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Event planners and organisers are increasingly 
recognising the critical need to incorporate 
sustainability into their practice. This isn’t merely a 
trend, but a fundamental transformation driven by the 
growing awareness of the environmental impact that 
large-scale gatherings can have.

Introduction

From corporate conferences 
and exhibitions to music 
festivals and community 
events, the demand for 
sustainable solutions is 
becoming a main part of 
event planning and execution.
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The Growing Awareness of

Environmental Impact

In recent years, there has been a big increase in the public consciousness regarding 
environmental issues, such as climate change, pollution, and resource depletion.

Sustainable events can lead to cost savings 
through more efficient use of resources, 
such as energy and materials. For instance, 
opting for digital event materials over printing 
can reduce both cost and waste. Similarly, 
choosing venues that employ energy-
efficient technologies or are located near 
public transport hubs can minimise both 
environmental impact and expenses.

Moreover, embracing sustainability can 
enhance the reputation of event organisers 
and increase their competitive advantage. 
Events marketed as sustainable are likely 
to attract a broader audience, including 
environmentally conscious consumers and 
organisations. This can lead to increased 
attendance, higher satisfaction, and stronger 
brand loyalty.

By understanding the environmental impact 
of events and responding to the growing 
demands for eco-friendly practices, event 
organisers can position themselves at the 
forefront of a rapidly evolving industry. As 
sustainability continues to gain prominence, 
those who take on these practices will not 
only contribute to the well-being of the 
planet but also secure long-term success 
in an increasingly competitive 
marketplace.

The Business Case for

Sustainable Event Planning
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This awareness has led to stricter regulation and a greater 
emphasis on social responsibility across industries. For the 
events sector, this means both organisers and participants 
are becoming more attuned to their ecological footprint. 

The environmental impact of events is multifaceted, 
encompassing everything from carbon emissions due 
to travel and energy consumption to waste generation 
and water use. Traditional events, which often involve 
high levels of resource consumption and waste, are 
increasingly being seen as unsustainable and out of step 
with contemporary values.

The shift towards sustainability in 
event planning is also being driven 
by external pressures, 
including government 
regulations and public 
expectations.

Many countries are bringing in laws requiring that event 
organisers adhere to specific environmental standards. 
These regulations may cover aspects such as waste 
management, energy efficiency, and the reduction 
of single-use plastics. Non-compliance can result in 
significant penalties, making it vital for event professionals 
to stay informed about the latest developments. 

At the same time, there is a growing expectation from 
the public and from attendees that events should be 
conducted in an environmentally responsible manner. 

Today’s consumers are more environmentally conscious 
than ever and are increasingly choosing to support 
businesses and events that align with their values. For 
event organisers, this means that sustainability is no 
longer just an option—it is a necessity.

Venues located 
near public 
transport.

Digital event 
material 
instead of 
printing.

Attract 
environmentally 
conscious consumers 
and organisations.

Secure long-
term success.
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Understanding...
the Environmental Impact of Events
Events, by their very nature, have a considerable impact on the environment. The logistics, large-scale gatherings, and 
resource-intensive requirements make events significant contributors to environmental impact. To appreciate the need 
for sustainable event practices, it is essential to understand the ways in which events can affect the environment. 

These emissions arise primarily from the transportation of 
attendees, staff, and equipment, as well as from energy use at 
the event itself. For instance, international conferences often 
draw participants from around the globe, leading to substantial 
carbon emissions due to air travel. Once at the event, the energy 
demands of lighting, heating, cooling, and powering various 
technologies contribute further to the carbon footprint.

Traditional energy sources, which are still predominantly fossil 
fuel-based, make things worse by releasing greenhouse gases. 
The reliance on these energy sources not only contributes to 
climate change but also reflects outdated practices that fail to take 
advantage of modern, renewable energy solutions. 

Adopting energy-efficient technology is a key 
strategy. LED lighting, for instance, consumes 
significantly less energy than traditional bulbs, while 
also reducing heat output, which can lower cooling 
requirements. Additionally, the use of energy-
efficient appliances and equipment, as well as 
implementing practices such as powering 
down systems when not in use, can 
contribute to substantial energy savings.

Another aspect is the sourcing of energy 
from renewable sources. By partnering 
with venues that utilise solar, wind, or other 
renewable energy sources, event planners can 
further reduce the carbon footprint of their 
events. What’s more, organisers can explore 
options for offsetting carbon emissions 
through verified programmes, ensuring that 
unavoidable emissions are balanced 
by investments in sustainable projects.

Paper consumption can be significantly 
reduced by shifting to digital solutions for
tickets, programmes, and marketing materials. 
When physical materials are necessary, 
using recycled paper and ensuring all 
printed materials are recyclable can 
mitigate the impact. 

Sustainable sourcing is also a critical 
component of resource conservation. 
By prioritising local and organic 
products, event organisers can reduce 
the environmental impact associated 
with transportation and support the 
local economy.

From disposable food containers and 
promotional materials to leftover food and 
single-use decoration, events can produce 
vast amounts of waste in a short period. This 
is often exacerbated by the prevalence of 
single-use plastics, which although convenient, 
pose significant environmental risks. Landfill is 
frequently the final destination for much of this 
waste, where it contributes to pollution and the 
release of methane, a harmful greenhouse gas. 

Improper waste management at events can 
lead to littering and pollution of surrounding 
areas, harming local ecosystems and wildlife. 
The sheer volume of waste generated by 
events makes it clear that sustainable waste 
management practices, such as recycling, 
composting, and reducing the use of 
single-use items, are vital to improving the 
environmental impact of events.

Events require significant materials and resources, including 
water, paper, food, and temporary structures. The production, 
transportation, and disposal of these resources contribute to their 
environmental impact.

Water, in particular, is often consumed in large quantities at events, 
whether for catering, sanitation, or even landscaping. Similarly, the 
use of paper for tickets, programmes, and promotional materials 
adds to deforestation and the depletion of natural resources, 
especially when sourced unsustainably. Food, too, plays a role, 
with events often leading to considerable waste, which not only 
represents a loss of resources but also contributes to greenhouse 
gas emissions.

This understanding of the environmental impact of events 
provides a clear rationale for the adoption of sustainable practices. 
By addressing the specific areas where events contribute to 
environmental degradation, organisers can implement targeted 
strategies that not only minimise harm but also promote a more 
sustainable future for the events industry.

Carbon Emissions & Energy Consumption

Waste Generation Resource Consumption

Reducing...
the Environmental Impact of Events
These impacts manifest in various forms, from excessive waste and energy consumption to the overuse of natural 
resources. To navigate this landscape responsibly, it is essential to grasp the principles that underpin sustainable event 
practices. These principles not only guide the reduction of environmental harm but also pave the way for innovative 
approaches that align with greener targets.

Effective waste minimisation begins with a shift in 
mindset, prioritising reduction at the source. This can 
be achieved by selecting reusable or compostable 
materials, eliminating unnecessary packaging, and 
planning catering services that accurately reflect 

the number of attendees. Incorporating 
robust recycling and composting systems 

ensures any waste generated is managed 
responsibly.

One approach is the implementation of 
a zero-waste policy. While challenging, 
striving for zero waste can significantly 
reduce the environmental footprint 
of an event. This involves setting clear 
goals, educating stakeholders about the 
importance of waste reduction, and 
working closely with vendors and 
suppliers to minimise packaging and 
encourage the use of recyclable or 
biodegradable materials.

Energy Efficiency Waste Minimisation
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Thinking of 
bright ideas 
that adopt 
energy-efficient 
technology for 
events instead.
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The Circular Economy in

Event Management
The concept of a circular economy offers a 
transformative approach to event sustainability. 
Unlike the traditional linear model of “take, make, dispose,” a circular 
economy emphasises continuous use of resources, promoting 
recycling, repurposing, and regeneration. In the context of event 
management, this means designing events with the end-of-life of 
products in mind, ensuring materials can be reused or recycled rather 
than simply thrown away.

For instance, temporary signage can be designed for disassembly and 
reuse in future events, reducing the need for new materials. Similarly, 
event planners can create systems that facilitate the return and 
reuse of items such as badges, lanyards, and promotional products. 
By embedding circular principles, organisers can reduce waste and 
resource consumption, moving towards a more sustainable 
event model.

When focusing on waste minimisation, energy efficiency, resource 
conservation, and embracing the circular economy, event planners 
can create experiences that are not only memorable 
but also environmentally responsible.

St Catherine’s College Conferences /  SUSTAINABLE EVENT PLANNING
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Sustainable Venue
Selection & Logistics

Sustainable Accommodation
Event planners should collaborate with hotels and 
other providers that have demonstrated a commitment 
to sustainable practices. This includes hotels that 
have implemented energy-saving measures, such as 
key card-operated energy systems and water-saving 
technologies, and those that participate in recycling 
programmes and source food and materials locally.

Selecting accommodation close to the venue can also 
reduce the need for transportation during the event. 
Planners should consider negotiating group rates with 
eco-friendly hotels to encourage attendees to choose 
the sustainable option. 

By choosing eco-friendly venues, promoting 
sustainable transportation, and partnering with green 
accommodation, event planners can create experiences 
that not only meet the expectations of today’s 
environmentally conscious attendees but also contribute 
to a healthier planet.

The venue is not merely a backdrop for an event; it is a critical component that 
influences the overall environmental footprint. Selecting an eco-friendly venue and 
ensuring sustainable logistics can reduce the environmental impact, setting the tone for 
a responsible and forward-thinking event. 

A venue’s environmental credentials can be assessed 
based on several criteria, including energy efficiency, 
waste management facilities, and its commitment to 
sustainability practices. 

Energy efficiency is a paramount consideration. Venues 
that have invested in energy-efficient systems, such 
as LED lighting, energy-saving HVAC systems, and 
renewable energy sources like solar or wind power, are the 
ideal choice. These features not only reduce the carbon 
footprint of the event but also set a powerful example for 
attendees, reinforcing the event’s sustainability message.

Accessibility is also essential when considering a 
sustainable venue. A location that is easily accessible by 
public transport, or within walking or cycling distance for 
a significant portion of attendees, can dramatically reduce 
the carbon emissions associated with transportation. 
Venues that provide facilities for bicycles or partner with 
public transport providers to offer discounts or special 
services contribute positively to the event’s 
environmental goals.

Furthermore, the venue’s broader sustainability 
commitments should be evaluated. This includes 
participation in green certification programmes, such as 
LEED (Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design)
or ISO 14001, which indicate a venue’s adherence 
to high environmental standards. 

Sites that support local communities and source goods 
and services locally help to reduce the environmental 
impact associated with long supply chains and support 
regional economies.

Sustainable Transportation
Sustainable logistics planning involves not only 
choosing a venue with good transport links but also 
actively encouraging and facilitating low-impact 
travel options for attendees.

Event planners should provide clear information on 
public transport options and encourage their use 
through incentives, such as discounted travel passes 
or shuttle services from major transport hubs. Where 
possible, organising group transportation options, 
such as shared buses or carpooling schemes, can 
reduce the number of vehicles required.

For international events, offsetting carbon emissions 
from air travel is becoming common practice. 
Event organisers can partner with carbon offsetting 
organisations to invest in projects that neutralise the 
emissions produced by attendees’ flights, such as 
reforestation or renewable energy initiatives.

Additionally, offering virtual participation can 
significantly reduce the need for long-distance 
travel, catering to those who are unable to 
attend in person while still being inclusive and 
environmentally responsible.

Criteria for Eco-friendly Venues

A location that is easily accessible 
by public transport or within 
walking/cycling distance can 
reduce carbon emissions.
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Eco-friendly Event

Design & Production
Eco-friendly event design and production practices can significantly reduce the environmental impact of an event, 
while also enhancing the overall experience for attendees. When integrating sustainable materials, energy-efficient 
technologies, and digital solutions, event organisers can create memorable experiences that are aligned with modern 
ecological values.

One of the most effective ways to reduce the 
environmental impact of event production is through 
the use of sustainable materials. For instance, opting for 
natural materials like bamboo, recycled wood, or organic 
fabrics for event décor can significantly reduce the 
ecological footprint. These materials not only have a lower 
environmental impact during production but also break 
down more easily at the end of their lifecycle, contributing 
less waste to landfill. Additionally, event organisers can 
reduce waste by reusing décor elements across multiple 
events or by choosing modular designs that can be easily 
reconfigured or repurposed.

Biodegradable options extend beyond décor to include 
items like tableware, packaging, and even name badges. 
By selecting compostable plates, cups, and utensils, event 
planners can minimise the amount of non-recyclable 
waste. Similarly, lanyards made from materials like seed 
paper or recycled fabric provide a sustainable 
alternative to traditional plastic.

Energy-efficient Lighting
& Technology

Lighting, audio-visual equipment, and other 
technologies are essential for creating an 
engaging event atmosphere, but they also 
contribute to the event’s overall energy usage. 
By selecting energy-efficient options, event 
organisers can reduce both their environmental 
impact and operational costs.

Incorporating smart technology into event 
production can also enhance energy efficiency. 
Smart lighting systems, for example, can be 
programmed to adjust automatically based 
on natural light levels or occupancy, ensuring 
energy is only used when necessary. Similarly, 
energy-efficient sound and projection systems 
can provide high-quality experiences while 
using less power.

Digital Solutions over 
Printed Materials

The shift towards digital solutions is another 
key strategy for reducing the environmental 
impact of event production. Traditionally, 
events have relied on a range of printed 
materials, from brochures and programmes 
to signage and promotional items. These 
materials not only consume resources 
during production but also contribute to 
waste once the event concludes.

Digital signage is another sustainable 
alternative to traditional printed banners 
and posters. Interactive screens and 
projections can be used to display 
information dynamically, reducing the 
need for physical materials that are often 
discarded. Furthermore, digital solutions 
can enhance the attendee experience by 
providing interactive features, personalised 
content, and real-time updates.

Implementing eco-friendly design and 
production practices requires a thoughtful 
approach, but the benefits are manifold. By 
focusing on sustainable materials, energy 
efficiency, and digital innovations, event 
organisers can create engaging, impactful 
experiences that are both environmentally 
responsible and aligned with the values of 
today’s eco-aware audiences.

Sustainable Materials & Décor
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Engaging Stakeholders in

Sustainable Practices
From clients and vendors to attendees and the local community, each group plays a big part in ensuring 
sustainability goals are met. Engaging these stakeholders is essential to creating a culture of sustainability 
that extends beyond individual events and fosters long-term environmental responsibility.

Clients are at the heart of any event, and their 
commitment to sustainability can significantly 
influence the overall success of sustainable practices. 
The engagement process begins by aligning the event’s 
sustainability objectives with the client’s values and goals. 
Early discussions should focus on how sustainability can 
enhance the event’s impact, not just environmentally, 
but also in terms of brand reputation and 
attendee satisfaction.

Educating clients on the benefits of sustainable practices, 
such as cost savings from reduced waste or the positive 
public perception gained from eco-friendly initiatives, 
can help secure their buy-in. Providing clients with clear, 
actionable insights on how their event can be more 
sustainable, such as choosing eco-friendly venues or 
opting for local and organic catering, empowers them to 
make informed decisions that support sustainability.

Partnering with Vendors
& Suppliers

Vendors and suppliers are integral to the execution 
of sustainable events. Their practices, from sourcing 
materials to managing waste, directly impact the event’s 
environmental footprint. Engaging vendors in the 
sustainability journey involves selecting partners who 
share a commitment to green practices and are willing to 
collaborate on innovative solutions.

The process begins with setting clear sustainability 
expectations in the early stages of vendor selection. 
RFPs (Request for Proposals) should include specific 
sustainability criteria, and preference should be given to 
vendors who can demonstrate their adherence to these 
standards. For instance, suppliers who use recyclable 
or biodegradable materials, or who have robust 
waste management systems in place, align well with 
sustainable event goals.

Regular meetings to discuss sustainability strategies, 
challenges, and opportunities can lead to the 
development of innovative solutions that benefit both 
event and environment. Encouraging vendors to adopt 
more sustainable practices, such as reducing packaging 
or using energy-efficient technologies, can have a ripple 
effect, promoting sustainability across the supply chain.

Engaging Attendees in 
Sustainability

Engagement requires clear communication and 
opportunities for active participation. From the 
moment they register for an event, attendees 
should be informed about the sustainability 
initiatives in place and how they can contribute.

Providing practical information, such as 
encouraging the use of public transport, 
promoting waste segregation at the venue, or 
offering digital alternatives to printed materials, 
helps attendees make environmentally 
conscious choices. Additionally, integrating 
sustainability into the event experience—such 
as offering reusable water bottles, compostable 
cutlery, or incentives for sustainable 
behaviours—can further engage attendees and 
reinforce the importance of their role in your 
“green” event.

Feedback mechanisms, such as surveys or 
interactive sessions, can also be used to gather 
attendees’ insights on sustainability. This not 
only helps improve future events but also 
makes attendees feel valued and involved in 
the sustainability journey.

Collaborating with the
Local Community
The local community is often directly impacted 
by events, making their engagement crucial for 
sustainability. Collaborating with the community 
can involve sourcing local products, supporting local 
businesses, and ensuring that the event’s environmental 
footprint is managed responsibly to avoid negative 
impacts on the surrounding area. Involving community 
stakeholders in the planning process, such as local 
government, environmental groups, or community 
leaders, can help identify potential sustainability 
challenges and opportunities. 

This collaboration can also enhance the event’s social 
impact, fostering goodwill and stronger community 
relations. This not only ensures the success of 
sustainable events but also contributes to a broader 
cultural shift towards environmental responsibility.

Involving Clients in the Sustainability Journey

Communication is the key: Sharing progress reports, sustainability achievements, and 
post-event impact assessments can demonstrate the tangible benefits of the sustainability 
measures implemented. This not only strengthens the client relationship but also 
encourages continued commitment to sustainable practices in future events.

14 SUSTAINABLE EVENT PLANNING 15ST CATHERINE’S COLLEGE CONFERENCES
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Transparent and accurate reporting not only demonstrates a commitment to environmental responsibility but also 
gives valuable insights that can inform future events. By using specific tools and metrics, event organisers can quantify 
their sustainability efforts, track progress, and communicate achievements effectively to stakeholders.

Transparent reporting builds trust with stakeholders, 
including clients, attendees, vendors, and the local 
community, by providing a clear and honest account 
of the event’s environmental impact.

Reports should detail the key performance indicators 
(KPIs) related to sustainability, such as the total 
carbon footprint, the percentage of waste diverted 
from landfill, and the amount of water conserved. 
Visual representations, like charts and graphs, can 
be particularly effective in communicating these 
results, making information more accessible and 
understandable.

These metrics should be tailored to the specific goals 
of the event, whether it is reducing carbon emissions, 
minimising waste, or conserving resources. A variety of 
tools are available to help.

Carbon footprint calculators are great for measuring 
the greenhouse gas emissions associated with an 
event. These tools assess emissions from various 
sources, including attendee travel, energy use, and 
logistics. By entering data, event organisers can 
estimate the total carbon footprint and identify areas 
where emissions can be further reduced.

Waste audits are another excellent way to measure 
sustainability. These involve assessing the types 
and amounts of waste generated during an event 
and determining the proportion that was recycled, 
composted, or sent to landfill. Organisers can identify 
the most significant waste streams and implement 
strategies to reduce or eliminate them in future events.

Resource consumption, including materials used for 
signage, decorations, and promotional items, can 
be measured by tracking the quantities purchased 
and discarded. This data can be used to assess the 
efficiency of resource use and to set targets for 
reducing material consumption in future events.

Tools and Metrics for 
Measuring Sustainability

Certifications and third-party audits play a valuable 
role in validating the sustainability efforts of an 
event. Obtaining recognised certifications, such 
as ISO 20121 for sustainable event management 
or the Green Event Standard, provides an 
external validation of the event’s environmental 
performance. These certifications are based on 
rigorous standards and can enhance the credibility 
of sustainability claims.

Third-party audits offer an additional layer of 
accountability. By engaging an independent auditor 
to assess the event’s sustainability practices, 
organisers can receive an objective evaluation of 
their efforts. Audits can cover various aspects of the 
event, including energy use, waste management, 
and carbon emissions. The findings from these 
audits can be used to refine sustainability strategies 
and demonstrate a commitment to continuous 
improvement. This, in turn, fosters greater 
confidence among stakeholders.

The Importance of
Transparent Reporting

The Role of Certifications
& Third-party Audits

Measuring & Reporting 

Sustainability Outcomes
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The future of sustainable events will be shaped by emerging trends, 
technological innovations, and evolving regulatory landscapes, all of which 
promise to redefine how events are planned, executed, and experienced. 
This forward-looking perspective highlights the key developments that will 
influence the future of sustainable events and underscores the importance 
of maintaining a commitment to sustainability.

As concerns about climate change escalate, there 
is a growing demand for events that are not only 
environmentally responsible but also carbon neutral. 
This shift is driving the adoption of carbon offsetting 
practices, where event organisers invest in projects 
that reduce or remove carbon from the atmosphere 
to balance out their own emissions. In the coming 
years, we can expect to see more events striving 
for carbon neutrality, with organisers implementing 
robust carbon management strategies and offsetting 
programmes.

Another trend is the rise of hybrid events, which 
combine in-person and virtual experiences. The 
COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the adoption 
of virtual events, and as the world goes back to 
physical gatherings, hybrid models are emerging as 
a sustainable alternative. By reducing the need for 
travel, hybrid events significantly lower the carbon 
footprint associated with attendee transportation. 
Additionally, they offer increased accessibility, 
allowing a broader audience to participate without the 
environmental impact of long-distance travel.

The concept of the circular economy is also gaining 
traction. Future events will increasingly adopt circular 
practices, where resources are reused, repurposed, 
or recycled rather than disposed of after a single 
use. For example, modular event structures that can 
be disassembled and reused at multiple events, or 
rental services for décor and equipment, are likely to 
become standard practice.

Emerging Trends in 
Sustainable Events

Technological advances play a pivotal role in the 
evolution of sustainable events. One key innovation is 
the use of artificial intelligence (AI) and data analytics 
to optimise event planning and operations. AI can be 
used to predict attendee behaviour, optimise resource 
allocation, and reduce waste by precisely matching 
supply with demand. 

The development of smart venues is another exciting 
advance. Venues are equipped with integrated systems 
that monitor and manage energy usage, waste, and 
other environmental factors in real-time. Smart venues 
can automatically adjust lighting, heating, and cooling 
based on occupancy levels, ensuring energy is used 
efficiently. This real-time data can also be used to 
provide organisers with actionable insights on how to 
improve the sustainability of their events.

Technological Innovations
Driving Sustainability

The Future
 of Sustainable Events
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As governments around the world continue 
to strengthen environmental regulations, 
the events industry must adapt to meet 
these new standards. Future events need to 
comply with stricter regulations regarding 
waste management, carbon emissions, and 
resource use. These regulations will include 
mandatory reporting of environmental impact, 
as well as incentives for adopting sustainable 
practices. Event organisers who proactively 
align with these evolving regulations will be 
better positioned to succeed in an increasingly 
competitive and environmentally conscious 
marketplace.

The future of sustainable events 
is bright, filled with opportunities 
for innovation and growth. As the 
industry embraces new trends, 
technologies, and regulations, the 
commitment to sustainability will 
not only enhance the environmental 
impact of events but also create more 
meaningful and engaging experiences 
for attendees. 

Evolving Regulatory Landscapes

St Catz is at the forefront of this movement, continuously 
striving to implement and promote best practice 
in sustainability. By staying ahead of the game and 
embracing these developments, St Catz is poised to lead 
the way in shaping a more sustainable and responsible 
future for the events industry. 

Contact us today to find out how
St Catz can help plan your next event:

01865 281194 / 01865 271717

catz.conferences@stcatz.ox.ac.uk

www.catzconferences.com


