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Executive Summary
The hospitality and tourism industries are heavily dependent on commercial air transportation, which poses significant environmental challenges. This report explores the impact of commercial air travel on sustainability in hospitality, emphasizing the urgent need for effective solutions. Aviation contributes approximately 2-5% of global CO2 emissions, with long-haul flights particularly exacerbating climate change. Moreover, air travel leads to increased pollution, resource depletion, and environmental degradation at destinations.
The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted that limiting air travel can effectively reduce emissions, sparking discussions about regulatory measures and the adoption of alternative fuels. Taxation policies, such as passenger and environmental taxes, could encourage more sustainable travel behaviors, though challenges remain, including the high costs of sustainable aviation fuel and insufficient government regulations. Industry leaders, like British Airways and TUI Group, are implementing sustainability strategies, investing in carbon offsetting, hydrogen-powered aircraft, and waste reduction initiatives.
Alternative transportation options, such as high-speed rail, present viable solutions for reducing reliance on aviation. Additionally, regulatory frameworks inspired by other transport sectors may offer effective strategies for emission reductions. By integrating sustainable tourism principles, hospitality businesses can significantly mitigate the environmental impact of aviation. This report outlines industry strategies and policy recommendations aimed at achieving more sustainable air transportation within the hospitality sector.
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1. Introduction 
This report analyses the environmental impact of commercial aviation in the hospitality industry, focusing on its contribution to pollution and climate change. It identifies the key damages caused by air travel and explores industry-backed solutions to mitigate its negative effects. Air transportation plays a crucial role in shaping hotel demand, as accessibility to airports and public transport influences costs and enhances guest satisfaction (Zheng and Fang, 2022). Tourism can be broadly categorized into urban and non-urban tourism. Urban tourism takes place in cities, driven by trade, services, and transport hubs, offering diverse cultural, architectural, and technological experiences for both leisure and business travelers (UN Tourism). Non-urban tourism focuses on nature-based activities, rural economies, and seasonal demand balance, supporting local communities through agricultural and cultural experiences (UN Tourism).
As sustainability becomes a growing priority, sustainable tourism aims to benefit local communities while minimising environmental harm, addressing challenges such as pollution and overcrowding. Regenerative tourism goes a step further by restoring and improving destinations rather than just sustaining them (The Travel Foundation, 2016). The post-COVID-19 era has accelerated the hospitality industry’s focus on safe and eco-friendly transport, prompting businesses to adopt new technologies and strategies that enhance safety while reducing environmental impact-ultimately strengthening customer loyalty (Deloitte et al., 2021). 
An industry example of sustainability in hospitality transport is InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG) and its Green Engage system. This tool helps hotels monitor and reduce their environmental impact in key areas such as energy, water, waste, and carbon emissions. Offering over 200 green solutions, it provides customized environmental performance benchmarking and cost-saving recommendations aligned with the UN’s Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 12 on responsible consumption. By adopting such sustainability initiatives, hospitality businesses can contribute to reducing aviation’s environmental footprint (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, p.180).

2. Main findings
2.1. Commercial Aviation as a Mode of Transport: 
Tourism transport contributes 5% to global emissions, primarily from long-haul flights. Aviation significantly impacts climate change and local pollution, yet airlines benefit from kerosene tax exemptions, slowing the adoption of costly sustainable fuels (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, pp. 188–189). While new aircraft are more fuel-efficient, air traffic growth outpaces improvements, and rising passenger/environmental taxes have yet to curb emissions effectively. Initiatives like Japan’s carbon emission awareness programs highlight efforts to address aviation’s footprint.
2.2. The Environmental Impact of Commercial Aviation: 
· The COVID-19 pandemic significantly reduced air travel, affecting social and environmental factors. A model showed that limiting passenger numbers decreased CO2 emissions and stabilised temperature increases, highlighting the benefits of controlling air travel to mitigate environmental damage and community impact, especially with alternative fuels and stricter regulations post-2030 (Calderon-Tellez and Herrera, 2021).
· Research by Dragomir Bălănică et al. (2021) highlights the significant impact of transport on air quality. Their findings suggest that alternative fuels, efficient vehicles, and improved regulations for road transport can inform strategies to reduce emissions in aviation, helping to mitigate environmental damage in the hospitality industry.
2.3. The Negative of Commercial Air Transportation 
· Aviation's substantial CO₂ emissions pose a major challenge for sustainable tourism, as travellers face the dilemma of balancing environmental concerns with the desire for unrestricted air travel (Higham and Cavaliere, 2014).
· Aviation worsens global warming, especially through high-altitude emissions from long-haul flights. Despite reduction targets, the industry's environmental impact remains significant (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, pp. 189-190).
· Air travel drives mass tourism, straining destination resources. In Cabo Verde, tourism accounts for 51% of energy consumption, with tourists using five times more water than locals. Hotels contribute 42% of landfill waste, necessitating energy-intensive desalination and waste management (The Travel Foundation, 2019).
· Carbon offsetting, including CORSIA, faces policy inconsistencies and fails to address fossil fuel dependence, limiting its effectiveness in combating climate change (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, p. 190).
· Air travel emissions worsen air quality and have widespread health impacts, as seen in China, where pollutants travel long distances. Stricter regulations and cleaner technologies are needed to mitigate these effects (Ding et al., 2024).
· Air travel emissions pose serious health risks, including respiratory diseases, cardiovascular problems, and higher mortality rates. Aggarwal and Jain (2015) emphasise the significant impact of transport-related air pollution, highlighting the necessity for stricter regulations and cleaner transport alternatives to mitigate environmental and public health issues.
3. Solutions and Industry Examples for Aviation's Environmental Impact
·  Greenwashing in Aviation
Greenwashing involves misleading sustainability claims to attract consumers and boost profits (Jones, 2017). The aviation industry has implemented strategies to reduce its environmental impact, such as fuel-efficient engines, waste management improvements, and noise reduction measures. However, challenges remain, particularly in emissions, waste disposal, and noise pollution from new aircraft technologies, requiring further innovation and regulation (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, pp. 190–192).
·  Sustainable Practices in Tourism and Hospitality
Tourism accounts for 5% of global greenhouse gas emissions, expected to rise by 2035. The hospitality sector faces increasing pressure to adopt sustainable practices but struggles due to high costs and low profit margins. Companies such as Meliá Hotels (blockchain for carbon offsetting) and 1 Hotels (eco-friendly designs) showcase sustainable initiatives (Wich, 2020).
·  Consumer Demand for Sustainability
From 2013 to 2018, 50% of consumer-packaged goods (CPG) growth came from sustainability-marketed products, growing 5.6 times faster than conventional goods. Brands like PepsiCo and Unilever have adapted their strategies to meet demand (Whelan and Kronthal-Sacco, 2019).
·  Corporate Sustainability Reporting
[bookmark: _Int_jDZTQGWw]In 2023, 93% of Russell 1000 companies published sustainability reports, reflecting a commitment to ESG transparency. Reporting standards such as SASB, GRI, and TCFD are widely adopted (G&A Institute, 2024). (See Appendix A for trend analysis.)
·  Lessons from COVID-19
The COVID-19 lockdowns led to significant reductions in NO₂ and CO₂ emissions, demonstrating the potential for regulatory and behavioural changes to improve air quality (De Maria et al., 2021).
3.1 Free Public Transport for Tourists as a Sustainable Solution
Free public transport initiatives for tourists can serve as a potential solution to mitigate aviation’s environmental impact in the hospitality sector. However, implementation faces challenges, particularly among small accommodation providers, who often perceive such schemes as an added cost rather than a competitive advantage (Gronau, 2017). Public transport providers, on the other hand, generally support these initiatives, recognizing them to increase demand and sustain their networks. Public transport authorities play a crucial role in driving adoption, but stronger collaboration with the tourism industry is needed to maximize effectiveness (Gronau, 2017).
3.2. Encouraging Public Transport Use Among Tourists
Guest cards offering free public transport can promote sustainable mobility by removing financial barriers and providing a convenient alternative to private vehicles (Bausch et al., 2024). Improving accessibility, frequency, and alignment with tourist needs further boosts adoption, reducing tourism-related environmental impact.
3.3 Regulatory and Technological Solutions
Research on maritime transport emissions in Europe has shown that stricter regulations, low-sulphur fuels, and cleaner technologies effectively reduce pollution levels (Viana et al., 2014). These strategies could also benefit air travel through alternative fuels, enhanced aircraft efficiency, and more stringent emissions policies. The success of emission reduction in maritime transport demonstrates that pollution from aviation can be mitigated with appropriate policies and technological advancements.
British Airways (2025) is investing in innovative sustainability measures, including support for ZeroAvia, the UK's first hydrogen-powered aircraft, which has successfully completed test flights. The airline also collaborates with CUR8, UNDO, and Standard Chartered to support carbon removal initiatives, committing to over 4,000 tonnes of carbon removal credits through enhanced rock weathering technology. Additionally, British Airways is addressing non-CO₂ climate impacts such as contrails and nitrogen oxides to further mitigate aviation’s environmental footprint.
The airline monitors its environmental impact through Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions:
· Scope 1 (Direct emissions) – Peaked at 19M tonnes CO₂e in 2019, dropped during the pandemic, and rose to 14.9M tonnes in 2023.
· Scope 2 (Electricity-related emissions) – Increased slightly post-pandemic to 32,093 tonnes CO₂e in 2023.
· Scope 3 (Supply chain emissions) – Reached 3.3M tonnes CO₂e in 2023 after a low in 2021.
· Renewable electricity use – 78% in 2023, down from 83% in 2020.
· GHG reduction initiatives – Achieved the highest impact in 2022, cutting 48,546 tonnes CO₂e (British Airways, 2025).
British Airways has converted over 90% of its Heathrow ground vehicles to electric, hybrid, or HVO power, cutting lifecycle GHG emissions by up to 90%. Investments in electric buses, service trucks, and baggage tugs enhance efficiency and recyclability.
3.4 Industry Sustainability Strategies
TUI Group’s "Step Lightly" strategy targets carbon emission reductions across aviation, cruise, and hotels. From 2012-2018, efficiency measures saved €78 million, demonstrating the financial and environmental benefits of sustainability initiatives. TUI also holds an A/A- CDP Climate rating and supports CORSIA to cap aviation emissions at 2020 levels (Sustainability Report, 2018, pp. 16-18). Additional efforts include:
· Protecting turtle nesting areas through TUI Turtle Aid.
· Safeguarding elephants in Africa and Asia via TUI Elephant Aid.
· Reducing waste through TUI Clean & Green, achieving a 17% energy reduction, 16% water savings, and 22% food waste reduction in Cape Verde hotels.
· Supporting local economies by assisting smallholder farmers in Crete and empowering women entrepreneurs in Spain (Sustainability Report, 2018, pp. 19-22).
TUI Airlines prioritises carbon reduction through fleet modernisation, deploying fuel-efficient aircraft such as the Boeing 787 Dreamliner and 737 MAX, which offer 15-20% fuel savings. Operational efficiency measures optimise fuel consumption and reduce CO₂ emissions per passenger kilometre. However, technical and regulatory limitations present challenges in adopting alternative fuels (Sustainability Report, 2018, p. 23).
3.5 Alternative Transport and Carbon Offsetting
High-speed rail presents a viable alternative to short-haul air travel. D’Alfonso and Bracaglia (2015) found that competition between air transport and high-speed rail can yield significant environmental and social benefits by reducing greenhouse gas emissions. Investing in rail infrastructure can shift passengers from flights to trains, cutting overall fuel consumption and air pollution.
Pecorari et al. (2020) highlight how waterborne transport technology innovations mitigate air pollution. Similar technological advancements and regulatory frameworks could be applied to aviation to enhance sustainability in the hospitality sector.
Developing countries face financial challenges in climate adaptation, relying on developed nations for funding due to historical emissions responsibility (Baker, 2011). The International Air Passenger Adaptation Levy (IAPAL) proposes a tax on air tickets to generate up to $10 billion annually, financing climate adaptation efforts. However, its effectiveness depends on demand elasticity, as higher taxes may reduce air travel and impact revenue (Chambwera and Müller, 2008, as cited in Baker, 2011).
The Baku Declaration on Enhanced Climate Action in Tourism, endorsed at COP29, calls for stronger climate commitments within the tourism sector (The Travel Foundation, 2016). Industry-led initiatives, such as Preferred Travel Group’s Climate Action Plan, integrate sustainability into operations. Additionally, Destination Climate Champions, a programme by The Travel Foundation and Expedia Group, offers training in carbon reduction strategies and sustainable travel planning (The Travel Foundation, 2016).
Aviation emissions can also be addressed through climate action plans within the tourism sector, aligning with the Glasgow Declaration on Climate Action in Tourism, which outlines five key pathways (Lewis, 2024):
· Measure – Track and disclose tourism-related emissions.
· Decarbonise – Shift to renewable energy and low-carbon transport solutions.
· Regenerate – Restore ecosystems and support climate adaptation.
· Collaborate – Engage stakeholders for coordinated action.
· Finance – Secure funding for sustainable initiatives.
3.6 Adopting Lessons from Other Transport Sectors
Sustainable practices from the shipping industry could offer solutions for aviation. Transitioning to low-emission fuels, improving waste management, and enhancing fuel efficiency technologies could significantly reduce aviation’s environmental impact (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, pp. 197-198).
Virgin Australia has trialled sustainable aviation fuel, adopted fuel-efficient taxiing, and optimised flight routes to reduce emissions. The airline also offsets 30,000 tonnes of CO₂ annually through Tasmanian forest conservation, upcycles crew uniforms for charity, and donates surplus food to OzHarvest (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, p. 192).
Ryanair has implemented a sustainability policy focusing on fuel efficiency, carbon offsetting, and plastic waste reduction. Its point-to-point model minimises fuel consumption, while newer aircraft designs reduce drag and noise. The airline’s chief operating officer oversees environmental policies, ensuring corporate accountability (Fennell and Cooper, 2020, p. 193).
4. Conclusion 
The environmental impact of air transportation within hospitality remains a significant challenge. Aviation contributes to climate change, air pollution, and excessive resource consumption, placing pressure on destinations. Despite improvements in fuel efficiency and emissions reduction, the rapid growth of air travel continues to outpace sustainability efforts. While carbon offsetting and regulatory policies offer mitigation strategies, they require more stringent enforcement and wider adoption across the industry.
5. Recommendations
To address these challenges, the aviation and hospitality sectors must prioritize sustainable innovations. Recommendations include:
· Stricter Regulations and Taxation – Implement higher aviation taxes and stricter emission caps to incentivize cleaner fuel adoption and reduce excessive air travel.
· Investment in Sustainable Aviation Fuels (SAFs) – Increase funding and subsidies for SAFs to lower costs and encourage widespread use.
· Alternative Transportation Solutions – Expand high-speed rail infrastructure to provide viable alternatives for short-haul travel.
· Sustainable Hospitality Practices – Hotels and tourism operators should partner with airlines committed to reducing emissions, offering incentives for eco-conscious travellers.
· Industry Collaboration on Carbon Reduction – Airlines, governments, and hospitality businesses must work together on policies, such as the Glasgow Declaration, to align emissions goals.
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Source: (G&A Institute, 2005-2025).
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GE&A found that 93% of the Russell 1000 companies published sustainability disclosures in 2022. Below is a summary of
growth in specific reporting behaviors from 2019 to 2023 for this cohort of reporters:
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