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Environmental Internship

Internship Report

This summer I worked as the environmental intern at the Westin Savannah Harbor Resort in Savannah, Georgia. While my direct supervisor was the director of Human Resources, I worked with people form all departments of the resort. The two main projects during my internship were Audubon Cooperative Sanctuary Certification (ACSP) for the golf course, and an environmental certification for the hotel. While we originally planned to achieve Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design (LEED) certification, we were unable to meet certain Energy Star certification requirements, and decided to apply for Green Seal certification instead.

While ACSP and LEED certification were my main projects, I also worked on our corporate sustainability initiatives, which ranged from organic food purchasing to recycling electronic equipment. I worked with engineering, housekeeping, food and beverage, and operations in order to ensure that we are meeting all of the corporate driven sustainability initiatives by the end of the year.

The first week of my internship was spent researching local recycling companies as well as environmental certification programs for hotels. I visited the Westin hotel in Hilton Head, SC in order to learn about their new recycling program. The recycling coordinator for the Hilton Head Westin recommended that we start by shredding and recycling confidential documents, so I arranged a meeting with a shredding company by the end of my first week. I also spent time during my first week familiarizing myself with Starwood’s corporate sustainability initiatives such as green printing and a sustainable banquets menu. 

During my second week I met with the hotels executive council in order to outline my goals for the summer. I also continued to meet with waste haulers regarding a recycling program. We decided to use Waste Management for recycling because we already use them to haul our trash. I also met with the head of purchasing regarding the purchase of recycled products such as office paper. Later in the week I took a tour of the golf course, and continued to research LEED and ACSP certification projects.

I spent my third week looking into some larger, long-term projects such as renewable energy production and a green roof. I conducted a site visit with a solar company form Atlanta, and contacted a green roof company that makes and installs pre-fabricated green roof blocks. One of my coworkers told me about a local company that takes kitchen grease and makes bio-diesel, so I contacted them and asked them to begin picking up our waste kitchen grease. I also contacted a local food bank to arrange food donations when we have leftovers from banquets or other big events. I made a PowerPoint to present to the executive council, which included a project list ranging from low hanging fruit like recycling, to high hanging fruit like installing solar panels. I also contacted other green hotels in the Starwood family such as the Westin Times Square and the Westin Peachtree in Atlanta. At both hotels, I was able to talk to associates who were enthusiastic about green hotel programs, and were able to give me valuable advice for making changes at my property.

During my fourth week I began interviewing firms that could help us with our LEED certification. I was in touch with four firms raging from architects to sustainability consultants. Unfortunately all of their proposals were too high for our budget, so we decided to leave the firms behind and move forward on our own. I continued to move forward with LEED research, and began pricing out recycling bins, which are a vital part of any green program. I also spent my fourth week working with the golf course superintendent to fill out the ACSP certification handbook. This was Audubon’s way of evaluating the environmental performance of our course. To help fill out the handbook, I met with the head developer of the island, who gave me lots of historical information. I learned about how the island made up of two natural islands that were connected by dredge spoil, and also learned about historical land use on the island. 

My fifth and sixth weeks included more LEED research and recycling planning, as well as a few new projects. I took a trip with our Chef to a local organic farm to see about purchasing local organic produce. I also finished forming the hotel’s Green Council, and we had our first meeting. I worked with our IT director to write a green printing policy, and spoke with out corporate sustainability office about what projects we were working on at the hotel. I also produced a chart to keep track of ACSP related projects, so that we could easily see our progress and tasks that we still need to complete. 

I spent my final two weeks continuing to develop recycling procedure. I met with our director of operations in order to talk about the logistics of having guest room recycling, and got the go-ahead to start back of the house recycling as soon as Waste Management provides us with a bin. I gave a final presentation to our General Manager and Executive Committee, and was given the go ahead to continue with Green Seal certification instead of LEED certification. 

Working in the hospitality industry was very different from learning about environmental studies in academia. It was my first time working in a situation where environmental issues were not the main focus of my work. While customer service was the number one goal of our business, my goal was to balance customer service and environmental responsibility. These days, a sustainable business is one that will meet it’s own goals while minimizing its harmful effects on the environment. I looked at the property as a system, and analyzed all of the inputs and outputs into the system. By inputs I mean what we purchased, and by outputs I mean what we wasted and what we sold. I tried to analyze each department’s activities to come up with green initiatives to list by department.

One of the more challenging aspects of my internship was learning how to deal with corporate limitations and branding issues. Since Westin hotels are part of the Starwood family, everyone has to follow certain regulations that direct everything from the font you use to write an email to the type of toilet paper that you can by. Corporate procurement, therefore, pretty much dictated what we were allowed to by. In some cases (for example, office paper) there was an environmentally friendly or recycled alternative available through corporate procurement. In other cases (for example recycled straws available through a 3rd party) an environmentally friendly alternative would not be able to be purchased until it was available through corporate. The good news is that the corporate sustainability office works with all Starwood departments to ensure that appropriate environmentally sensitive products and services are made available for the properties. For example all of the properties use an Integrated Pest Management program and have recycled paper products available for use.

Although my internship is over, I was invited to stay on as an independent contractor to finish Audubon and Green Seal certification projects. I am excited to have the opportunity to follow through with my work. In a world where people don’t always call you back the next day, or even the next week, it can be hard to accomplish many large projects on a short time frame. That was the case in securing our large recycling container, which was delayed due to getting a new account manager and lack of communication between the old and new manager. My position was really one that could be sustained by hiring a part time employee or consultant, which the hotel has been talking about doing.

This internship was my first experience working in the private sector. Last summer I worked for a non-profit, so it was interesting working for a private company (especially one with such high expectations of customer service). While I think that placement of sustainability professionals is important in the private sector, I think that it can be done best in large corporations through an upper level sustainability office. In order to make sweeping environmental changes, it would be more efficient to make changes for all Starwood properties rather than just one hotel. While my environmental policy background will likely not lead me to the hospitality industry, I greatly enjoyed working at the Westin this summer. I will use my experience to make future decisions about focusing my career on jobs in the private sector.  

