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Tourism and climate change

The debate is over. Climate change is real and 
will have negative consequences on all forms 
of life. Tourism will be threatened long before 
the majority of people experience these impacts 
personally.

Tourism is a major economic engine – one 
which generates vast amounts of carbon dioxide 
emissions, a greenhouse gas that contributes to 
climate change. Air travel alone contributes 4-
9% to all human-caused greenhouse gases, with 

tourism accounting 
for about half of 
these emissions. The 
projected growth of the 
tourism industry will 
only exacerbate the 
problem.

Consumers are changing 
their values and re-thinking their travel patterns 
with some intending to reduce travel; others 
selecting suppliers based on environmental 
practice.

It’s a matter of responsibility. Failure to respond 
creatively and courageously jeopardizes the 
future of tourism itself and undermines the 
sustainability of the broader community.

Now is the time to show that tourism suppliers 
really do care and are willing to be part of the 
solution.

The Icarus Project

The Icarus Project is a not-for-profit 
environmental, policy, research and education 
organization focused on sustaining a vibrant 
tourism industry. The Icarus Project provides 
practical information, programs and research that 
encourage and enable businesses and visitors 
to minimize the greenhouse gases generated by 
tourism activity.

Our mission

To help position and deliver Canada as a carbon 
neutral tourism destination – one which is 
vibrant and prosperous, but does not cost us the 
Earth.

A carbon neutral destination aims to reduce the 
greenhouse gas emissions associated with its 

activity as far as possible and offset the remaining 
emissions.

Becoming carbon neutral is part of the process 
towards being carbon positive. A carbon positive 
destination will be fully engaged in driving the 
growth of the low-carbon economy, and will 
shape its own business models, products and 
services towards minimizing greenhouse gas 
emissions.

Towards this goal, The Icarus Project will focus 
on activities that:

• Help tourism service suppliers reduce their 
greenhouse gas emissions and fossil fuel 
dependency by increasing efficiencies and 
adopting renewable energy alternatives;

• Encourage and enable excess greenhouse 
gas emissions to 
be captured and 
stored;

• Offset greenhouse 
gas emissions 
through 
innovative 
investments in 
environmentally friendly programs;

• Communicate positive stories to consumers 
that demonstrate how much the industry 
cares.

• Engage hosts and guests in programs that 
promote Canada as a responsible tourism 
destination.

Our targets

Our targets for measuring success are to:

• Reduce the industry’s total greenhouse gases 
to 2000 levels by 20�5

• Have 80% of tourism suppliers actively 
participate in programs that demonstrably 
reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 20�5

• Have 80% of visitors offset their greenhouse 
gas emissions by 20�5.
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Activities

Information

We focus on providing easy access to highly 
relevant information about technology, case 
studies, trends and policies related to carbon 
neutral tourism practices. We are working on 
several information resources, including:

• Collection of positive stories of enterprises 
that are leading by example

• Workshops, seminars and speaker events

• Resource materials

• An information web portal aimed 
specifically at the Canadian tourism supply 
chain.

Programs

We are drawing up a list of programs that are 
practical and feasible. Some will require funding 
assistance from sponsors and government. They 
include:

• Providing members of the entire tourism 
supply chain (airlines, hotels, restaurants, 
tour companies) with flexible and robust 
tools to measure and reduce greenhouse 
gases.

• Contributing to a carbon neutral Olympic 
event by ensuring that every athlete, coach, 
support personnel and spectator at Canada’s 
Winter Olympics travels and stays in Canada 
without adding to greenhouse gas emissions.

Every attempt will be made to integrate and apply 
initiatives already in existence and ensure their 
relevance to travel and hospitality suppliers.

Research

Initial research projects include:

• Conducting a comprehensive assessment of 
tourism’s greenhouse gas emissions for each 
province in Canada.

• Preparing a foundation report on the impact 
of climate change on Canada’s tourism 
industry.

• Developing and evaluating a carbon neutral 
scenario for the tourism industry in 2050.

Rationale

Tourism affects climate change through its 
dependency on fossil fuels for transportation, 
heating and facility operations. Virtually all 
tourism businesses will be affected by climate 
change to varying degrees over the foreseeable 
future. Many destinations, particularly those 
dependent on reliable precipitation, may see 
their viability erode rapidly. All sectors of the 
tourism industry will likely experience increased 
scrutiny and will be required to demonstrate 
responsibility.

There are a number of reasons why Canada’s 
tourism industry, as a whole, needs to join 
together behind a clear and responsible approach 
to addressing climate change.

Tourism wants growth – can it minimize 
the cost?

As tourism continues to grow, it is inevitable that 
tourism leaders will be questioned as to what 
plans exist to offset greenhouse gas emissions 
associated with that growth and to describe the 
steps being taken to minimize the environmental 
impact of tourism-related activities overall. 
Without an understanding of the contribution by 
tourism, our leadership is at political risk and any 
reputation for professionalism could be tarnished 
with negative downstream effects on funding 
support.

Avoiding a Consumer Backlash

Consumer values are shifting very rapidly. 
In Canada’s primary markets – Canada, US 
and Europe – public concern regarding the 
negative impacts of climate change has moved 
to top position and the environmental record of 
companies and places is influencing destination 
choice. The rapid and extensive rise of blogging, 
podcasting, peer-to-peer communication, online 
community and other forms of user-generated 
content on the Internet provide powerful tools 
for existing and new forms of activism that could 
hurt a destination’s image.

Market Opportunity

Between 35 and 45% of the North American 
consumer market are now making consumer 
choices based on values and concerns about 
environment, health and positive lifestyles. This 
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market, which is proportionately as large if not 
larger in Canada and Europe than in the US, 
corresponds with the high yield market identified 
as preferred by Canada’s tourism marketers. 
This market is also willing to spend premium 
rates if convinced that suppliers are genuinely 
taking care of the environment and contributing 
to social, economic and environmental 
sustainability. Canada’s ability to attract these 
visitors will depend on its ability to convince this 
market segment that we can deliver on our brand 
promise.

Super, Natural Integrity?

Destinations that 
promote their 
pristine natural 
environments 
will come under 
heightened scrutiny. 
British Columbia, 
for example, 
promotes itself 

as ‘Super, Natural’ and Vancouver’s strapline 
is ‘Spectacular By Nature’ but the province’s 
environmental record is mixed. Any practices 
perceived as negative, inside and outside tourism, 
could attract attention and causes the overall 
record of the industry to be questioned.

Leading By Example

The negative environmental affects of greatest 
relevance to tourism include reduced or highly 
variable snowfall; extreme weather events; habitat 
destruction due to changing ecosystems; drought 
and rising sea levels. While the tourism industry 
cannot, by itself, minimize or mitigate these 
effects, it must demonstrate commitment to doing 
what is within its power if it expects other parts 
of society to play their part.

Improving the Bottom Line

As a low margin economic sector, any attempt 
to reduce input costs will have an immediately 
positive effect on the bottom line of tourism 
suppliers. There is considerable evidence that the 
technology exists to significantly reduce energy 
costs through increased efficiencies and use of 
renewable energy sources. Other savings will 
emerge from avoiding compliance charges, carbon 
taxes, rising insurance costs and minimizing the 
loss of income from disruption caused by variable 

and extreme weather.

In 2010, BC will be under the spotlight 
– are we ready for scrutiny?

The hosting of the Winter Olympic Games in 20�0 
will bring heightened focus on tourism. In light 
of the close association between transportation, 
tourism and climate change, we can reasonably 
expect that international media may scrutinize 
our record in this regard and to a greater degree 
than in Torino.

The Canadian tourism industry has a 
responsibility to support VANOC

VANOC has emphasized its commitment to create 
a “sustainable Games” but only has responsibility 
for the event and the venue. It’s up to the broader 
tourism community to offset the affects of 
increased visitation by proactively seeking ways 
to reduce emissions.

Your role?

The Icarus Project needs the support of every 
member of Canada’s travel industry: employee, 
business owner, investor and guest.

The Project commenced in February 2007 and our 
next steps are as follows:

March 2007

• Complete registration and structure of The 
Icarus Project as a not-for-profit organization.

April 2007

• Complete business and action plan that lists 
specific action-oriented projects

• Launch industry-wide publicity campaign to 
generate funding support for the Project and 
specific activities.

We are convinced the time is now - the political 
will is changing - so we need practical projects 
and measures that can be deployed with speed 
and effectiveness.

So, if you care sufficiently to be a part of the 
solution, please register your interest on our 
website:

www.theicarusproject.ca

http://www.theicarusproject.ca
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Role of Founders

The Icarus Project was conceived and founded by 
five individuals with extensive experience in both 
tourism and the environment. Our intent is to 
hand over governance of this initiative to industry 
representatives within the next six months.

Anna Pollock is a strategist, futurist and change 
agent who has consulted to the international 
tourism industry for over 30 years. DestiCorp’s 
clients include the federal and provincial 
governments in Canada, the World Travel and 
Tourism Council, PATA, the European Travel 
Council, Visit Scotland, the Canadian Tourism 
Commission, and many other smaller destination 
marketing organizations. Anna is recipient of the 
Tourism Visionary Award from British Columbia’s 
tourism sector in recognition of her pioneering 
work in a number of sectors including adventure 
travel, spa and wellness tourism, education and 
development and industry organization.

Dr. Joe Kelly is an accomplished tourism 
researcher and advisor on climate-friendly 
travel. With over �0 years of professional 
experience, he has provided strategic consulting 
services to numerous public and private sector 
clients in tourism and transportation. His 
expertise is in evaluating the environmental 
impacts of travel and in assessing visitor 
responses to environmentally sound tourism 
initiatives. Notably, he was the first to develop 
a comprehensive model of energy consumption 
and greenhouse gas emissions for tourism 
destinations. Joe is currently the Director of 
Strategic Services at InterVISTAS Consulting. 
He is also an active board member of Connecting 
Environmental Professionals and an Adjunct 
Professor at Simon Fraser University, British 
Columbia.

Dr. Rachel Dodds has over �7 years of experience 
in the tourism industry and is a specialist in 
sustainable tourism. Rachel is currently the 
Director of Sustaining Tourism, a consultancy 
firm as well as an Assistant Professor at Ryerson 
University in Toronto. She has worked in all 
facets of the tourism industry including tour 
operators, hotels, governments, NGO’s and 
small businesses. Her experience includes 
working with the World Bank, European Union, 
Caribbean Tourism Organization, International 
Business Leaders Forum’s International Tourism 
Partnership and WWF as well as Canadian 
experience with tour operators and Toronto’s 
Green Tourism Association.

Dr. Peter Williams is Professor, School of 
Resource and Environmental Management 
and Director, Centre for Tourism Policy and 
Research at Simon Fraser University, British 
Columbia. Recipient of the prestigious Lifetime 
Achievement Award from The Travel and 
Tourism Research Association, he has made a 
significant contribution to the development of 
policy and planning frameworks that guide the 
sustainable use of natural and cultural resources 
for tourism purposes.

Pat Corbett is owner, manager of The Hills Health 
Ranch in central British Columbia. In addition 
to being a current Vice President of the Board 
of Directors of COTA, Pat is also the Chair of 
the Canadian Spa Association and a national 
distributor of spa products. Past board experience 
includes the BC Progress Board, past Vice Chair 
of Tourism BC, and the Canadian Tourism 
Commission. Pat is also a past President of the 
Cariboo Tourism Association and past Chair of 
COTA.

Contact us

Anna Pollock, Coordinator
The Icarus Project
880-580 Hornby Street
Vancouver, BC, 
V6C 3B6

Phone: +� 604 2�8 5�03

E-mail: info@theicarusproject.ca

Web: www.theicarusproject.ca

http://www.theicarusproject.ca

