Sustainable
Business Travel

This guide will show you
1

What is the impact with business travel

2

What you can do to reduce business travel

3

Sustainable business travel

4

How to create a sustainable travel policy

2 | greenelement.co.uk

What is the impact with business travel?
A carbon footprint can be explained as “the total amount of greenhouse gases produced
to directly and indirectly support human activities, usually expressed in equivalent tonnes
of carbon dioxide.”
When calculating an organisation’s carbon footprint, business travel contributes a
significant amount to the final figure.
Studies have shown that ‘taking a long-haul flight generates more carbon emissions than
the average person in dozens of countries around the world produces in a whole year.’
Even short haul flights emit a considerable amount of green house gasses.
Consequently, taking flights a flight abroad can make a huge impact on your carbon
footprint. Although this may not come as a shock, it does present opportunities to
implement changes in order to achieve reductions.
For those who have set or are interested in setting Science Based Targets, it should be
noted that offsets do not count towards achieving these, only emission reductions.
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•

What can you do to reduce business travel?
Avoid travelling
The biggest impact will likely come from reducing the amount of travel that takes
place in all forms. For many, the hardest part will be balancing traditional ways of
doing business face-to-face with replacements through virtual conversations. Popular
software such as Zoom and Skype have become the norm, and when combined with
video conferencing systems can still provide personal connection that can be missing
without meeting. Lifesize’s Impact of Video Conferencing Report mention other benefits
including better productivity, innovation and work life balance.

•

Implement travel policy
Developing a travel policy for the organisation will mean setting guidelines around how
business travel can take place. This can be a huge drive for achieving reduction targets
by focusing on low carbon forms of travel such as train over air travel. An example
of something to include is a minimum distance or time requirements for flights to be
booked, for example destinations under 4 hours must be done by train.
Proper communication of this policy is usually key, focusing on the environmental
benefits of changing behaviours. Working with travel management providers can be
helpful, with many offering monthly carbon reporting, dashboards with statistics and live
information on the most environmentally friendly option at the time of booking.
See section 4 to find out more.
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Flight class
If air travel needs to take place, it may be useful to investigate the travel class that is being used.
When calculating the carbon footprint of flights using the 2019 UK Defra Carbon Factors for a long
haul flight, the emissions per passenger km for first class travel are 0.60kg CO2e, for business
class 0.43kg CO2e and for economy 0.15kg CO2e. This is calculated by the amount of space taken
up per seat on the plane.
This means a one-way flight from London Heathrow to New York JFK airport will have a carbon
footprint per person of 3684kg CO2e for first class, 2671kg CO2e for business class and 921kg
CO2e for economy class. For those undertaking several trips per year, a switch from business to

•

economy class will mean a reduction in comfort but also a significant amount less emissions.
Road travel
Organisations with a large amount of road travel have several options available to reduce fuel
consumption. Moving towards low emission fleet vehicles will reduce the carbon footprint per
km driven compared to an average diesel vehicle by 35% for hybrids and 90% for battery powered
electric. Organisations can apply for a free fleet analysis through the Energy Savings Trust,
providing advice on vehicle choice, improving driver behaviour and looking at alternatives for Grey
Fleet such as daily rental, pool cars, car clubs and public transport.
Another opportunity is booking taxis that have a fleet of low emission vehicles. There are also
amazing companies such as Pedal Me who provide a courier and taxi service in central London on
custom bikes.
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Sustainable business travel
The benefits to your business of travelling environmentally would be the following:
Save on cost - non-billable travel puts a strain on company finances. This money could
be spent elsewhere.
Reduce your carbon footprint - as mentioned above travel accounts for a huge amount
of greenhouse gas emissions.
Staff wellbeing - travel can hinder staff wellbeing. Spending time away from friends
and family can put a strain on people’s personal lives. As well as lack of routine and jet lag.

6 | greenelement.co.uk

1

How to create a sustainable travel policy
Evaluate business travel methods and frequent destinations
Create a list of frequent business travel destinations and identify what method of
transportation would be required to get to the location. Pay close attention to distance

2

between destinations and distance from the office.
Encourage teleconferences and non-travel meetings
Promote the use of video or teleconferences when possible in place of on-site meetings.
This will help to reduce travel costs and lower stress on employees by allowing them
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more time to focus on work, and less time on traveling.
Plan and coordinate out-of-office meeting locations
Sometimes, out-of-office meetings are unavoidable, but using the information gathered
about your business’s frequent meeting locations can help you identify the most efficient
travel method and route. If more than one meeting is scheduled for the day, attempt to
schedule them back to back and at the same location or a short distance away from each
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other.
Reduce the number of plane trips and encourage public transportation
Air travel is one of the more expensive ways to travel and one of the more damaging to
the environment, accounting for about 7% of worldwide carbon emissions. Cutting air
travel when not required will help to save money while simultaneously reducing strain on
the environment. On business trips that are within driving distance, encourage carpooling
if more than one employee is traveling. As an added incentive, rent a hybrid or lowemission vehicle for employees to use on the trip, rather than use their own vehicles. If
posible encourage the use of trains and buses, which result in three to seven times less
emissions. When air travel is unavoidable, minimizing the number of layovers will reduce
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travel time and carbon emissions.
Support Green Companies
A company can further reduce their negative environmental impacts by selecting
restaurants, hotels, and stores that utilise “green” practices when provided with the
option. For example, look for hotels that recycle and reuse towels and utilize car agencies
that offer hybrids. Usually a list of businesses that provide green services will be available
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on a community’s Chamber of Commerce or government website.
Communicate travel policy changes to staff
Amendments to travel policies should be properly communicated to staff in order for
the policies to be financially viable and successful. Outlining the policy changes in staff
meetings, through email blasts, and through individual training seminars (particularly
with those individuals who travel frequently) are all effective ways to communicate travel
policies to staff.
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Go further
To further utilize environmental travel policies, your business can:
Book travel through green conscious vendor - Use travel-planning agencies that are
green conscious. Expedia offers a green travel guide.
Encourage use of green travel products - Employees can use green toiletries and
clothes to reduce impact.
Sign up to Climate Perks - They provide a free travel policy for your company. The idea
is to encourage staff to fly less when they go on holiday. When staff travel by train instead
of airplane to reach their vacation destination, they are rewarded with an extra day off in
lieu (for the extra time taken on a train).
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Next steps
This guide was made to help you understand sustainable business travel. Now you can
take the information and apply it to your company. It can be used as a blueprint for what
you need to do, and help you get the results you want, fast.
We hope this was helpful for you. One of the biggest obstacles is a lack of clarity. Green
Element are here to help clear up any of that confusion and help you make positive changes
within your company.
Do you have a question about how we can help you become a more green, responsible and
sustainable business? Get in contact at info@greenelement.co.uk, or call us on 0207 096
0054 and plan your free consultation today.
We look forward to hearing from you, and hearing about what you are up to.
Thanks,
The Green Element Team
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