 
 
Over the past decade, the World Business Council for Sustainable Development and the World Resource 
Institute (WBCSD/WRI) jointly established a set of accounting standards5 to begin to address these 
questions and guide entities in their emissions-reporting. These standards provide concepts and systems to 
ensure transparency, accuracy and standardization for carbon management.  They are primarily found in 
the GHG Protocol’s “Corporate Accounting and Reporting Standard” and Project Protocol, available at 
the GHG Protocol website (www.ghgprotocol.org).  These protocols, created and maintained through 
multi-stakeholder input and dialogue, are the foundations upon which most national and international 
reporting standards rest. 
 
One of the most important topics for which these documents provide guidance is that of setting 
boundaries to guide your carbon management process, from your inventory to your climate action plan to 
implementation and institutionalization.  There are three types of boundaries to consider: organizational, 
operational and temporal. 

 
Organizational Boundaries 
Organizational boundaries are generally the highest-level, most straightforward boundaries 
drawn.  Organizational boundaries tell you where you are measuring and reporting carbon 
emissions – for one department or school, or the entire campus?  For one state university campus, 
or the entire university system?  What facilities or property will be included in your analysis? 
 
The GHG Protocol suggests choosing one of two approaches to setting organizational boundaries: 
the control approach, or equity share approach.  The control approach suggests you measure 
emissions for any operations over which you have practical control; whether at facilities that are 
owned or leased.  The equity share approach suggests you measure emissions from facilities 
where you have some degree of ownership.  The basic guidance is to choose and then consistently 
apply the approach that is going to be the most comprehensive.  For example, Clean Air-Cool 
Planet operates out of four different offices across the Northeast; these offices are essentially 
leased suites of rooms that occupy a portion of larger office space. In order to create a 
comprehensive inventory, it makes the most sense for CA-CP to apply a control-based rather than 
ownership (equity share)-based boundaries.  On the other hand, many colleges and universities 
own real estate associated with college operations but not under the direct control of the 
institution—such as student or faculty housing.  When faced with the question of whether to 
include these facilities -- owned by the college but managed by the tenants --  into its inventory, 
the college must decide whether it will get a more comprehensive picture of its climate impact by 
applying organizational boundaries based on the control approach, or equity share approach, 
consistently across the institution. 
 

                                                      
5 WBCSD/WRI, http://www.wbcsd.org/web/publications/ghg-protocol.pdf 


