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I t is now generally accepted that tourism is a significant source 
of greenhouse gases that contribute to climate change. It is 

estimated that tourism contributes about 5% of global CO2 emis-
sions and up to 14% of all emissions when other greenhouse 
gases are considered (Scott, Amelung, Becken, Ceron, Dubois & 
Gössling 2008). If considered as a country, tourism would rep-
resent the fifth largest producer of greenhouse gases behind 
only China, the United States, India and Russia (Pang, McK-
ercher & Prideaux 2012).

Travel trade can do more
Even though the travel trade is estimated to contribute as little as a 
0.2% share of direct greenhouse gas emissions (Perch-Nielsen, Ses-
artic & Stucki 2010), many researchers feel it can play a vital role in 
this issue, for travel agents represent the commercial link between 
suppliers and consumers. On the one hand, the trade can influence 
consumer behaviour. Most people do not think about the impact their 
holidays have on the environment when they travel (Hares, Dickin-
son & Wilkes 2010), or rank tourism as a low priority environmental 
issue (McKercher & Prideaux 2011). Moreover, tourists are creatures 
of habit, and given a choice between action and maintaining current 
behaviour, generally choose the status quo (Roenhovde-Tiller and 
Schott 2013). A number of studies call on tourists to think and act in 
a more socially and environmentally responsible manner, and call on 
the travel trade, as trusted professionals, to take a proactive role in ef-
fecting behaviour change (Yang 2010).

On the other hand, it is believed the buying power of the 
trade can be decisive in encouraging suppliers to develop innova-
tive, low carbon tourism products, and to select green or carbon 
neutral hotels (Yang 2010). A report commissioned by the UN World 
Tourism Organisation and other organisations (UNWTO, UNEP & 
WMO 2007), for example, calls on tour operators to develop itinerar-
ies that reduce energy, market these products more effectively as well 
as promote a shift in transport from car and aircraft to rail and coach. 
It also encourages the promotion of longer stays as a means of reduc-
ing carbon footprint per tourist day. In addition, the sector could take a 
more active role in de-marketing products that create adverse impacts, 
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and in doing so, exert its buying power to influence suppliers.
It is somewhat surprising that little emphasis has been placed 

on the travel trade and its ability to help address climate change is-
sues. This observation prompted the authors to submit a proposal to 
the Council for Sustainable Development to examine the awareness, 
attitudes and opinions to climate change among front-line travel 
agency staff and their managers. In-depth interviews with senior 
managers and owner-operators of a representative sample of travel 
agencies in Hong Kong, followed by a self-response survey of front-
line staff in Hong Kong, were conducted between November 2012 
and March 2013. The results showed some promise, but also identi-
fied many obstacles that need to be overcome.

Managers and owners need to take action
Senior managers and owner-operators recognised climate change as 
an important issue, believed tourism was a significant contributor and 
felt the sector had a role to play in mitigation. They also felt the general 
public was aware of climate change. However, at present no busi-
nesses were actively doing anything to address climate change, 
none initiated training in this issue or contemplated doing so in 
the near future, none felt comfortable asking clients to pay for off-
setting programmes and none identified climate change as part of 
their broader corporate social responsibility activities. 

Instead, we got the strong impression that senior managers 
and owners felt this issue was too big to address by themselves, and 
as a result, tended to transfer responsibility to others, while accept-
ing no responsibility themselves. The typical response was to shift 
responsibility down the value chain by calling on suppliers to produce 
more carbon efficient products or up the value chain by calling on 
consumers to change their behaviour. Alternately, they stated they 
would respond if government enacted legislation, but were unwilling 
to act unilaterally. Indeed, most owners and managers portrayed 
their businesses as powerless victims who, as middlemen, were 
constrained due to a lack of demand from consumers or limited 
product offerings from suppliers. In addition, they felt custom-
ers were unwilling to pay additional fees.

Unfortunately, this response is typical, not only in tourism but 
elsewhere as well. It is one of the main reasons why addressing the 
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real threat posed by climate change is going to be so difficult. It is 
always much easier to blame others and call on them to act first, than 
to accept some personal or corporate responsibility and then begin to 
act yourself.

Front-line staff need to learn more
The survey of front-line staff revealed a different story. While climate 
change is a well known issue among staff, it is not known well. 
A majority of front-line staff (59.3%) are concerned about envi-
ronmental issues, familiar with the terminology associated with 
climate change, but readily admit their knowledge is limited. 
As a result, they had difficulty identifying accurately causes of 
climate change. For example, while a large majority claim to under-
stand the terms “climate change” and “carbon emissions”, few (16.6%) 
felt they had a considerable knowledge of climate change, and only 
2.1% indicated a deep understanding of the issue.

As a result, most front-line staff do not see climate change as a 
critical issue for this sector, other than perhaps tourism being a victim. 
Less than half felt that the tourism sector has a role to play in reduc-
ing the likely impact of climate change. Only about one in four was 
aware that tourism is a significant source of greenhouse gases that 
contribute to climate change, and even when told what the contribu-
tion was, fewer than 3% felt it represented a significant amount.

There are three main causes. Part of the problem lies with lack of 
training. Fewer than 10% of respondents said they had received 
any formal training about climate change, carbon emissions and 
their responsibilities as travel agents. A second part is due to the 
fact that most retail travel agencies are reliant on suppliers to pro-
vide them with product knowledge, either directly through briefings 
and familiarisation tours or indirectly through promotional literature 
disseminated to them. Yet fewer than one-quarter stated they were 
aware of low carbon tourism products. Follow-up questions indicated 
many confused nature-based, ecotourism and other green tourism ac-
tivities with low carbon offerings. Finally, front-line staff see no need 
to become aware of these issues, for fewer than 4% said their clients 
had asked about low carbon products. However, three-quarters of 
staff showed a strong desire to learn more about this subject and 
about two-thirds provided in-principle support for training pro-
grammes that would raise their awareness levels and help them 
better inform their clients.

What can be done by travel trade
To this end, we developed a Travel Trade Climate Change Toolkit web-
site (www.climate-change-toolkit.com/index.html) and ran a series of 
reasonably well attended workshops. The interactive website provides 
an overview of climate change, looks at the role of the travel industry 
in this issue, provides a set of actions that could be developed and 
also includes links and other material. The home page also has a car-
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bon footprint calculator.
Training of front-line staff is only one of the ways to promote 

low carbon tourism, though. What the study found, more than any-
thing else, was that training is only as effective as the corporate 
commitment behind it. Without a deeper commitment to change, 
real action is unlikely to occur. And yet, there is much the in-
dustry can do, including developing lower carbon products 
themselves, demanding suppliers provide more information on 
their products, encouraging carbon offsetting, and even offer-
ing it as an opt-out option. An opt-out option includes the price of 
carbon offsetting in the total price of a package and then gives clients 
a chance to opt out if they do not want to offset. For example, the cost 
of offsetting one’s carbon emissions on an economy class air ticket to 
Bangkok is less than HK$40, while the average advertised airfare is 
about HK$1,800 plus taxes. Few people would choose to opt out for 
such a small amount of money.

Does the commitment to change exist? The answer to that ques-
tion is less certain, for at present, the travel trade has no compelling 
incentive to change. Business is strong, new destinations are emerg-
ing and new products are being developed. Most importantly, the po-
litical will to address climate change seems to have abated somewhat 
in the light of the recent economic crisis, enabling operators to adopt 
a business-as-usual approach. 


