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Eastern Mennonite University interim President Lee Snyder speaks Thursday during a launch event in University Commons 

for the Center for Sustainable Climate Solutions. 

 

 

HARRISONBURG — Over the past two decades, Eastern Mennonite University alumnus 

Ray Martin has learned more about how the use of fossil fuels affects the environment. 



The more he’s learned, the more concerned he’s become about the direction the world 

is headed. 

Almost all scientists agree greenhouse gas emissions caused by the burning of fossil 

fuels are contributing to climate change. 

“I was just reading these articles and getting increasingly concerned,” said Martin, who 

attended EMU in 1959 and 1960. “It became more and more obvious that we had to 

change course or we would be in trouble.” 

Nineteen months ago, the concern took a personal turn when the McLean resident’s 

grandson, Troy Ozaltin, was born. 

“I feel as though I owe it to him to leave our planet in good shape,” said Martin, 76, a 

retiree who used to work as a public health professional for the U.S. Agency for 

International Development. 

Shared Passions 

In early April, Martin approached EMU with a $1 million gift that he hopes will have a 

significant impact on the Earth’s future. 

The donation is funding the university’s new Center for Sustainable Climate Solutions, 

which launched Thursday with a reception and will focus on climate change. 
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Founding donor Ray Martin (right) speaks with Tim Jost of Harrisonburg before a launch event and reception for 

the new center. 

“When a generous donor with a passion for addressing an important problem is able to 

link hands with an institution that shares his or her passion, good things can happen,” 

EMU Provost Fred Kniss said at the center’s launch celebration, “because knowledge, 

experience, expertise and resources come together.” 

Kniss added that Martin’s idea aligned with the university’s goal to be more sustainable. 

“We have donors that come with money and if it’s not a good fit for our mission, then 

we’ll say, ‘No thanks. That’s not what we’re about,’” Kniss said. “This time, there was no 

question.” 

In its goal to become more sustainable, Kniss said, the university uses energy-efficient 

heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems. 



It also built several LEED-certified buildings and has a solar power system. LEED, which 

stands for Leadership in Energy & Environmental Design, is a program overseen by the 

U.S. Green Building Council that lays out a framework for building efficiency. 

The university’s most recent five-year quality enhancement plan also focused on 

sustainability, Kniss said. 

A seven-member advisory board helped Martin develop the proposal that turned into 

the center. 

A Lot To Do 

On Thursday, Kniss said, the responsibility of the center transferred from the advisory 

board to a an oversight board made up of two representatives from each of the 

founding partners: EMU, Mennonite Central Committee and Goshen College in Indiana, 

where Martin graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 1966. 

Employees from the three organizations will connect with other groups worldwide, 

communicate their findings to others and introduce solutions to help communities and 

organizations reduce their “carbon footprint,” Kniss said. 

The center will be led by four EMU officials: Jenni Holsinger, an associate professor of 

sociology, Jonathan Lantz-Trissel, director of sustainability, Scott Barge, the 

university’s director of institutional research and effectiveness, and Jack Rutt, EMU’s 

special projects coordinator. 

During the next year, Kniss added, the center’s leaders will develop an advisory board 

made up of “external experts,” and the oversight board will choose a permanent 

director, who will begin leading the center in fall 2017. 

“So, we have an exciting year coming up,” Kniss said. “We have a lot of work to do.” 
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