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Oslo Sustainability Centre (OSC)  

 

Goal 
OSC shall be the interdisciplinary focal point for sustainability related activities at UiO 
that/and 1) coordinates interdisciplinary research, 2) coordinates interdisciplinary teaching 
and continuing education, and 3) is a "hub" for promoting research-based knowledge into 
society. 

 

Background 
The world is facing unprecedented environmental and societal challenges in modern 
history. No task is more important than dealing with these issues. The UN Sustainable 
Development Goals shall be a premise for further societal development, and the universities 
have a special responsibility to contribute to this, both because half of the youth cohorts are 
now at university and "lifelong learning" is becoming increasingly important. The SDGs only 
apply until 2030 and must therefore be regarded as a starting point for a long-term 
plan. Also worth noticing is the purpose of the recently adopted UoH Act (§ 1-1 The purpose 
of this Act is to make provisions for universities and university colleges to... d) contribute to 
an environmentally, socially and economically sustainable development). 

Sustainable development must be built on up-to-date knowledge of the planetary 
boundaries. This means, among other things, that holistic assessments must be made based 
on nature's premises and societal consequences. The overarching goal is to secure the 
livelihoods of humanity and other species, now and for the future, within the planetary 
boundaries. 

Oslo Sustainability Centre's focus must at all times be on the most important global 
challenges to ensure a sustainable future. Common challenges include, amongst others, 
climate change, loss of nature, health and increasing inequality. 

 

Why? 
A survey carried out by the working group for UiO's comprehensive climate and 
environmental strategy, identifies several good environmental and climate related research 
and education activities at UiO. Unfortunately, the activities are perceived as fragmented, 
random and uncoordinated, and many report internal organizational challenges related to 
collaboration across the faculties and departments at UiO. These barriers prevent increased 
collaboration and innovation, especially related to teaching. 

With a new initiative that pulls in the same direction and coordinates existing initiatives, as 
well as developing new ones across these, UiO facilitates more collaboration related to 
teaching, research as well as dissemination. As stated in UiO's comprehensive climate and 
environmental strategy: «Our efforts are therefore entirely dependent on us succeeding in 
facilitating interdisciplinarity and establishing robust, cross-cutting structures in the 
organisation that allow us room for pioneering research, creative dialogue and innovative 
solutions.» 
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Where? 
When the Life Sciences building is completed and different environments move in, large 
areas at Nedre Blindern will be available. This gives UiO a unique opportunity to create an 
interdisciplinary co-located center. 

 

When? 
There is no need to wait, both the planning and a start-up of a virtual center can be 
established before the areas at Nedre Blindern are available. OSC should be a "multi-stage 
rocket." 

Step 1: Establish a virtual center. Such a center might contribute to solving the challenges 
identified in the mapping made in connection with the climate and environmental strategy, 
such as the lack of coordination and visibility of both studies and research. Meanwhile, we 
have to work systematically to reduce organizational, structural and economic barriers that 
reinforce disciplinary silos and hinder collaboration across the organization.  

Step 2: Physical co-location at Nedre Blindern for research and teaching environments that 
can and will, including areas available for time limited collaborative projects. 

 

Who? 
Such a center should largely be based on existing research and teaching, but still constitute 
more than the sum of the individual components of multidisciplinary facilities and enhanced 
public relations. Units that are to be included in the center must of course want it 
themselves, and participation must provide mutual added value. 

The center must be dynamic, following the model of CAS (Centre for Advanced Studies), but 
with a longer time horizon for collaborative projects in research, teaching and public 

relations. A more detailed organization must be explored, but the center may include both 
some of UiO's existing initiatives and other interdisciplinary departments or centers. The 
figure below illustrates how different types of units can be included. Areas must be 
allocated to researchers from different parts of UiO who can spend part of their time there, 
related to project-organized research activities and/or teaching. In principle, all of the 
university's faculties can and should be involved, but not necessarily at the same time. Some 
communities may move here in their entirety, others may have groupings here, but with a 
base at the home department. As earlier mentioned, it is natural to draw inspiration from 
CAS, but residencies at this center will typically have a duration of more than a 
year. Specifically, OSC can include everything from large interdisciplinary units (such as 
SUM), strategic initiatives (such as UiO:Energi), intrafaculty initiatives (such as CBA), large 
projects (such as SFFs and SFOs), research groups and individual researchers who wish to 
collaborate. 
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How? 
As mentioned, the center must largely build on what already exists at UiO, and will 
therefore not require great resources to get started. However, some administration and 
dissemination resources will be needed to align the organization and highlight the center's 
activities. It should also be planned for associated scientific positions in a more long-term 
organizational strategy, to ensure that the OSC becomes more than a loose network. 

It is important that interdisciplinary cooperation does not become too sporadic. Tools to 
prevent this will be various collaborative projects covering two or more different research 
groups, including larger NFR-funded activities and management of EU projects. Other 
examples include book projects, teaching cooperation, various student activities and events. 

With a coordinated focus, UiO will be able to act as a driver of change at the global, regional 
and local level. The center will both be able to interact with and contribute to the 
development of Norway's first innovation district, Oslo Science City, where UiO is a key 
partner. Climate, Energy and the Environment is one of four focus areas, and there are 
ambitious plans for sustainable urban development of the area. Oslo Science City represents 
a unique opportunity for cooperation with both the public sector, with research institutes 
and with business. 

The OSC must find its own way, for example, we can choose to make it our unique strength 
that we take a holistic and interdisciplinary sustainability focus. Nevertheless, it will be very 
useful to look at experiences from other similar centers such as the Stockholm Resilience 
Centre (SRC), Gothenburg's centrum för hållbar utveckling (GMV), the Helsinki Institute for 
Sustainability Science (HELSUS) and the Potsdam Institute. 

 


