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Reducing the carbon footprint - Cochrane Colloquia 

Outline of question/problem:

Proposals from the CPAG to minimise environmental impact of organising and attending Cochrane colloquia.

Background: 

The fourth assessment report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (www.ipcc.ch) presents clear evidence of global warming and attributes this to increased greenhouse gas emissions caused by human activity. Climate change is now viewed as a major threat to public health and air travel is one of the fastest growing contributors to greenhouse gas emissions. A recent editorial in the BMJ (2007;334:324-5) calls for doctors to act now by reducing the carbon footprint of medical conferences. 

At the AGMs in Melbourne and Dublin concerns were raised about the contribution of The Cochrane Collaboration to carbon emissions, especially those arising from colloquium-related travel. Alternatives to face-to-face meetings, such as video-conferencing and web-casting, have been piloted at recent colloquia.

At the request of the Steering Group, the CPAG has been discussing this issue and has identified opportunities for action in two areas; the first concerns steps organisers can take to reduce carbon emissions by offering further opportunities for participation through online services; the second emphasises the choices and responsibilities individuals have to minimise their carbon footprint. This document covers the first area. 

Resource Implications:

For colloquium organisers there are some potential savings (e.g. off-setting invited speakers’ travel and hotel expenses by linking via video-conference), and to the Collaboration generally there are benefits in giving greater access to the colloquium to its many contributors. However, these savings and benefits need to be balanced against substantial additional costs (e.g. equipment and technical support) and potential loss of revenue due to fewer registrations. 

Impact Statement:

Several policy measures are already in place to help reduce carbon emissions. These include requirements to hold colloquia in cities with good international flight connections, and to offer a range hotels in close proximity to the colloquium venue. However, the impact of these measures is small in comparison with the impact of international delegates travelling to and from colloquia.

While The Cochrane Collaboration continues to have annual colloquia, the only feasible strategy to minimise the carbon footprint is to provide opportunities for ‘delegates’ to participate remotely, thereby reducing the number of flights. Action by colloquium organisers in this area has the potential both to reduce on-site attendance and to open up the colloquium to a wider audience.

Remote participation can come in several forms and could include:

· live web-casting of plenary and parallel sessions; 

· linking of speakers remotely via video-conference; 

· posting recordings or podcasts of sessions on the colloquium website.

In respect of developing and implementing policies, the experience of the Dublin colloquium will serve as a starting point. The Dublin organisers will cover this issue in detail in their report and make recommendations to future organisers.

We recognise that measures to encourage remote participation are likely to have a positive impact on the environment, however, there are other costs involved. These include the resources and equipment required to deliver this type of broadcasting, and the reduction in income due to fewer delegates registering for the colloquium. We are aware of conferences that have charged registration fees for ‘online delegates’, but whether this is a feasible option for a relatively small meeting like the Colloquium needs to be considered further.

It would be prudent to establish the level of interest and likely demand for these alternative ways of joining the colloquium, and to identify whether people would be prepared to subscribe to online access. A further consideration is the appropriateness of this technology in low- and middle-income countries.

Decision Required:

No. We are seeking the Steering Group’s endorsement of this approach to reducing carbon emissions, and their comments or suggestions on these and other steps Colloquium organisers should consider to reduce the carbon footprint. 

This document should also help inform the Steering Group’s broader consideration of sustainability issues. 

Date by which a response is needed:

September 2007. It would be helpful if any recommendations or suggestions from the Steering Group could be forwarded to the CPAG in time for our meeting in Sao Paulo. 

Relevance to the Strategic Plan:

None.
Access level of this document:

Open Access. 
Jordi Pardo and Steve McDonald

CPAG Co-Convenors
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