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Business Air Travel as a Required Reporting Item 
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Summary 
Reporting on scope 3 emissions has always been a controversial issue for the Regional 
Carbon Initiative.  Some believe including scope 3 emissions is overly ambitious because it 
scares some organizations away and it can make comparisons more difficult. Others believe 
that requiring scope 3 emissions offers a significant opportunity for reductions. 
 
Since 2009, the Regional Carbon Initiative has required members to report on all air travel.  
However, other forms of business travel, such as light rail, bus, and passenger vehicles, 
have been optional. In order to report on business travel, emission factors are calculated on 
a passenger-kilometer basis for each activity on each mode. Therefore RCI Pledging 
Partners must obtain passenger distance (passenger-km) information for each category. 
Unfortunately, many RCI members have experienced difficulty in collecting air travel data 
making the requirement difficult to abide to. 
 
The RCI Framework Advisory Committee was asked to provide their opinion on whether 
air travel should continue to a required reporting activity. They were presented with three 
options. The decision reached was to eliminate the air travel reporting requirement and 
instead make it optional. 

Issue Outline 
The air travel tracking requirement was established through a working group of external 
stakeholders in 2009 on the basis of two ideas:  1) all organizations can control and 
therefore reduce air travel, and 2) small organizations with small energy demands can then 
have a greater opportunity for GHG reductions. 
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However, since that time, some RCI members have expressed two concerns with this policy 
in practice: collecting air travel data and being unable to control air travel within their 
organization. The difficulty in collecting data is an issue common for organizations in the 
MUSH sector (municipalities, utilities, schools, and hospitals), as these organizations tend 
to have complicated internal structures and multiple departments. The difficulty in 
controlling air travel is especially prevalent amongst nation-wide or international 
consulting/auditing firms. These organizations have less control over their air travel as 
they are often controlled by foreign head offices with set policies. Additionally, 
environmental consultants are usually required to conduct their environmental audits and 
assessments on-site and consequently have little control over their air travel.  
 
RCI members have experienced these challenges in various contexts. For instance, one RCI 
member hired a four month coop student to collect the air travel data. While interesting, it 
was of little organizational value and would not be possible each year. Another 
organization left the RCI program because they were unable to collect and report on air 
travel and hence they were unable to become a Pledging Partner.  To enable members with 
prohibitive air travel data collection challenges from leaving the program, the RCI has 
allowed for some exceptions. Currently four out of the twenty-one Pledging Partners do not 
report business air travel.  One reason for these exceptions is that air travel emissions are 
immaterial.  
 
While some organizations are experiencing these difficulties, others have sufficient control 
over their business air travel. These organizations either do not have required client 
business trips or they are centrally and locally run. As a result, they are able to consider 
their RCI target in their business operations and find creative solutions.  

The Question 
Given the challenges many RCI member face in collecting, reporting, and reducing air travel 
emissions, should the Regional Carbon Initiative change the requirement? The RCI 
Framework Advisory Committee was given three options. 

Options 
1. Keep the business air travel reporting requirement 

2. Eliminate the air travel reporting requirement and make it optional 

3. Require only non-client air travel reporting 

Decision Criteria 
Below is an analysis of the three options applied to the criteria of the RCI Framework: 
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  We would like to 
limit the impact on 
existing RCI 
members. Will this 
option directly 
impact our current 
members by 
requiring a change 
in their current 
reporting? 

We would like to 
limit the impact on 
existing RCI 
members. Will this 
option indirectly 
impact members? 
(i.e. could they have 
acted differently with 
this knowledge) 

Does this 
option affect 
the Key Points 
identified for 
any affected 
element of the 
RCI reduction 
framework? 
(Appendix 1) 

Does this option 
affect the integrity 
or transparency of 
the framework 
(especially GHG 
accounting 
principles and best 
practices)? 

Where possible, 
we would like to 
be consistent 
with the spirit of 
the Framework. 
Does this option 
contradict the 
Guiding 
Principles? 
(Appendix 2) 

Option 1: 
Keep the 
reporting 
requirement 

No  No Yes (This option 
affects the 
‘Scope’ element 
as air travel data 
is not “relatively 
easy to collect”) 

No Yes (This option 
contradicts the RCI 
Guiding Principle 
that states ‘General 
target frameworks 
must be as flexible, 
inclusive, and 
simple as 
possible’.) 

Option 2: 
Eliminate the 
reporting 
requirement 
and make it 
optional  

No Yes (This option would 
likely affect how 
members set GHG 
targets.) 

No Yes (This option goes 
against 
organizational 
(corporate) GHG 
accounting best 
practices, as the GHG 
Reporting Protocol 
encourages business 
travel to be included 
in GHG reporting.) 

No 

Option 3: 
Require only 
non-client air 
travel 
reporting 

Yes (This option 
would likely make it 
more challenging for 
organizations to 
collect data, as it is 
difficult to distinguish 
between client and 
non-client travel.) 

Yes (This option would 
likely affect how 
members set GHG 
targets, especially for 
those members that 
are nation-wide or 
international 
consulting/auditing 
organizations.) 

Yes (This option 
affects the 
‘Scope’ element, 
as the non-client 
travel data is not 
“relatively easy 
to collect”.) 

Yes (This option goes 
against 
organizational 
(corporate) GHG 
accounting best 
practices, as the GHG 
Reporting Protocol 
encourages all 
business travel to be 
included in GHG 
reporting.) 

Yes (This option 
contradicts the RCI 
Guiding Principle 
that states ‘General 
target frameworks 
must be as flexible, 
inclusive, and 
simple as 
possible’.) 
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Feedback 
The responses that came back were all in support of Option 2. See below for highlights of 
the committee’s comments and rationale: 
 
Support of Option 2: 

 With regards to the RCI guiding principle that states that “general target 

frameworks must be as flexible, inclusive, and simple as possible”, making air travel 

reporting voluntary brings all organizations to the same ‘baseline’ reporting 

requirements and is therefore more inclusive and simple. 

 Business travel may be reduced for a number of reasons. Within most organizations, 

there are already mechanisms in place that limit air travel, purely for cost reasons. 

 Other forms of business travel, such as light rail, bus, and personal passenger 

vehicles, have been optional reporting boundaries. Making air travel reporting 

optional would align nicely with how Sustainable Waterloo Region treats other 

sources of scope 3 emissions. 

 This approach would significantly help those organizations that have experienced 

challenges in reporting air travel. 

 The RCI could possibly get back the member who left as a result of challenges faced 

by the requirement.  

 This approach could encourage other organizations to join, in cases where they 

were reluctant to do so because of this requirement.  

 This option makes more strategic sense in growing the RCI initiative and engaging 

the maximal set of companies in the effort. In the long run, as more organizations 

join as a result of removing the requirement, Sustainable Waterloo Region will likely 

see greater overall reductions in the community. 

 

Conclusion 
The final decision is to proceed with Option 2. 
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Appendix 1: Key Points of the Framework Decisions  
 

 
Minimum 

Requirements 

Key Points 

Operational 

Geographic 

Boundaries 

Waterloo Region 

Wide  

 Avoid Pledging Partners selecting only the ‘greenest’ facilities 

Temporal Baselines Up to 3 years before 

joining the program 

 To encourage reductions, not 'reward' previous reductions 

 Keep targets comparable 

 Limit the amount of backcasting required 

Scope Scopes 1 and 2 

Scope 3: Business 

Travel 

 Major contributors to footprint and activity source data is 

relatively easy to collect 

Type Absolute or Intensity 

Targets; 

Mandatory absolute 

reporting 

 Maintain flexibility in a growing economy 

Intervals & Dates 10 year commitment, 

2 year 'check point' 

targets (guidelines) 

 Keep targets on a business schedule 

 Encourage immediate reductions / avoid procrastination 

 

Target achieved 

below baseline 

levels 

Gold: 60% 

Silver: 40% 

Bronze: 20% 

 Ambitious yet realistic 

Offsets Max 49% reductions 

from offsets 

only 10% foreign 

offsets 

 Inspire a culture of conservation 

 Require and encourage actual reductions before purchased 

reductions 
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Appendix 2: RCI Guiding Principles 

 
The Regional Carbon Initiative is only a first step:  
A carbon reduction target itself is not enough to achieve environmental sustainability, but is an 
important and logical first step.  
A spirit of collaboration:  
It is important to work together in the spirit of collaboration, knowledge sharing, and transparency to 
solve environmental issues.  
Participation in the low-carbon economy:  
It is important - economically and environmentally - to develop, foster, and participate in the low-carbon 
economy.  
A culture of conservation:  
In addition to reducing carbon emissions, it is also important to foster a more general culture of 
conservation.  
Time lines must have implications for decision-makers:  
Reduction targets should be achievable within a timeline that has implications for the decision-makers 
and the organizations involved  
General target frameworks must be as flexible, inclusive, and simple as possible:  
◦ Reduction targets should be flexible enough to allow Pledging Partners to meet other carbon 
accounting standards.  

◦ Specific reduction opportunities can only be fully assessed at the facility level.  

 


