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Climate and Air Travel Issue


Climate and Air Travel: Who Turns The Tide?

If not you, then who? If not now, then when?
[paraphrasing Rabbi Hillel]
Those who study responses to emergency warnings have noticed a number of things.  On hearing an alarm, people do not simply jump to take the ‘appropriate action’.  There may be all sorts of reasons to discount, ignore or disbelieve it.   Typically we look to see if the threat is imminent, then, does it apply to us?  [1]   Then we look to see what everyone else is doing.  [2] At this point we’re likely to follow suit.  From these basic human instincts flows the stuff of countless disasters and of successful escapes.

Right now there are plenty of warnings about the imminence and applicability of climate change.  Many come from climate scientists, echoed by politicians:  unfortunately while the climate science is sophisticated, the delivery of the warning is often naive.  Some may forgive the scientists for this but environmental groups themselves have no such excuse.  To their credit, many are making strenuous efforts to improve their communications but in one inescapable respect, their actions speak louder than their words.

From popping rivets on the wings of aircraft, to spaceship earths, deckchairs on the Titanic, canaries in the coalmine, and a wide choice of vehicles hurtling towards cliffs or the Niagara Falls, environmental groups have got used to inhabiting a rich universe of moral metaphors designed to sound an alarm that applies to us all.    But as they so often point out to corporates or governments, it’s deeds that speak louder than words.  As social leaders of change, NGOs in particular need to show that change is possible.  They are no longer the only ones shouting that the world have only a decade or so to ‘act on climate change’ but when the ‘public’ comes out to see who is responding to the emergency call,  if the NGOs are not there, changing behaviour, then it seems highly unlikely that anyone else will be.  All us frogs will go back indoors, and get back into our gradually warming ponds.

When it comes to climate change, aviation and our flying habits are at the leading-edge of the “Party’s over” issue.   Until something significant and noticeable is done about flying, all the metaphorical alarums and exhortations in the world are as nothing compared to the overwhelming sense that it's still really business as usual.   So on this iconic topic, where are the environment groups?  

Twenty leading environmental organisations have responded to the survey now posted at www.campaignstrategy.org.  My thanks go to them – they could have ignored my request (a couple did, probably by accident).  I asked: 

1. Do they have a carbon accounting system (tracking their own greenhouse gas emissions)? If so do you publish the results?

2. What's their policy on air travel (given the impact on climate) and do they have any targets in this respect?

3. Have they found ways to do business while reducing air travel, and if so with what results? (‘if you'd like to share any successes for others to maybe learn from, please do’)

All those who responded are doing something, some (NRDC is a good example), an impressive amount.   Some have embarked on internal campaigns – such as Oxfam’s ‘Green Skies’ project – because of their own alarm over their own use of air travel.  Only a very few claim to have actually reduced emissions arising from air travel – Greenpeace International reports that its wide use of webcams and videoconferencing has reduced business travel – and the majority are still in the arena of ‘guidelines’ and policies which emphasise the importance of avoiding air travel in favour of other travel or not travelling but without actually setting hard objectives, targets and timetables.  Any campaigner knows that such admonishments tend to produce awareness but little real change.

Overall it’s hard to avoid the impression that the groups campaigning on climate change are going to have to do much better than this.  The issue is not ‘is this difficult?’ – it obviously is – or even ‘are we doing something?’ – they are.  It’s ‘are we leaders?’ and ‘are we showing others – governments, businesses, individuals, what needs to be done, and how to do it?’

Read through the summary and the full responses and you’ll see a lot of good work. At least ten groups already run a carbon accounting system of one type or another and some seem to make a lot of use of teleconferencing, video-conferencing or have (like WWF) even restructured in order to reduce the need for meetings.   NRDC and WRI both use established externally validated protocols for their carbon accounting – the sort of thing environmentalists demand of others.   There’s scope for sharing expertise: WWF’s ‘webinars’ system for example, while WRI has produced publications on how NGO and the service sectors can develop CO2 inventories and reduce emissions.  

Some of the development and aid groups, relatively new to ‘environmental issues’, seem to be the most vigorous: Christian Aid aims for a 3% annual cut in emissions, and its ‘STEREO’ hierarchy is worth a look.   Friends of the Earth has a policy that staff must not use air travel if they can go by land based public transport within eight hours of their workplace.   WWF and RSPB are using travel budgets as a way to reduce it travel.  RSPB cunningly forces project budgets to cover air and car travel while paying for rail fares centrally.  WWF has cut travel budgets 10% in FY 2007 and will do the same each year for five years.  Some groups place a heavy emphasis on off-setting.  On one hand this may be doing everything that can be done, on the other, it can be the ‘easy option’ and forest offsets in particular, may turn out to be unreliable.  A few mainly national groups report that they have more or less eliminated flying (eg BUND from Germany and SNF from Sweden)

This survey is only a snapshot, and the fullness or paucity of the responses may not reflect what organisations are really doing.   Encouragingly, a lot of organisations say they will be publishing their policies and results.  Several groups intended to respond but didn’t get round to it.  I’ll publish their responses if they send them in.  

Taken as a whole though, the sector needs to adopt more targets and timetables, and to send a much stronger signal if it is to show that it really is necessary and possible to crack down on air travel.   The David Suzuki Foundation says it now tries to ask for materials rather than attending conferences where flying is necessary.   Perhaps the obvious place to make a start in sending the signal that this is no longer business as usual, would be to cut NGO flights (and that probably means physical attendance) to international conferences  by, say, 80%.  At the Climate Convention for example.

I don’t know what businesses are doing in this respect.  Perhaps some are ahead? [3] There’s certainly a major business opportunity here, and some considerably improved technologies – eye contact video for instance, used by the Dutch military and various multi-nationals – see http://www.exovision.nl.  

The groups responding to this survey are all large, well-established organisations.  They have well known brands and a lot of supporters who look to them for a lead.  Few of them are yet running significant campaigns about air travel. Some smaller groups are – see for instance:

http://www.greenskies.org
www.chooseclimate.org
www.flightpledge.org.uk
www.airportpledge.org.uk
www.planestupid.com
www.airportwatch.org.uk (umbrella group)

www.ryanairpollution.com (airport watch)
http://www.virginclimate.com (FoE)

and for reducers, the Rough Guide To Climate Change http://travel.independent.co.uk/news_and_advice/article1737893.ece and www.climatecare.org (offsets) 
So far though, the campaigns to cut air travel are miniscule.  

For groups working on climate change this is more important than an issue of good housekeeping.  If air travel still looks as if it’s part of business as usual for NGOs working on climate, they are vulnerable to the accusation that it’s a case of “do what we say, not do what we do”.  

For the rest of us this is more important still.  We need these groups to be leaders. If ‘modern industrial’ society is to rapidly wean itself off fossil fuels it has to end the party of living like there’s no worry about tomorrow – which means tackling the hard targets - as well as going for the low-hanging fruit, the win-wins of energy efficiency and the like.  If campaigners are to effectively oppose airport expansion or win effective taxes on flying in the name of curbing climate change, their efforts will likely fail if politicians see no evidence that businesses can make significant reductions in air travel. If groups campaigning to save climate cannot show they can reverse the tide despite cheap flights, then who can?

Lastly, if such organisations are not seen to lead, they may find that other leaders do emerge, which could affect their credibility and positioning.  As has been noted in previous editions of this newsletter, there are growing anecdotal reports of classic ‘pioneer’ action by individuals who have taken it upon themselves to stop or limit flying because of climate change.  As personal carbon accounting ideas spread, in whatever form, this can only increase. For such action to reach beyond the self-starting few, people will need partners, to see that ‘brands’ they know and trust are also acting.  If this is to be done on the 10 – 15 year timescale that climate science shows is necessary, some dramatic change is needed in very short order.
 [1] Dennis S. Mileti and Lori Peek, The social psychology of public response to warnings of a nuclear power plant accident, Journal of Hazardous Materials, 75 (2000) 181–194; www.elsevier.nl/locate/jhazmat 

[2] James Surowiecki, The Wisdom of Crowds, 2005 pub Abacus

[3] for example Pearson www.pearson.com/index.cfm?pageid=163 but not yet Hewlett-Packard http://www.hp.com/hpinfo/globalcitizenship/gcreport/operations/climate.html 
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