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understanding and reducing the climate impact
FLYING GREENER

of business air travel



Air travel has a well-deserved reputation as the most environmentally damaging form of trans-
portation. Flying is usually the dirtiest way to get from place to place, and we use it to cover 
vast distances. In the U.S. alone more than 827 million passengers travel by air each year, flying 
just over a trillion miles.  U.S. flights emit over 350 million tons of carbon dioxide equivalent 
annually (including RFI).  That’s about 4% of total U.S. emissions, or about 16% of transporta-
tion emissions. 

Air travel’s convenience and ubiquity make it easy to dismiss as a necessary evil. But this ob-
scures the reality that there are simple ways to reduce its impact. In fact, for many businesses 
flights are a low-hanging fruit that offer an opportunity to cut both costs and emissions.  In this 
paper we explore the factors that influence air travel’s climate impact and provide guidelines 
for minimizing it.

Calculating a flight’s carbon footprint is a complex task. Not only does air travel emit green-
house gases, it emits them high in the atmosphere where further chemical reactions amplify 
their climate impact. And although emissions are directly related to the quantity of fuel used, 
aircraft fuel efficiency depends on a variety of factors. The upshot is that determining which of 
two flights has a smaller climate impact requires a model that accounts for the combined impact 
of multiple variables.

Brighter Planet’s flight emissions model incorporates distance, aircraft type, landing-takeoff cy-
cles, seat configuration, load factor, and freight share to give the best possible estimate of an in-
dividual passenger’s emissions. It draws on a variety of data sources including the Bureau of 
Transportation Statistics’ T-100 flights database, the European Environmental Agency’s Emis-
sions Inventory Guidebook, and the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency’s Greenhouse Gas 
Emissions Inventory. It accounts for both greenhouse gas emissions and the climate impact of 
high-altitude fuel combustion.

In this paper we use the model to illustrate the main factors that drive flight emissions. For the 
sake of clarity, we have selected simple examples comparing flights that differ in a single way. 
The true value of the model lies in its ability to determine the cumulative emissions impact of 
changing in any number of variables.
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1! Fly direct
Connecting flights are sometimes cheaper, but they take longer and almost always have a larger 
climate impact. Layovers increase the total distance you fly and add fuel-guzzling takeoffs. A 
layover in Chicago (ORD) on a flight from New York (JFK) to San Francisco (SFO) on a Boeing 
757-200 doesn’t increase the distance flown but increases emissions by 6%. A layover in Houston 
(IAH) increases distance by 18% and emissions by 22%.

The exception is flights longer than about 4,500 miles. At these distances the weight of carrying 
extra fuel starts to counteract the benefit of avoiding a second takeoff. But even then a layover 
often adds enough distance that a direct flight would be the greenest option – and the fastest 
way to get your feet back on the ground so you can get down to business.
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2! Fly economy class
Flying in economy class is guaranteed to minimize your climate impact. As with carpooling, 
fitting more people onto a plane makes it more efficient. Higher-class seats take up nearly twice 
as much room, so booking one makes you responsible for almost double the emissions. And 
since they also cost hundreds of dollars more, this is an easy way for your business to reduce its 
expenses.

3! Pack light
It’s no coincidence that airlines have been ratcheting up the baggage fees as oil prices rise. The 
heavier the load, the more fuel a plane burns. If all passengers on US domestic flights packed 
five pounds less, it would save 64 million gallons of jet fuel each year and have a climate impact 
equivalent to grounding all domestic flights for three days, or shutting down all the dirty power 
plants in the US for four hours.

                                                          M a r c h  2 0 1 0                                                           p. 3     



4! Choose a green airline
The remaining factors that influence a flight’s climate impact are aircraft type, load factor, and 
freight share. Some models of aircraft are more fuel-efficient than others over a certain distance 
and for a particular number of passengers. Passengers on full flights, or flights that carry lots of 
freight cargo, are responsible for a smaller share of the total emissions. These factors have a big 
impact on your flight’s footprint, but are difficult or impossible to control when buying a ticket.

We used our emissions model to process every commercial flight on the top domestic carriers in 
2008. The results take into account the fuel efficiency and seat configuration of each airline’s air-
craft fleet, the routes flown, the number of empty seats on each flight, and the amount of freight 
cargo carried. The ranking doesn’t guarantee anything about the footprint of a particular flight, 
but prioritizing booking on greener airlines is an easy way to hedge your climate bets.
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5! Find alternatives to flying

For short trips, consider taking a train or bus or even carpooling. These can actually be as fast as 
flying once you factor in the time it takes to get to and from the airport, clear security, and wait 
at the gate. Short flights are also particularly inefficient because it takes a lot more fuel to take 
off and climb than to cruise at altitude. Most jet aircraft use just 50% more fuel to fly 500 miles as 
opposed to 250.

The greenest option in any case is to plan a videoconference and skip the trip altogether. With 
carbon accounting becoming more and more important in business today, telecommuting and 
videoconferences are a common alternative. In one example, the company Manpower elimi-
nated over a million miles of travel and 400,000 pounds of carbon dioxide emissions with a sin-
gle virtual conference.  And besides being green, this move will save you money and valuable 
time.
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About Brighter Planet
Brighter Planet provides technology-driven climate change solutions that help people and businesses manage 
their environmental impacts.  Its suite of innovative tools range from debit and credit cards that build renew-
able energy, to crowd-powered community climate projects, to a technology platform that integrates carbon 
emissions modeling with business operations.  Brighter Planet has engaged over 150,000 customers to date.  
Learn more at brighterplanet.com.
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