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SUSTAINABLE AVIATION

“The greatest threat to our planet is the belief that someone else will save it”
This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND
-Robert Swan.
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Introduction

My recent relocation to London from Wales has triggered a debate with my colleagues, family and me. The move to London required me living at the foot of the landing strip at Terminal 2/3, where I was confronted with the high amount of pollution and noise caused by planes taking off and landing, day and night. Stepping outside my house meant that not only I could see pollution but realise that I was living in one of the most polluted places in the UK. Research shows, Heathrow is recognised now as a ‘high-levelled’ risk for living. (Laville, 2019) Meaning that living within the vicinity; schools, business and all stakeholders are at risk of relocation, illness or business closures. Which prompted the question in me: Why isn’t aviation more sustainable?

I realised that, no matter what approach I researched, it all lead to the increase of air travel and thus the surge on CO2 emissions created by planes. My colleagues argued that the increase of travel is a necessity for London and the UK, as it works in conjunction with tourism and the expansion of the city itself. Some sceptics believe that Sustainable Aviation is impossible as the issue is already too imbedded as part of the system (Flygrn.com, 2019). No matter what the believes are of each individual, facts, research and statistics do not lie. This article looks at different views from a diverse number of stakeholders’ angles.This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY


Background

In recent years, sustainability moved to a new stage, where not only passengers are aware of the issue, but all stakeholders in the sector are ‘under a considerable pressure’, as per Alexandre de Juniac, Chief Executive of the International Air Transport Association. (Davide Banis, 2019) The issue of greenhouse emissions produced by planes has been recently a subject to a great discussion with some consumers deciding to boycott the air travel. Although, ‘since 2010 the carbon footprint per passenger has reduced by about 2.8% per year’ (IATA, 2019) the impact of air travel accounts for 2% of human-induced carbon dioxide emissions. (Atag.org, 2019) In the response to the social needs for clearer environment and by looking for more cost-efficient solutions, the airlines make progressive efforts to implement the industry with more sustainable practices. This includes investment in biofuels, smart use of resources and modernisation of aircraft constructions.

Technology which is required to be introduced to radicalise the reduction of carbon footprint is yet to be developed. While, the airline industry is tackling the problem of CO2 emissions, the issue is under growing pressure form activists. Pointing out the urgency of the problem, some climate activists attempt to convince travellers to boycott air travel, by for example, promoting the trains-over-planes movement. A particularly striking example is Sweden, where activists intend to turn flygskam (flight shame) into a buzzword. Indeed, emissions produced by air travel exceed other methods of transportation with 285g of CO2 per one kilometre travelled, compared to 158g and 14g in case of road and rail travel accordingly. This poses serious challenges to the airline industry, one of which being a ‘green tax’ backed by several countries, such as the Netherlands. However, as it was pointed by Alexandre de Juniac ‘often these taxes are absorbed in the budgets of states and are spent on whatever they want, except the environment’. (France 24, 2019) Moreover, the industry’s commitment to improve fuel efficiency by 1.5% per year and to establish its emission at a fixed level (representing 50% of the value recorded in 2005) by 2050 may be hampered by some major challenges. According to the forecast issued by Airbus in September 2019, the number of commercial aircrafts in operation is to double by 2038, largely fuelled by urbanisation and an emerging middle-class, especially in the Asia-Pacific region. (Topham, 2019) Although the industry made progress by introducing newer planes quipped with less polluting engines, better aerodynamics and reduced weight, as pointed out by Shukor Yusof, analyst at Malaysia-based Endan Analytics in the interview for AFP, ‘the improvements are difficult to introduce due to the nature of the industry as it usually takes decades before the aircrafts are replaced’ (AFP/The Local, 2019). Moreover, even though the newest models of large planes can reduce the CO2 emission by 20-25%, it only solves around 30% of the issue.(Jones, 2017) According to Philippe Plouvier, Associate Director of Boston Consulting Group, the rest of the problem may only be resolved through development of biofuels or introduction of electric-power planes, which at present is impractical. (Businesstelegraph, 2019) Experts are sceptical about both of the aforementioned solutions. Biofuels are currently being tested by several airlines, but the production cost remains high. It is also dubious that electric engines will be introduced to commercial use for the next two decades as the demand for air travel is increasing at a rapid pace. As demonstrated in Asia-Pacific air travel, where is predicted to increase by more than 100 million new passengers annually. This will inevitably lead to the construction of new airports and thus aiding the burning flame. (Rosen, 2017) 

Corporate and Political

A regular term used in Sustainable Aviation is CSR (Corporate Sustainability and Responsibility) where corporations implanted strategies using geographic, business model and business performance, then applying CSR to their benefit. (Lund-Durlacher et al., 2019) As the FAA regulates aircraft design certification, rules and regulations, they are mainly ‘’based on a cost-benefit approach to decision-making’’. Meaning that ethical law-making is overweighed and thus CSR implementation for corporate PR is legally allowed, though not morally. (Hoppe, 2011) We can see in such case of long-haul flights, where international aviation fuel is tax free and do not contribute towards lowering the of CO2 emissions. Supported by a recent investigation by the BBC Panorama exposed BA of ‘’fuel tankering’’ where airlines overfill tanks in order to avoid paying high prices and local taxes for refuelling at different destinations. Clearly proving that not only corporations are dodging international taxes but local once too. 

The issue of plane efficiency goes hand in hand as vicious circle with ‘airport capacity’. Where the political term lasts from four to five years creating a dilemma as in comparison to the sustainable approach which is based on ‘long term planning’. Furthermore, investment in innovation for low-carbon air vehicles from governments, private business and the public come to agree on expending capital to develop the required technology.s (McManners, 2016)

The ICAO (International Civil Aviation Organization) believes that improved air traffic management can rise efficiency, while more fuel-efficient designs are expected to be introduced within the next 5-10 years. Growing market should be considered good news for the industry, however, as it turns out, it may also pose serious challenges. This growing demand bears bitter consequences for the industry, as all growth in the international aviation emissions will be offset from 2020, which aims at the reduction of carbon emissions on the level of millions of tonnes each year. (Magill, 2017)

The 3 Pillars 

In Sustainable Business, the 3 Pillars are defined by how corporations aim to reach goals using 1) The Environmental Pillar; focusing mostly on the overall effect of the company within the environment. 2) The Social Pillar; using all stakeholders to reach (or at least agree) on a common goal for growth and 
profit. 3)The Economic Pillar; directing the business towards the value and mainly profit driven perspectives. However, in such cases of Airports and Airlines, the ACI-NA explains ‘’a holistic approach to managing an airport so as to ensure that integrity of the economic viability, operational efficiency, natural recourses conservation and social responsibility (EONS) of the airport’’ meaning that, the evaluating process should be first developed in order to hit the goal of full sustainability. This would mean that planning process would be tailored rather than placed on a general rule. (Magill, 2019) Such as in cases of mega airports, like China, Singapore and London. Experts in aviation historically agreed on this, where they stated that sustainability in aviation was the ‘’development which meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of the future generations to meet their own needs’’. (Steger, 2016) Furthermore, corporations are more focus on the Economic Pillar, both Environmental and Social Pillar are more suspectable to change and compromise to work together for a mutual goal.

It is clear that the aviation industry significantly contributes to the economic sustainability in many regions. Being one of the fastest growing industries, ‘the aviation sector provides 65.5 million jobs around the world’. (Aviationbenefits.org, 2019) In addition to supporting trade, ‘the air transport and aerospace sectors combined provide the UK with over half a million jobs, either directly or indirectly, and often in high value roles’. (HM Government, 2017)

[image: ]
Figure 1: Employment in the aviation sector across all regions of the UK. (HM Government, 2017)
On the other hand, global warming is a world-wide issue and the airline industry’s contribution cannot be disregarded but tackled. Especially, considering that growing temperature can cause significant implications to the business. According to a study by Columbia University, 19 major airports worldwide may suffer significant delays or cancellation due to extreme heat. In June 2017, 50 flights were cancelled in Phoenix as the temperatures soared above 48 C°. In less severe cases some passengers are asked to take a later flight, as air is less dense when the temperature rises. Therefore, preventing a plane from taking off fully loaded. The industry must be prepared for an aftermath of such situations, which can have a monetary impact on the business and make some airports to be perceived less reliable. It is predicted that La Guardia Airport in New York could see around 26 days hotter than average yearly by 2065, compared to under 10 in 2025 (Jones, 2017).

Innovation

Not everything is a gloom – Many new innovations are being created as we speak, from new types of engines to electric planes. The most recent change that airlines have tried to implement is on weight and recycling, which can have a swifter impact in cutting emissions, both on and off ground without the need of approval of external stakeholders. SAS has recently reported that by the end of the year, it will halt the sale of its duty free inflight. This is predicted to help towards fuel efficiency and cut emission by 25% by 2030. Furthermore, aviation sustainability does not stop with CO2 emission but noise contamination. Airbus is currently ‘’partnering with British Airways and Heathrow Airport to study and develop operational procedures to reduce the number of people affected by noise’’ This can potentially mean one less thing to worry about for nearby residents. Biofuels are also predicted to ‘’play a major role’’ in reducing green-house gases. Developments on both the type of fuels and engines that run on them. 

Conclusion 
It is easy to point the finger at corporations, governments or ourselves. However, the argument will always arise that no one is sustainable free. Now reaching 2020, all stakeholders have had this imperative issue inherited. Creating new sustainable and reusable sources of sustainable aviation can only be done by working together. Putting arguments aside and committing to realistic goals. Corporations to work along side governments to create laws and regulations to reduce greenhouse gases is the solution. However, creating profit for both government and corporations can become part of the solution by developing new technology. The public, to do their bid and by not just electing governments with legislations that only benefit the status quo. And finally, leaving a greener and cleaner more sustainable tomorrow. As Robert Swan stated, ‘’The greatest threat to our planet is the belief that someone else will save it’’.
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