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SUMMARY OF WORKSHOP PROCEEDINGS 

 
1. Background and purpose  

The internal workshop was organised by Sustainability with support from the Cabot Institute as part 
of a project to develop a new business travel plan for the University. 

The purpose was to explore the constraints and opportunities for managing the impacts of air travel 
for academic and other business reasons, while supporting the University’s internationalisation 
agenda. 

Participants were invited from across the University, including staff and postgraduate students with 
experience of air travel for work or study and a range of other colleagues with interests in business 
travel from administrative, environmental or behavioural perspectives1. 

2. Opening remarks - Dr Erik Lithander (Pro-Vice Chancellor for Global Engagement) 

EL gave an overview the University’s internationalisation strategy and highlighted the significance of 
global engagement to its continued success. 

International travel brought a host of benefits by helping the University build relationships and 
develop new opportunities. For both staff and students, the experience of working overseas was an 
important contributor to both personal and professional development. 

However, the recent growth in air travel also brought the goal of increased internationalisation into 
potential conflict with the University’s strong sustainability agenda. We needed to find ways of 
growing our global reach and impact while managing our environmental footprint.  

The recent climate emergency declaration provided further impetus for this process. The University 
now had an even greater opportunity to enhance its civic reputation by addressing air travel. He 
thanked participants for attending the workshop and encouraged everyone to embrace the 
challenge.  

3. Aims and agenda for the workshop - Martin Wiles (Head of Sustainability) 

MW thanked EL and summarised the work leading up to the workshop, acknowledging the 
contribution of those who had taken part in a series of interviews on air travel.  

It was important for the sustainability team to engage with academics and other staff whose work 
involved substantial levels of international engagement, to understand the reasons for their journeys 
and identify the constraints and opportunities for change.  

The workshop discussions would help deepen that understanding and contribute to the 
development of new policy that recognised both the benefits and impacts of air travel. This would 
include looking at how we can use digital infrastructure to enhance what we do. Before that, we 
would hear a summary of what we knew about air travel at the University. 

                                                           
1 Appendix A provides a list of workshop participants 



 

 

4. University air travel: what do we know? - James Ryle (Sustainability Manager - 
Transport, Special Projects) 

JR introduced an analysis of University air travel by outlining the scope and limitations of the data 
currently available.  

While it was possible to present a University-wide picture of air travel volumes, a more granular 
analysis of travel at faculty or division level, or of journey purposes, was not feasible due to 
inconsistencies in data collection between the multiple types of travel-related transaction2. 
Improved monitoring and reporting would be a key priority for any strategy to manage business 
travel. 

The analysis focused on travel by staff and postgraduate students where controlled and paid for by 
the University. Notable exclusions were trips booked and paid for by external bodies and travel by 
international students to and from their countries of domicile. 

The analysis showed that the University’s total expenditure on business travel in 2017/18 was £5.1 
million of which nearly two-thirds was accounted for by air travel. Air travel accounted for 87% of 
the total distances travelled and 92% of travel-related CO2 emissions (see Fig 1). 

 

 
Figure 1: Business travel spend, miles and emissions by mode (2017/18) 

Faculties accounted for around 80% of travel expenditure with the highest levels in Health Sciences 
and Science, reflecting both the size of these faculties and their relatively heavy reliance on 
international engagement. Expenditure on rail travel was highest in Professional Services, probably 
due to relatively higher levels of UK travel.  

It was important to note that a significant portion of all air travel (56% of expenditure, excluding that 
paid for on expenses) was funded by academic research grant. This had potential implications for the 
level of influence the University might have over a proportion of its overall air travel footprint. 

Emissions from all business travel and from air travel had both doubled since 2010/11. This growth 
was driven in large part by increases in long-haul air travel.  

                                                           
2 Furthermore, other than for travel booked under the University travel management or vehicle hire contracts, 
data on distances and emissions are based on assumptions related to the cost per mile for different modes of 
travel. This affects around a third of all business travel expenditure. 



 

 

 
Figure 2: Business travel emissions (2010/11 – 2017/18) 

Although some emissions were yet to be measured in any detail (e.g. those embedded in 
construction projects and the supply chain), business travel now accounted for nearly a fifth (19%) of 
the University’s total (known) operational carbon footprint. This share had increased from around 
8% in 2010/11. Increases in air travel emissions over that period had all but cancelled out reductions 
achieved in other areas, for example through improved energy efficiency in buildings. 

Relatively little quantitative data were available on the reasons for business/academic travel, 
although the findings of the annual staff travel survey supported what was understood from 
anecdotal evidence, i.e. the most important reason for all types of work-related travel was to attend 
a conference or other event to share research. This was followed by industry or research 
collaboration; operational or administrative meeting; and fieldwork or site visit. 

A total of 22 members of staff and two postgraduate students had been interviewed in preparation 
for the workshop. The sample was made up of 14 interviewees with high levels of air travel booked 
through Ian Allan Travel in 2017/18 and a range of others with an interest in business travel from a 
sustainability or internationalisation perspective. The purpose of the interviews was to understand 
more about the reasons for travel on behalf of the University and to gain insights on the constraints 
and opportunities for reducing both the volumes and impacts of air travel. 

The key messages from the interviews were summarised as follows: 

 The University’s internationalisation agenda was driving growth in engagement with new 
markets and partners across the world; 

 A high premium was placed on face-to-face engagement as a means of building 
interpersonal relationships and developing new opportunities; 

 The potential choice of virtual conferencing was frequently frustrated by negative 
perceptions of the availability or reliability of technology; 

 Time and cost constraints were key in determining choice of air over rail for domestic and 
European journeys; 

 There were high levels of awareness and concern over the environmental and human 
impacts of air travel; and 

 Self-regulation (i.e. travel avoidance) was prevalent on grounds of cost, time and climate 
impacts while policy and culture tended to support flying for most international travel. 

 
5. Workshop discussion 1: Constraints and opportunities for reducing air travel 

The first workshop discussion focused on a range of typical University travel scenarios drawn from 
the interviews (see Appendix B). Each scenario was considered by a group of two or three 
participants who were asked to address two questions in relation to each, record their conclusions 



 

 

on a pre-printed worksheet and short verbal feedback to other groups. The questions and a 
summary of the conclusions are shown below. 

 
Figure 3: Participants in the first workshop discussion 

Q1: Why might flying be the first choice (over video-conferencing or other travel modes)? 

 Time constraints (including impacts on time with family) 
 Cost differential / budget constraints 
 Higher quality of presentation / collaboration compared with remote attendance 
 Need for face-to-face engagement to build relationships and do deals 
 Importance of informal networking in developing new opportunities 
 Competitive advantage from high-profile overseas missions / visits 
 Habit / perceived convenience and reliability over other travel options 
 Limitations of video-conferencing technology 
 Funding requirement / guidelines 
 High perceived value of international engagement in staff reviews / career progression  
 Default option presented by travel management company 
 Policies and systems driving us to use the cheapest option 
 Need to manage quality of fieldwork or other research 
 Where benefits can be maximised to outweigh costs, e.g. multi-purpose trips 

Q2: Under what circumstances could a different choice be made? 

 Where high quality video-conferencing facilities and support were available at either end 
(and with support for partners without access to the appropriate technology) 

 With greater use of local research / business partners to avoid the need to travel, 
collaborating with other universities (e.g. GW4) where required 

 With better co-ordination between / within departments to avoid multiple trips to the same 
destination 

 If policy imposed a limit on size of group travel 
 Where technology allows research / data collection to be conducted remotely 
 With greater transparency of carbon emissions and higher value relative to financial costs 
 With financial support to reduce cost differential between travel modes 



 

 

 Collaboration between universities to help scale virtual meeting technologies, share ideas 
and mitigate the potential competitive disadvantage of travel restraint 

 If all international travel had to be justified through cost-benefit assessment and/or with 
reference to clear institution-wide policy criteria 

 With greater transparency over total costs and journey times for air travel relative to other 
options, taking into account the potential value of travel time for work 

 Greater cultural acceptance of video-conferencing among University colleagues and 
international partners, especially for meetings etc where relationships already exist 

 With a shift in personal/institutional norms and expectations around international travel as 
an indicator of development  

 With stronger University leadership and repositioned brand to demonstrate support for low-
carbon choices 

 With higher priority in policy for no/slow travel options, supported by incentives and 
rewards 

 With greater consistency in travel-related policies across departments 
 With greater flexibility in design of conferences and other meetings to allow multiple 

connected hubs rather than single physical gathering 
 With greater value on local (relative to international) engagement  
 With a stronger policy steer or support from funders 
 

6. Workshop discussion 2: What can the University do to reduce reliance on air travel for 
business and academic trips? 

The second workshop discussion focused on measures the University could take to reduce its 
reliance on air travel. Participants were first invited to record their own ideas on individual post-it 
notes before discussing these with colleagues around each table and organising their suggestions 
into six broad categories on a pre-printed worksheet. This was followed by feedback from each table 
and a plenary discussion. 

Prior to the group work, there was a short discussion on the merits of considering carbon offsets as a 
means of reducing the climate impacts of University air travel. One participant expressed concern 
that the University should prioritise offsetting its emissions as continued growth in air travel was 
inevitable, and the additional costs were not eligible under existing funding rules. Others cited 
concerns over the effectiveness and ethics of existing carbon offset schemes as a means of reaching 
global climate targets. As a result, offsetting should be seen as a last resort in any climate action 
plan. One option to improve transparency was through a University-owned scheme such as that 
being investigated by Cardiff involving a reforestation project in Borneo.  

MW explained that while a scheme was not yet in place, carbon offsetting was part of the 
University’s strategy for achieving its carbon-neutral campus target. Any future scheme would also 
need to compensate for unavoidable air travel emissions, but we needed to investigate the scope for 
reducing emissions in the first place. This was the focus of the workshop, but a clear policy on 
carbon offsetting incorporating air travel emissions would be required as part of the University’s 
overall climate action plan. 

The table below provides a summary of the measures suggested at the workshop for reducing the 
University’s reliance on air travel.



 

 

Policy / strategy Financial Infrastructure / services 

 University target to reduce travel footprint 
 Promote carbon reduction as core to UoB brand 
 Redefine ambitions for internationalisation to 

include alternative modes of engagement 
 Guidance / business case to justify all 

international travel 
 Stronger guidance on policy preference for 

sustainable travel 
 Mandate travel mode for certain trip types e.g. 

no domestic/EU flights 
 Better travel co-ordination across departments / 

with International Office 
 Mandate use of TMC for certain trip types (e.g. all 

air, 1st Class rail) 
 Stronger restrictions on business / first class air 

travel  
 Limit size of group travel  
 Ban collection of air miles 
 Overseas teaching to reduce international 

student mobility 

 Flight tax or frequent flyer levy to subsidise low 
carbon travel options or fund other initiatives 

 Personal or departmental travel budget  
 Compensation (time, cash, childcare) for extra 

time travelled by train 
 Provide central funding to subsidise sustainable 

travel, including free luggage transfers for 
students travelling by rail 

 

 Strategic investment in virtual meeting 
technology, spaces and training 

 Centralised management of virtual meeting 
facilities, support etc with consistency across 
departments  

 Travel management company to give rail as 
default first choice for all UK/EU journeys and 
local transfers 

 Travel management company to display cost, 
travel time and CO2 for complete journeys 

 Travel management company to provide 
comparative fleet emissions data for different 
airlines 

 Build capacity at international hubs for local 
recruitment, research and other collaboration 

 Host a high-profile digital conference with 
partners in Bristol as an exemplar to the sector 

Information / training Management Other 

 Promote staff pledges to fly less 
 Training for travel bookers on travel hierarchy 
 Staff engagement on behavioural / cultural 

transition to net zero emissions 
 Communications to reinforce positive norms and 

benefits of slow/no travel 
 

 Departmental CO2 budgets and impact reporting 
 Improved management reporting of business 

travel at personal and departmental level  
 Reduce workload to encourage slow travel 

options 
 Link personal carbon / travel budgets to 

performance reviews  
 Decouple advancement from international 

conference attendance in staff reviews 

 Lobby UKRI on sustainable travel policy / offset 
costs / partnerships 

 Use UoB social science expertise to develop 
strategy 

 Collaborate with other HEIs (e.g. GW4) to 
promote slow/no travel 



 

 

7. Summing up and next steps 

JR acknowledged the breadth and depth of insights shared during the workshop discussions and 
thanked participants for their contributions. The feedback would be combined with input from the 
interviews, other forms of staff engagement and the findings of further best practice research to 
develop a draft business travel strategy. This would incorporate the outcomes of a parallel review of 
fleet management at the University. 

In the meantime, an interim review of the University’s travel, subsistence and expenses policy was 
under way in preparation for a tender process (starting in September) for the travel management 
contract, currently held by Ian Allan Travel. Wherever possible, this would reflect suggestions made 
at the workshop where these related specifically to the travel management service. A further review 
of travel, subsistence and expenses policy was then likely to be required to align it with the new 
business travel strategy. 

 



 

 

APPENDIX A 

List of workshop participants 

Prof Jonathan Bamber Professor (Royal Society Wolfson Research Merit Award Holder) School of Geographical Sciences 

 Caroline Baylon Director International International Office 
Prof Colin Davis Chair in Cognitive Psychology School of Psychological Science 

 Michael Davis Data Manager Bristol Medical School 

 Martyn Dean Procurement Manager Finance Services 
Prof  David  Gordon Professorial Research Fellow in Social Justice School for Policy Studies 

 Amy Heritage Sustainability Manager (Transport) Sustainability 
Prof Eric Herring Professor of World Politics School of Sociology, Politics and International Studies 
Dr Jo House Reader in Environmental Science and Policy School of Geographical Sciences 

 Adele Hulin Cabot Institute Coordinator Cabot Institute 
Dr Vicky Jones Cabot Institute Development Associate Cabot Institute 
Dr Erik Lithander Pro Vice-Chancellor (International and Student Recruitment) Senior Team 

 Rob Logan Associate Director of Financial Operations Finance Services 

 Eleni Michalopoulou PhD student School of Chemistry 
Dr Dann Mitchell NERC Research Fellow and Proleptic Lecturer School of Geographical Sciences 

 Hazel Nendick Teaching Fellow Department of Management 

 Beverley Orr Ewing Deputy Director International and Head of Global Opportunities  International Office 

 James Ryle Sustainability Manager (Transport, Special Projects) Sustainability 
Dr Albert Sanchez Graells Reader in Economic Law University of Bristol Law School 
Prof Peter Vickerman Professor of Infectious Disease Modelling Bristol Medical School 

 Pete Walker Head of Support IT Services 
Dr Matthew Watson Reader in Natural Hazards School of Earth Sciences 

 Martin Wiles Head of Sustainability Sustainability 
 



 

 

APPENDIX B 

Travel scenarios for workshop discussion 2 

Prof A has been invited to give a plenary presentation at a prestigious three-day international 
conference in the US  

Prof B needs to meet with partners in Frankfurt at the start of a three-year collaborative research 
project 

Dr C needs to run a workshop with local stakeholders in Africa as part of a research project 

Dr D needs to undertake a week of fieldwork on the Great Barrier Reef in Australia  

Dr E needs to attend a one-day EU funding workshop in Brussels  

PhD student F has been invited to present a poster at a two-day conference in Spain 

Ms G needs to join a week-long University mission to India to help recruit new students 

Dr H needs to visit a partner institution in Glasgow for a progress meeting mid-way through a two-
year collaborative research project 

Prof J and Dr K have been invited jointly to present the findings of their research and take part in a 
workshop at a UN conference in Geneva 

 

 

 

 

 

 


