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Executive summary



The hospitality industry is increasingly embracing sustainability to enhance brand reputation, reduce costs, and meet regulatory requirements. Achieving sustainable accreditation, such as GREEN Key certification, involves implementing energy-efficient systems, water conservation measures, waste management practices, and sustainable sourcing. Hotels must also engage staff and educate guests on sustainability. While the transition requires significant investment and operational changes, the benefits include environmental impact reduction, cost savings, and improved guest and staff satisfaction. The industry's future will focus on sustainability, technology integration, and personalized experiences, driven by consumer demand for responsible travel and innovative, eco-friendly practices. Sustainability has become crucial due to growing awareness of environmental issues and the need for responsible resource management. For hotels, it reduces operational costs and enhances brand reputation. Guests increasingly prefer eco-friendly accommodations, influencing market demand. For society and the planet, sustainability mitigates climate change, preserves natural resources, and promotes social equity. Currently, while many hotels have adopted sustainable practices, not all have fully integrated them. The industry is progressively moving towards widespread application, driven by regulatory pressures, market competition, and consumer expectations, but there is still significant room for broader and more consistent implementation
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Introduction

Before the dawn of sustainability in the hospitality industry, the primary focus of tourism was on maximizing profitability, often at the expense of the environment. Hotels and resorts prioritized luxury and convenience without considering their ecological footprint. This led to intensive exploitation of natural resources, such as water and energy, and significant waste generation. Landscapes were altered to build infrastructure, harming local ecosystems and biodiversity. Touristic destinations often faced overdevelopment, resulting in pollution, habitat destruction, and cultural degradation.
The risks associated with this intensive exploitation were manifold. Overuse of natural resources led to depletion and environmental degradation, threatening the very attractions that drew tourists. For instance, deforestation for resort construction eroded soil and reduced carbon sequestration, contributing to climate change. Coral reefs, vital for marine biodiversity, suffered from irresponsible coastal development and pollution, leading to widespread coral bleaching (Kuo, 2022). Additionally, waste mismanagement resulted in polluted water bodies and landscapes, diminishing the quality of life for local communities and reducing the appeal of tourist destinations.
The green tendency emerged as awareness of these environmental issues grew. Early pioneers in sustainable hospitality, such as eco-lodges and green hotels, began to adopt practices like energy-efficient lighting, water conservation, and waste reduction. These efforts were initially perceived with scepticism by the market, as green practices were often associated with higher costs and lower luxury standards (Jones, 2014). However, as consumer awareness and demand for sustainable options increased, the perception shifted. Eco-conscious travellers began to seek out accommodations that aligned with their values, driving the market towards greener practices.
The future of sustainability in hospitality looks promising. Advancements in technology and increasing regulatory pressures are pushing the industry towards more sustainable operations (Jauhari, 2014). Members of UNWTO, part of UN Environment Program, “Green” certifications, like the Green Key, are becoming more prevalent, setting standards for environmental performance and encouraging continuous improvement (UNWTO, 2024). As the market continues to evolve, sustainability is likely to become a baseline expectation rather than a differentiator, leading to a more environmentally responsible and resilient hospitality industry.

GREEN Key Certification in Hospitality
The GREEN Key certification is a prestigious eco-label awarded to hotels and other tourism establishments that meet stringent environmental management standards (Tsou, 2022). This certification aims to foster sustainable practices within the hospitality industry, minimizing environmental impacts and encouraging responsible behavior among guests and staff. The GREEN Key certification aligns with several Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), promoting broader global sustainability initiatives.
[image: ]
(source : https://www.greenkeyengland.co.uk/)
The 17 SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) (UNWTO, 2024) are:
1 No Poverty: End poverty in all its forms everywhere.
2 Zero Hunger: End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition, and promote sustainable agriculture.
3 Good Health and Well-being: Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all ages.
4 Quality Education: Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.
5 Gender Equality: Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls.
6 Clean Water and Sanitation: Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all.
7 Affordable and Clean Energy: Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and modern energy for all.
8 Decent Work and Economic Growth: Promote sustained, inclusive, and sustainable economic growth, full and productive employment, and decent work for all.
9 Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure: Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sustainable industrialization, and foster innovation.
10 Reduced Inequality: Reduce inequality within and among countries.
11 Sustainable Cities and Communities: Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resilient, and sustainable.
12 Responsible Consumption and Production: Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns.
13 Climate Action: Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts.
14 Life Below Water: Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and marine resources for sustainable development.
15 Life on Land: Protect, restore, and promote sustainable use of terrestrial ecosystems, manage forests sustainably, combat desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and halt biodiversity loss.
16 Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions: Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable development, provide access to justice for all, and build effective, accountable, and inclusive institutions at all levels.
17 Partnerships for the Goals: Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the global partnership for sustainable development.

Main Components of GREEN Key Certification with actual hotel-examples for each direction

1. Environmental Management:
Implementation of an environmental policy, often according with place and specifics.
Regular monitoring and recording of environmental performance of business (Hensens, 2016).
Staff training on sustainability practices.
Sample Brands: Hilton Hotels: Comprehensive sustainability programs.
Marriott International: Strong focus on environmental policies (Deale, 2013).
2. Energy Conservation:
Use of energy-efficient appliances and lighting.
Implementation of energy-saving measures (e.g., automated systems, guest awareness programs) (Costa, 2022).
Renewable energy usage where feasible.
Sample Brands: InterContinental Hotels Group (IHG): Energy-efficient solutions.
Accor Hotels: Renewable energy integration.
3. Water Conservation:
Efficient water usage practices.
Installation of water-saving devices (e.g., low-flow faucets, dual-flush toilets).
Regular maintenance to prevent leaks.
Sample Brands: Radisson Hotel Group: Water-efficient technologies.
Hyatt Hotels: Advanced water conservation measures (Bruns-Smith, 2015).
4. Waste Management:
Reduction of waste generation through reuse and recycling.
Proper disposal of hazardous waste.
Composting organic waste where possible.
Sample Brands: Four Seasons Hotels and Resorts: Comprehensive waste management.
Shangri-La Hotels: Robust recycling programs.
5. Indoor Environment:
Ensuring good air quality through proper ventilation.
Use of non-toxic cleaning products.
Measures to reduce noise pollution.
Sample Brands: Fairmont Hotels & Resorts: Superior indoor air quality.
Wyndham Hotels & Resorts: Use of eco-friendly cleaning products.
6. Sustainable Purchasing:
Preference for eco-friendly products and suppliers (Costa, 2022).
Use of local and seasonal food products.
Minimizing the use of single-use plastics.
Sample Brands: Scandic Hotels: Focus on sustainable sourcing.
NH Hotel Group: Local and seasonal procurement.
7. Guest Engagement:
Educating guests on sustainable practices.
Offering options for guests to participate in eco-friendly programs (e.g., towel reuse programs).
Providing information on local eco-friendly activities and attractions.
Sample Brands: Kimpton Hotels: Engaging guests in sustainability.
Aloft Hotels: Promoting eco-friendly guest initiatives.

[bookmark: _Hlk168244404]Benefits of GREEN Key Certification
1. Environmental Impact:
Reduction in carbon footprint and resource consumption.
Preservation of local ecosystems and biodiversity.
Support for SDG 13 (Climate Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land).
2. Economic Benefits:
Cost savings from reduced energy and water usage.
Potential for increased bookings from environmentally-conscious travellers (Yurova, 2018).
Improved brand image and competitive advantage.
Support for SDG 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth).
3. Social Benefits:
Contribution to local community development.
Enhanced guest experience and satisfaction.
Empowerment and motivation of staff through involvement in sustainability initiatives.
Support for SDG 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities).

[bookmark: _Hlk168244459]Process of Obtaining GREEN Key Certification
1. Application:
Submission of an application detailing current practices and sustainability efforts.
Alignment with SDG 17 (Partnerships for the Goals).
2. Assessment:
Evaluation by an independent assessor to verify compliance with GREEN Key criteria.
Support for SDG 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production).
3. Certification:
Awarding of the GREEN Key certificate if criteria are met.
Regular audits and renewals to ensure ongoing compliance (Đurić, 2018).
4. Continuous Improvement:
Commitment to ongoing improvement in sustainability practices.
Regular review and update of environmental policies (Dongxia, 2013).
Support for SDG 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure).
Achieving the GREEN Key certification is a significant milestone for hospitality establishments. It demonstrates a deep commitment to environmental sustainability and responsible tourism practices (UNWTO, 2022). Certified establishments can expect not only to reduce their environmental footprint but also to realize economic benefits and improve their social impact. This certification supports a wide array of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), from climate action to responsible consumption, making it a comprehensive approach to fostering global sustainability.

Benefits of Integrating Sustainability in Hospitality
1. Enhanced Brand Image and Reputation:
Sustainability initiatives improve a brand’s image, attracting environmentally-conscious travellers and fostering customer loyalty (Yurova, 2018).
2. Cost Savings:
Energy-efficient appliances, water conservation measures, and waste reduction practices lead to significant cost savings in utility bills and operational expenses (Wang, 2019).
3. Competitive Advantage:
Sustainability certification (like GREEN Key) can differentiate a brand in a competitive market, making it more appealing to eco-minded guests.
4. Compliance and Risk Management:
Adhering to environmental regulations and standards reduces the risk of legal issues and potential fines (Balaji, 2019).
5. Community Engagement:
Sustainable practices support local communities, enhancing social responsibility and creating a positive local impact (Cooper, 2022).
6. Staff Motivation and Retention:
Engaging staff in sustainability initiatives fosters a sense of purpose and can improve job satisfaction and retention rates.
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Challenges of Integrating Sustainability in Hospitality
1. Initial Investment:
Implementing sustainable practices often requires significant upfront costs for new technologies, infrastructure, and training (Edgell, 2020).
2. Operational Disruptions:
Transitioning to sustainable practices can disrupt daily operations and require substantial changes in procedures and workflows (Costa, 2022).
3. Continuous Monitoring and Improvement:
Maintaining sustainability standards demands ongoing effort, regular audits, and continuous improvement, which can be resource-intensive (Eskerod, 2018).
4. Guest Participation:
Encouraging guests to participate in sustainable practices can be challenging, as it requires changing guest behaviors and expectations.
5. Balancing Costs and Benefits:
Determining the right balance between investment in sustainability and financial returns can be complex, especially in the short term.

Steps for Hotels to Achieve Sustainable Accreditation
1. Environmental Policy Development:
Create a comprehensive environmental policy outlining sustainability goals and strategies.
2. Energy Efficiency:
Implement energy-saving measures such as LED lighting, energy-efficient appliances, and renewable energy sources like solar panels (Ghimire, 2023).
3. Water Conservation:
Install water-saving devices, conduct regular maintenance to prevent leaks, and implement water-efficient landscaping practices.
4. Waste Management:
Establish recycling programs, reduce single-use plastics, and manage organic waste through composting (Gardetti, 2016).
5. Sustainable Sourcing:
Procure eco-friendly products, prioritize local and seasonal food items, and minimize the use of harmful chemicals.
6. Staff Training and Engagement:
Train staff on sustainability practices and encourage their participation in environmental initiatives (Kim, 2019).
7. Guest Education:
Inform guests about the hotel’s sustainability efforts and encourage their involvement through programs like towel reuse and energy conservation (Abdou, 2020).

Changes and Expected Results
A. Changes:
Upgrades to energy and water systems.
New waste management processes.
Alterations in procurement policies.
Increased staff training and guest engagement activities (Sloan, 2009).
B. Expected Results:
Environmental Impact Reduction: Lower carbon footprint, reduced water usage, and less waste generation.
Cost Savings: Decreased utility bills and waste disposal costs (Gardetti, 2017).
Enhanced Brand Reputation: Improved public perception and competitive advantage.
Guest and Staff Satisfaction: Higher levels of engagement and satisfaction among guests and employees.
Regulatory Compliance: Adherence to environmental regulations, reducing legal risks.

Conclusion
The future of the hotel and hospitality industry is increasingly focused on sustainability, technology, and personalized experiences. Sustainable practices, such as energy efficiency and waste reduction, will become standard (Kong, 2019). Technological advancements, including AI-driven guest services and smart room features, will enhance operational efficiency and guest satisfaction. Personalized experiences, driven by data analytics, will cater to individual preferences, creating unique and memorable stays. Additionally, wellness tourism and eco-friendly travel options will gain prominence, aligning with growing consumer awareness and demand for new. The industry will evolve to be eco-conscious, tech-savvy and guest-centric.
GREEN Key certification is highly valuable for the hospitality industry, offering significant benefits that extend beyond environmental impact. By achieving this certification, hotels demonstrate a strong commitment to sustainability, enhancing their brand reputation and appealing to environmentally-conscious travellers (Inkson, 2022). The main advantages include substantial cost savings through energy efficiency and water conservation measures, which reduce operational expenses over time. Additionally, comprehensive waste management and sustainable sourcing practices minimize ecological footprints and support local economies.
Staff engagement in sustainability initiatives fosters a positive work environment, improving job satisfaction and retention. Guests are increasingly seeking eco-friendly accommodations, and GREEN Key certification provides a competitive edge in a crowded market (Han, 2019). The certification process ensures ongoing compliance with environmental regulations, reducing legal risks and fostering continuous improvement. Overall, GREEN Key certification not only contributes to global sustainability goals but also drives economic, social, and environmental benefits, making it a worthwhile investment for any hospitality brand.
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Green Key criteria fit into 13 categories, covering sustainable operations and environmental
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