Cornell’s Air Travel Emissions: an invitation to participate in Cornell’s sustainable policy pilot

The Low-Carbon Travel Working Group would like to invite you to participate in a Cornell campus-wide pilot program to reduce your team’s pre-COVID air travel emissions in calendar year 2022-23.

Working group membership
Simon Allen, Associate Vice President for Asset Management & Financial Strategy 
Sarah Brylinsky, Assistant Director, Campus Sustainability Office
Amelia-Juliette Demery, PhD Candidate, Ecology and Evolutionary Biology
Marianne Krasny, Professor, Natural Resources and the Environment
Caroline Levine, David and Kathleen Ryan Professor of the Humanities


In 2019, Cornell business air travel accounted for about 12% of Cornell’s annual carbon footprint, over 25,000 metric tons of CO2e. This is equivalent to the annual energy use of 3800 U.S. homes. The COVID pandemic enforced a sudden and blanket ban on air travel, requiring us to rethink our travel habits and expectations. This had many frustrating consequences: some fieldwork could not proceed at all, and many of us missed the opportunities for networking and conversation that happen at in-person meetings. But it turned out that virtual platforms also increased both equity and access. Primary caregivers to children and elders—still predominantly women—and many Cornellians with disabilities find travel difficult or altogether impossible. During COVID, the low cost of virtual access allowed graduate students and early career scholars to attend more meetings around the world, and Cornell research reached wider audiences than ever before. The switch to remote workspaces in 2020 dropped air travel carbon emissions by over 13,000 metric tons, the first time there had been a reduction in this sector since Cornell implemented the Climate Action Plan in 2012.

The Low Carbon Travel Working Group has been charged by the Sustainable Cornell Council with creating recommendations for reducing Cornell University’s air travel emissions going forward. We would like to invite your department/team to take part in our pilot. Participating units will help us to understand which strategies work, what challenges business travelers face in reducing emissions, and which policies need to be redesigned to guarantee effective choices for all Cornellian travelers.

Proposed Low-carbon Travel Program Pilot
Drawing inspiration from the “Think Big, Live Green” campaign at Cornell, the pilot program will enable volunteer departments or units to test out new norms, policies and systems. These experiences will provide feedback so that we can develop smart, workable strategies for the whole campus.
In collaboration with the working group, volunteer teams will:
1. Set carbon reduction targets.
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Description automatically generated]Identify team-specific air travel carbon emissions and prospective reduction targets to implement for academic year 2022-23, using software to calculate individual and department carbon emissions. The Campus Sustainability Office can help with this stage of the process. 

2. Identify the specific strategies that will be best for your unit.
There are three major pathways to reducing emissions: avoid, reduce, and offset. There are multiple ways to balance these three. The more you reduce travel, for example, the less you have to offset. (Offsets are payments to compensate for the emissions we generate by paying for projects that reduce emissions somewhere else). Most market offsets, like those the airlines offer, are not in fact compensating for the carbon costs of air travel, but we have some good alternatives to suggest. We can work with you to find the best fit for your group. 

3. Identify and design incentives.
Incentives can include behavioral benefits, like increased equity for faculty with childcare responsibilities and institutional recognition for remote participation; financial rewards, like using centralized funding source for offset programs; and structural requirements, such as requiring one remote event per year in place of what would have been an in-person trip in the past.

4. Empower all members of the unit to prioritize low-carbon travel and remote participation.
Our working group will present the pilot to your team, with support from team leadership, outlining the background, context and significance of the project, your unit’s air travel patterns and reduction targets, and an implementation strategy, including clear remote participation choices and incentives.

5. Provide feedback on outcomes, barriers, and opportunities.
We will study air travel statistics before and after the pilot program debut; we will host multiple listening sessions to gauge public feedback from the pilot policies before and after implementation. And we will conduct a survey of the team’s experience of air travel before and after the pilot program’s debut. The working group will present the results of the pilot to the team at the end of the pilot.


Some strategies include:

	Avoid
	Reduce
	Replace

	Recognize the value of virtual presentations in tenure and promotion reviews
Increase virtual conference support
Update travel guidance to explicitly state the value and benefits of virtual participation
	Add a widget to Concur showing lowest carbon flights
Update Policy 3.2 Travel Expenses to allow higher cost/ lower carbon travel (e.g. direct flight, bus)
Ask teams to reduce # of air trips
Teams adopt annual ‘carbon budget’ & choose how to allocate
	Invest in carbon sequestration projects using Cornell-owned land & assets
Invest in deeper campus energy conservation & retro commission
Partner with local community agencies to fund low-income family/housing energy efficiency or renewable energy projects



All Cornell offsets must meet the following (“PAVER”) criteria:
· Permanent: non-reversible, 
· Additional: beyond business as usual, 
· Verifiable: measurable, monitored, 
· Enforceable: exclusive ownership, 
· Real: generates a true net reduction, 
· Co-benefits: Socio-economic or other benefits beyond CO2 reductions, 
· Contemporary Relevance: Timeframe matches emissions 


Please email us if you are interested in participating. We appreciate your time and consideration of the pilot, and would be happy to answer any questions you may have!


Instructions for departments to offset travel are finally clear.     “Figuring out the amount to donate is easy. Go directly to the following website, https://fingerlakesclimatefund.org/ and enter your mode of travel and starting and ending locations. They will estimate the carbon footprint for you. It doesn’t break the bank: a trip from Ithaca to California, for example, will come to about $25.
After their system calculates the donation amount suggested, print this as back-up for the request of payment/donation. The payment can be made with the eDoc Disbursement Voucher, Sustainable Tompkins, vendor ID (6778-0). The cap for each charitable donation used to be $50, but we believe it is now $500.
There is no option in Concur for this payment request. Best practice would be to include a travel summary from Concur, with the request for payment/donation.”
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