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The Maldives, a low-lying archipelago in the Indian Ocean, a tourism paradise 
destination country less than 1 metre in average altitude, has recently announced a goal of 
becoming "carbon neutral".  
 
VANOC is propounding a “carbon neutral” 2010 Winter Olympic Games. 
 
What do these and many other climate mitigation initiatives in travel and tourism have in 
common? They omit (as in the case of Maldives) or offer inadequate treatment for (as in 
the case of VANOC) the greenhouse gases (GHGs) generated by air transport.  
 
The David Suzuki Foundation has estimated that for the Winter Olympics the largest 
emissions source by far (69% of the total) is from air travel for athletes, officials, 
sponsors, the media, and spectators. To counter this, the Foundation recommends that 
VANOC purchase “high quality carbon offsets”, including those that meet the Gold 
Standard. But these would cover only the Canadian-originating travel, Canada has no 
quality assurance scheme for carbon offsets, and the offset programmes currently on offer 
are of limited and by no means of equal value.  
 
Globally, air transport is the primary contributor to travel and tourism GHG emissions1. 
Air transport accounts for an estimated 40 per cent of the travel and tourism contribution 
of CO2 (and about two-thirds of the total GHG impact, taking into account other GHGs). 
Air transport accounts for an estimated 60 per cent of the international travel and tourism 
contribution of CO2, and is overwhelmingly dominant for medium- and long-haul trips. 
 
Over the last four decades aircraft fuel efficiency - and consequently environmental 
performance - has improved 70 per cent. But since 1990, the Kyoto Protocol base year, 
air transport’s CO2 emissions have risen by 80 per cent. Despite ongoing improvements 
in technology, operations and infrastructure, driven by the raw economics of fuel prices, 
growth in air traffic is likely to continue to exceed improvements in the intensity of fuel 
consumption and GHG emissions for the foreseeable future. 
 
So, what is being done about this?  
 
International aviation emissions are currently excluded from the Kyoto Protocol targets. 
Instead, Article 2, paragraph 2 of the Protocol states that the responsibility for limiting or 
reducing GHG emissions from aviation shall fall to the Annex I Parties (industrialized 
countries) working through the International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO, a 

                                                 
1 Source: UNWTO-UNEP-WMO, Climate Change and Tourism: Responding to Global Challenges, June 
2008. These figures have been reconciled with the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
Special Report on Aviation and the Global Atmosphere in 1999 and Fourth Assessment Report in 2007. 

http://www.airtransporteconomics.ca/text/staff.htm


Specialized Agency of the UN headquartered in Montreal). The particular treatment of 
aviation in the Kyoto Protocol produces substantial constraints because there are 
significant barriers to applying a Kyoto Annex I/non-Annex I industrialized/other country 
type concept in relation to equality of treatment and certain other provisions in aviation’s 
Chicago Convention. Hence ICAO’s activities, if extensive, have so far produced limited 
results. 
 
The exclusion of Kyoto targets for aviation has enabled substantial public protest against 
air transport growth, particularly as international aviation is exempt from taxes on fuel or, 
generally, Value Added Tax.  
 
Recognizing that technological and operational advances will prove inadequate on their 
own, governments and airlines around the world are examining economic instruments 
such as taxes, charges and “cap and trade” emissions trading, operating restrictions and 
even rationing of air transport.  
 
The prospect of an increasing potentially duplicative and conflicting patchwork of taxes, 
duties and emissions trading is of considerable concern.  
 
Given the critical importance of air transport to tourism and its related contribution to 
GHG emissions, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) has been paying specific 
attention to and analysis of air transport aspects. With a view to contributing to the debate 
in preparation for the critical negotiations in Copenhagen in December 2009 for a 
successor to Kyoto, UNWTO has prepared a Discussion Paper which suggests a new 
global framework for the mitigation of GHG emissions from air transport which is 
expected to be made public in May2. 
. 
So what about Canada?  
 
The contribution of aviation (including both domestic and international) to Canada’s total 
CO2 emissions is somewhat over 2 per cent. This is about the same as the world average 
and seemingly an impressively low proportion given the geographic scope of this country 
and its role as a trading nation. Bear in mind, though, that Canada’s overall per capita 
CO2 emissions are relatively very high, even without the distortion generated by the oil 
sands. And, like the rest of the world, aviation emissions are growing in both absolute 
and relative terms. 
 
GHG emissions from air transport have tended to fall under the radar in Canada..….but 
not for much longer. Apart from public concern, Canadian passengers flying home from 
the United Kingdom already have to pay a swingeing Air Passenger Duty and flights by 
                                                 
2 An earlier UNWTO Discussion Paper on Tourism, Air Transport and Climate Change was issued in 
September 2007. That Paper, available via the UNWTO Climate and Tourism Information Exchange 
(http://www.unwto.org/climate/portal/login.php?error=0) , includes a great deal of background material, 
notably regarding climate change mitigation measures for air transport including technology  and 
operational practices, use of alternative modes of transport and communication, operating restrictions, 
levies, emissions trading and carbon offset. 
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Canadian airlines to and from Europe will be encompassed by the European Union’s 
Emissions Trading Scheme from 2012. 
 
Canada is also behind the eight ball on research and policy regarding GHGs from air 
transport. Following is a checklist of some work that would help catch up: 
 

 Comparative assessment of GHGs  by mode of transport and between passenger 
and freight operations (the use of diesel-electric powered trains for passengers, 
interspersed with operations for freight, on single track lines, probably results in 
more GHGs per capita than flying….sorry, Elizabeth May!)  

 Establishment of baselines and both absolute and efficiency-based performance 
metrics regarding GHG emissions from tourism and its primary components 
(transport, by mode; accommodation by type; activity, by type; etc)  

 Study of comparative “door to door” passenger transportation emissions by 
mode(s) (including to/from airport, station, ferry, etc) 

 Study of comparative “dust to dust” transportation emissions by mode (including 
manufacture/decommissioning, infrastructure, etc) 

 Impact assessment of market-based GHG mitigation options (especially carbon 
tax and “cap and trade”) by mode of transport 

 Application of “recycled” carbon tax and/or cap and trade to air transport 
 Promotion of consumer awareness of GHG contributions and options for travel 
 Establishment of a quality assurance scheme for carbon offsets (cf the one just 

introduced in the UK) 
 Encouragement of application of quality assured carbon offsets, but only as a 

travel fallback option. 
 
Any takers for any of this?! 
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