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The impacts on health and environment which emerge from scientific conferences receive increasing 
attention (e.g., Kuenzli et al. 2013, Hamant et al. 2019, Pascal 2019). For EUPHA, such conferences are an 
essential element for pursuing its goals, providing crucial opportunities for scientific exchange and debate. 
During the last few years, EUPHA has strived to “green” the European Public Health conferences, 
especially to minimize negative impacts. This paper aims to document main lines of activities since 2016, 
identify current challenges, and sketch potential solutions. 
 
1 EUPHA mission and conferencing 
According to Article 3 of its Constitution1, the “object of the association is to contribute to the preservation 
and improvement of public health in the European region through capacity building and knowledge building 
… The association tries to achieve this object through, inter alia: … the holding of scientific conferences 
at regular intervals; … encouraging and furthering the use of knowledge in the field of public health in 
order to improve the health of populations in Europe”. 
 
In tune with its constitution, EUPHA has developed a tradition of annual conferences, taking place in 
various locations throughout Europe and involving more than 1,000 participants. Conference attendees 
include participants from the host country, a majority of participants from all over Europe, and some from 
overseas. Conference participation is known to involve air travel for many participants. 
 
2 Footprint reduction – The EUPHA approach 
Conferences held in a traditional, “standard” way imply a considerable consumption of resources as well 
as production of emissions and waste – impacts which can be summarized metaphorically as their envir-
onmental “footprint”. Large footprints mean increasing risks for human health, e.g. via contributing to 
climate change which is recognized as a major threat to human health (Watts et al. 2019, Ripple et al. 
2020)2. 
 
So there is a structural dilemma for EUPHA: the constitutional goal of holding scientific conferences 
collides, to some extent, with the obligation of furthering the use of knowledge in the field of public health 
in order to improve the health of populations in Europe. As for other professional associations, this evolves 
into an issue of responsibility and credibility, especially for associations dealing with the fields of health 
and/or environment. 
 
Acknowledging that this dilemma can hardly be expected to be resolved by one “easy” solution, EUPHA 
including EUPHA sections undertook a range of steps to tackle the problem, over the last few years. This 
“mixed approach” includes debating the issue, learning from others, establishing a “Green club”, and im-
plementing practical steps. 
 
Early in 2016, EUPHA members prepared a discussion paper on EUPHA’s “health and environment 
awareness” (Box A) and presented it to the EUPHA section council on 25 February 2016. 
 
Box A. EUPHA’s “health and environment” awareness3 
 
Summary: “For an ambitious professional association like EUPHA, concern for the environmental and health impacts 
of our own activities must feature amongst our core values. This ought to be reflected in the arrangements for our 
large and prestigious annual conferences. It is reasonable to suppose that conference-related processes can be adjusted 
and refined to optimize sustainability and health – without reducing utility or enjoyment. Exploring experiences made 
elsewhere, we could start a dialogue with a focus on upcoming EPH conferences in Vienna 2016 and Stockholm 2017, 
in order to identify opportunities for adoption …” 
 

 
1 https://eupha.org/general_page.php?p=26 
2 In an unusual step, more than 250 media outlets including the science magazine “Nature” have united into “Cov-
ering Climate Now”, a collaboration to focus attention on the need for urgent action (Nature 2019). 
3 Authors: R. Fehr, P. van den Hazel, P. Martin-Olmedo, M. Martuzzi, O. Mekel, G. Morris 

https://eupha.org/general_page.php?p=26
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“In a press release of 15 October, EUPHA expressed its serious concerns about climate change and health … The 
issues are daunting in scale and complexity. Yet, in several domains including food, transport, energy use and waste 
disposal, approaches are recognized which are ecologically and socially sustainable and promoting of health and 
wellbeing … EUPHA could start intensifying efforts to not only discuss these issues but also, through its own activities 
to make a modest but positive contribution. We recall a session on advocacy and communication at the Milano EPH 
conference which revealed an intention to ensure attendees at next year’s conference in Vienna “practice what they 
preach”, notably concerning physical exercise. Such sentiments can usefully be extended to inform a conference 
response to the ecological threat to human health. Such an exercise would be consistent with the professional 
responsibility and ethical obligations which are shared by all in Public Health.” 
 
“What concrete actions can be undertaken to tackle these issues of eco-health and responsibility? A serious approach 
might have regard to the following: 
• Identification of the starting point: Does EUPHA have a tradition of advising conference organizers on enviro-

nment and health issues for planning and conducting our conferences? Are there institutions and/or persons within 
EUPHA with relevant experience? 

• Exploration of the state of the art: What tools are available for “benign and responsible” conference organization? 
• Awareness raising among EPH organizers and participants about both the problem and existing “good practice” 

approaches 
• Development of suggestions for EUPHA to gradually move towards sustainability and health; this might include 

ways to “make the (eco-)healthy choice the easy choice” 
• Accepting that such an activity should not become unduly burdensome, identify ways to monitor progress in the 

coming years.” 
 
In an appendix, selected “greening” activities outside EUPHA were listed, incl. from the United Nations, WHO, the 
European Commission, and the European Environment Agency. 
 
3 EPH conference in Vienna, 2016 
The 9th European Public Health Conference “All for Health – Health for All” was organized by the Eur-
opean Public Health Foundation, together with the Association of Schools of Public Health in the European 
Region (ASPHER), and the Austrian Public Health Association / Österreichische Gesellschaft für Public 
Health (ÖGPH) in Vienna, 9 – 12 Nov 20164. It took place at the Austria Center Vienna (ACV) which is 
awarded as Green Conference Center. 
 
Conference arrangements 
In the printed conference materials (program book p.99), the event was announced as a “Green 
conference”: “The EPH conference is committed to reducing the environmental impact of the conference 
and finding ways to be more environmentally responsible”. The listing of initiatives which were taken 
includes the following: Refillable water bottles; Catering – Coffee and tea are served in recycled cups. Most 
lunch ingredients are from regional and organic origin; Reduced printing – … by switching to E-Posters, 
digital marketing and email communication; Abstract submission, registration and invoicing are fully web-
based. The Conference Programme and abstracts can be accessed online; The Conference Bag is made of 
recycled materials. The Programme Book is printed on FSC Mix paper5…”. 
 
The Conference Newsletter of 26 October 2016 elaborates on this: “We are committed to reducing the 
environmental impact of the conference and finding ways to be more environmentally responsible. We 
encourage our delegates to travel CO2 neutral and have taken the following actions to help minimize the 
environmental impact of the conference: With your Conference Bag you will receive a water bottle which 
you can refill at water fountains located around the ACV. The water bottle is kindly offered by the European 
Patients Forum (EPF)”. – For the first time, there was a mobile conference app, supporting paper-free 
conferencing. 
 

 
4 https://ephconference.eu/conference-2016-vienna-48 
5 i.e. certified by Forest Stewardship Council, https://ic.fsc.org/en 

https://ephconference.eu/conference-2016-vienna-48
https://ic.fsc.org/en
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Vienna declaration 
Signed by 46 organizations and institutes6, the Vienna declaration7 reiterates the commitment to the princ-
iples of the Ottawa Charter on Health Promotion, and underlines the relevance of “taking into account new 
and emerging threats to public health that have arisen in the three decades since the adoption of the Ottawa 
Charter, as well as the renewed global commitment to health set out in the Sustainable Development Goals”. 
The section “Good Governance, for the Protection of Health” points out: “The public health community 
has a key role to play in holding governments, at all levels, to account for their actions.” 
 
Workshop “Reducing the health and environment footprint of European Public Health confer-

ences?” 
The workshop8 was motivated by conclusions drawn from the 2015 EPH conference in Milano (Box B), 
and the abstract’s key messages were: (i) For an ambitious association like EUPHA, concern for the impacts 
of our own activities features amongst our core values; this ought to be reflected in the arrangements for 
our annual conferences; (ii) Building on existing examples, EUPHA is challenged to prove that it has the 
profile and capacity to create positive example. 
 
Box B. Workshop abstract “Reducing the health and environment footprint of European Public Health 
conferences?” (Fehr, Zeegers Paget 2016) 
 
“To strive for sustainability is recognized as a prerequisite for improving people’s health and their environment in the 
21st century. At the EPH 2015 conference in Milano, the issue received prominent attention; topics included the 
anthropocene, human impacts on global processes and systems, and the planetary boundaries consistent with human 
health and survival. In a press release …, EUPHA expressed its serious concerns about climate change and health. 
This resonates with concerns about global environmental change expressed by the World Health Organization, the 
European Commission and many others. 
For an ambitious professional association like EUPHA, concern for the environmental and health impacts of our own 
activities must feature amongst our core values. This ought to be reflected in the arrangements for our large and 
prestigious annual conferences. Areas of concern include: mode of travel (especially by air); conference venue and 
accommodations; flow of energy and materials; food consumption; waste avoidance and disposal; physical activity; 
and equity, e.g. (financial) barriers to conference attendance. 
While previous conferences have not been oblivious to these issues, more should be done. To intensify efforts would 
be consistent with the professional responsibility and ethical obligations which are shared by all in Public Health. 
Clearly, there is potential for sustainability and (long-term) health perspectives to be in conflict with other relevant 
mission components incl. face-to-face encounters, vibrant meetings and intensive campaigns. EUPHA is challenged 
to prove that it has the profile and capacity to create positive example. 
Through how we plan and deliver our conferences, we can demonstrate a commitment to the health of individuals, 
populations and the planet and its component systems. A promising approach might have regard to issues like the 
following: Awareness-raising among EPH organizers and participants about conference impacts on health and envir-
onment; tools available for ‘‘benign and responsible’’ conference organization; existing approaches of good practice; 
ways to ‘‘make the (eco-) healthy choice the easy choice’’; accepting that such an activity should not become unduly 
burdensome; and identifying ways to monitor progress. 
Importantly, success for EUPHA in this venture could provide a template for adoption by other, e.g. national, pro-
fessional associations. In addition, the ‘‘greening’’ of EPH conferences can stimulate and encourage both individuals 
and institutions to move along similar pathways. 
 
The workshop was focused on learning from others. In a first presentation, authors from the Swiss Tropical 
and Public Health Institute, Universität Basel, described their efforts and experiences concerning an earlier 
ISEE9 conference where organizers explored, and practiced, a range of approaches (Kuenzli et al. 2013, 
2016). That conference “was attended by about 1.800 scientists from more than 70 countries … The 
estimated ‘footprint’ of most areas of activity … was relatively small, compared to the greenhouse gases 
produced by travel (c. 14 million km, >1.5 tons of CO2 per person). Several actions were taken. A printed 

 
6 6 international organizations, 15 national associations, 25 supporting organizations 
7 https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/Vienna_Declaration_final_version_def.pdf 
8 Workshop 7.A, date: 11 Nov 2016, 16:40-17:40, Room M2. Organized by EUPHA sections Health Impact Assess-
ment (HIA) and Environment-related Diseases 
9 International Society for Environmental Epidemiology 

https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/Vienna_Declaration_final_version_def.pdf
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program was only handed out upon request; c. 2/3 of participants opted for electronic versions ... The four 
lunch buffets were vegetarian. The organizers chose two CO2 compensation projects, in Uganda and China, 
with compensation (c. 20 Swiss francs per person) included in the standard costs”. The presentation 
concluded that there is still a long way to go to accomplish ‘‘green’’ conferences, and that lack of evidence 
creates challenges. “Changes in standard practices and resource allocations may frustrate conference 
organizers, if not participants. It is important to keep the vision of a green conference high on the agenda.” 
 
The second presentation was contributed by the Department of Ecodesign, Eco-Labelling and Environ-
mentally friendly Procurement of the German Federal Environmental Agency (UBA), Dessau/Berlin (Eg-
gers et al. 2016). The agency, together with the Ministry of the Environment, produced a guide (Dubrikow 
et al. 2015) providing guidance on a range of topics that are important for organizing an event in a 
‘‘sustainable’’ way, including: “mobility to and at the venue; accommodation of participants, use of energy 
and water, ’green’ procurement of goods and services, catering, waste management, communication, and 
social aspects (universal access; gender mainstreaming)”. It was pointed out that realizing an event in a 
more sustainable way can also save money. The guide contains work sheets that include measures to be 
taken as well as products and services featuring the ‘‘Blue Angel’’ ecolabel. 
 
Finally, a group of authors from Germany, the Netherlands, Spain, the UK, and WHO looked at what in-
ternational organizations incl. the United Nations, WHO, the European Commission and the European 
Environment Agency would have to offer (Fehr et al. 2016). This included the United Nations (“Moving 
towards a climate neutral UN – The UN’s system footprint and efforts to reduce it”), the World Health 
Organization’s efforts to include the Regional offices in the carbon footprint assessment exercise and to 
develop a global WHO Sustainability Management System; the European Commission’s activities includ-
ing “Greening the European Semester”, “Green public procurement”, and the EU Eco-Management and 
Audit Scheme (EMAS); and finally the European Environment Agency’s project”Greening European 
transport consumption: change user behaviour and set carbon targets”. 
 
4 EPH conference in Stockholm, 2017 
The 10th European Public Health Conference “Sustaining resilient and healthy communities” was a col-
laboration of EUPHA, the European Public Health Conference Foundation and the Swedish Association of 
Social Medicine (SASM), 1-4 November 201710. More than 2.000 delegates from over 75 countries 
gathered “to discuss and debate the state of global and European health from the perspective of research, 
methods and practices”. 
 
Conference arrangements 
The program book11 contains a section “Greening the Conference” (p.99) which – compared to 2016 – is 
more comprehensive: “EPH Conference is committed to reducing the environmental impact of the confer-
ence and finding ways to be more environmentally responsible. EUPHA has set up a Green Club to further 
encourage greening the conference”. Among the initiatives taken are the following:” No beef. Lunches and 
Conference Dinner do no longer serve beef meat. We encourage the choice for vegetarian lunch and dinner 
options. Reduced printing … We are very pleased that 70% of the delegates will no longer use a hard copy 
of the Programme Book. Paperless communication. Abstract submission, registration and invoicing are 
fully web-based … Recycled materials. The Conference Bag is made of recycled materials”. And it says: 
“We encourage our delegates to reduce the effect of their air travel on the climate. You can help by flying 
CO2 neutral with the CO2ZERO compensation service of your air travel company”. 
 
In addition, the section provides information on conference suppliers and locations: “Our conference sup-
pliers do everything they can to limit the environmental impact of their products and services. All restaur-
ants at Stockholmsmässan are licensed to use the Nordic Ecolabel. The catering company … is certified 
with the environmental friendly certification called KRAV. A KRAV-certification proves that a product is 
produced with an organic standard, with additional standards for animal care, health, social responsibility 
and climate impact. Stockholmsmässan is also committed to play their part in positive community 

 
10 https://ephconference.eu/conference-2017-stockholm-49 
11 https://ephconference.eu/repository/conference/2017/Programme_Book_Stockholm_2017.pdf 

https://ephconference.eu/conference-2017-stockholm-49
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development. They are currently supporting Ung Företagsamhet (Young Enterprise) … and the Natur & 
Miljöpärmen educational scheme. The … location of the Conference Dinner and dance, has been 
ecolabelled for many years … Their goal is to become one of Stockholm’s most sustainable event facility. 
The location of the Welcome Reception, Stockholm’s famous City hall is owned by the Municipality of 
Stockholm whose goal it is to make Stockholm fossil free by 2040”. 
 
Stockholm declaration 
Under the title “Sustaining resilient and healthy communities–Joint call for Action”, the Stockholm De-
claration12 (signed by 15 organizations) points out: “The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was 
adopted by the UN General Assembly in September 2015. The 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
with their 169 targets provide a transformative agenda that commits the governments of the world to leave 
no one behind”. The declaration includes items which a healthy community should include: “A clean and 
safe physical environment … Protection of the natural environment … Responsible use of resources to 
ensure long term sustainability”. 
 
5 EPH conference in Ljubljana, 2018 
From 28 November to 1 December 2018, the 11th European Public Health Conference “Winds of change: 
towards new ways of improving public health in Europe” took place in Ljubljana, Slovenia, with a total of 
1,675 delegates from over 72 countries attending13. 
 
Conference arrangements 
The range of environmental initiatives taken was extended. The program book14 explains: “Our catering 
service gives priority to fresh fruits and vegetables that are locally produced and in season. We encourage 
the choice for vegetarian lunch and dinner options. We have chosen leaner meats and sea food, rather than 
beef meat … We do not offer alcohol at the conference and have limited the availability of drinks that are 
high in free sugars. Water is available throughout the conference. Leftovers are donated to Charitas to be 
distributed to homeless people … By switching to E-Posters printing of poster materials by delegates is 
avoided … With support from Ljubljana Passenger Transport (LPP), we offer delegates free public trans-
port within the city. Ljubljana was named European Green Capital for 2016. Ljubljana’s city centre, which 
was once home to a constant stream of cars and buses, is now mostly dedicated to pedestrians and cyclists. 
The city is committed to continuously improving their public transportation system, in an effort to ensure 
that it is accessible and user-friendly for all passengers … The Slovenian capital can boast of having tap 
water that is perfectly drinkable without pre-treatment … Ljubljana offers lots of square metres of public 
green space per capita. It has the highest share of separated waste that is collected, at 63%. It is also the 
first capital in the EU to take part in Europe’s Zero waste programme, which aims to reconfigure our 
society. Their goal is to ban items that cannot be repaired, composted, or recycled (or re-designed to be able 
to do any of the three), from entering European markets”. 
 
The text also points out that “EUPHA has established a working group of environmental experts and en-
vironment-conscious colleagues to advice both EUPHA and the EPH Conference Foundation in their efforts 
to reduce the environmental impact of the conference. The Green Club is intended to brainstorm and advice 
the organisers of the annual EPH Conferences on how to decrease the impact on the environment”. 
 
In addition, the EPH Conference App (presented prominently in the program book) deserves attention. 
Features include: Conference Programme, Personalised Programme, Daily News, Plenary Speaker, List of 
Delegates, Best poster voting system, Interactive Map, Networking with Delegate, and Partners at Ljubl-
jana. 
 

 
12 https://ephconference.eu/repository/advocacy/Stockholm_declaration/Stockholm_declaration_7.pdf 
13 https://ephconference.eu/conference-2018-Ljubljana-184 
14 https://ephconference.eu/repository/conference/2018/Programme_Book_Ljubljana_2018.pdf 

https://ephconference.eu/repository/advocacy/Stockholm_declaration/Stockholm_declaration_7.pdf
https://ephconference.eu/conference-2018-Ljubljana-184
https://ephconference.eu/repository/conference/2018/Programme_Book_Ljubljana_2018.pdf
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Ljubljana statement 
Called “The Ljubljana statement calling for political engagement to reduce inequalities in health”15, this 
text was signed by 28 organizations and several individuals. While the statement’s overall focus is different, 
two topics implicitly fuel the “greening” debate: “Voicing knowledge – Public health professionals have 
the knowledge and the capacity to provide the evidence base for all policy decisions with an impact on 
public health … It is essential that the public health community uses the modern communication technology 
to its advantage. Modern communication technology offers great potential for public health to renew and 
improve its approach to the public and to individual population groups”. Secondly, “Translating evidence 
to politics”: “It is widely accepted that evidence alone will not bring about behaviour change. What is 
needed is a political commitment to bring about change … public health professionals need to expand their 
focus and understand the political system. This interdisciplinarity needs to be reflected in all training of 
public health professionals … Without these new skills and new mind-set, there will be no winds of 
change”. The potential of modern communication technology as well as the need of new skills and new 
mindset qualify also for the “Greening” debate. 
 
6 EPH conference in Marseille, 2019 
The 12th European Public Health (EPH) conference “Building bridges for solidarity and public health” 
took place in Marseille, 20-23 Nov 2019, in the Palais des Congrès et des Expositions16. 
 
Conference arrangements 
As the Program book17 explains (p.103), again a range of initiatives were taken to minimize the impact of 
the conference on the environment (“Greening”). The text includes: “We encourage our delegates to reduce 
the effect of their air travel on the climate by flying CO2 neutral with the CO2ZERO compensation service”, 
but now also states: “We encourage delegates to travel to Marseille by high speed train (TGV)”. The section 
on suppliers is short: “Our conference suppliers do everything they can to limit the environmental impact 
of their products and services”; no details are given. EUPHA’s Green Club is characterized with the same 
words as in 2018. 
 
Marseille statement 
The Marseille statement ”Building bridges for solidarity in public health”18 was signed by more than 40 
organizations. While the focus is on migration from a solidarity perspective, there is also strong reference 
to the Sustainable Development Goals, specifically the pledge of ensuring healthy lives and promoting 
well-being for all (related to goal 3 and many of the other goals). The declaration convincingly states: 
“When translating health research and knowledge to policy and advocacy, a public health narrative needs 
to be created that supports our vision of more health equity”. A discussion on what factors may cause large-
scale migration is not included - otherwise climate change, the unequal distribution of its environmental 
and health consequences on global and local scale, and our own responsibility to prevent and mitigate would 
probably be featured here. One reason for this omission could be that a narrative of “climate responsibility” 
has not yet spread widely in the public health community. 
 
Workshop “Greening the European Public Health conferences, and beyond” 
This workshop19 was intended to continue the debate and identify practical action. The proposal’s key 
messages were: (i) For reasons of responsibility and credibility, professional associations need to care about 
their ecological footprint; EUPHA created a “Green Club” and explores practical measures for “greening”; 
(ii) Both resource consumption and emissions from EPH conferences are considerable, calling for 

 
15 https://ephconference.eu/repository/advocacy/Ljubljana_statement/Ljubljana_statement-
_final_incl_logos_20181130.pdf 
16 https://ephconference.eu/conference-2019-marseille-271 
17 https://eupha.org/repository/conference/2019/1403-0061_BR_Marseille20194.pdf 
18 https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/Marseille_statement_2019/Marseille_statement_-
_Building_bridges_for_solidarity_in_public_health_November_2019.pdf 
19 Workshop 6.O, date: 22 Nov 2019, 14:50-15:50, Room Endoume 6. Organized by EUPHA, EUPHA section 
Health Impact Assessment (HIA) and EUPHA section Environment-related Diseases (ENV) 

https://ephconference.eu/repository/advocacy/Ljubljana_statement/Ljubljana_statement-_final_incl_logos_20181130.pdf
https://ephconference.eu/repository/advocacy/Ljubljana_statement/Ljubljana_statement-_final_incl_logos_20181130.pdf
https://ephconference.eu/conference-2019-marseille-271
https://eupha.org/repository/conference/2019/1403-0061_BR_Marseille20194.pdf
https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/Marseille_statement_2019/Marseille_statement_-_Building_bridges_for_solidarity_in_public_health_November_2019.pdf
https://eupha.org/repository/advocacy/Marseille_statement_2019/Marseille_statement_-_Building_bridges_for_solidarity_in_public_health_November_2019.pdf
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intensified action, e.g. provision of evidence, awareness-building, and promotion of eco-friendly options 
(Box C). 
 
Box C. Workshop abstract “Greening the European Public Health conferences, and beyond” (Fehr, van 
den Hazel 2019) 
 
Climate change is real; and its health implications are numerous and serious. The UN Sustainable Development Goals 
(SDG) include responsible consumption (SDG 12) and climate action (SDG 13). Scientific conferences are significant 
and regularly recurring components of professional life. They represent major opportunities, e.g., of information 
exchange, networking and quality assurance. At the same time, they involve major amounts of traveling as well as 
other resource-intensive activities. 
For several years now, based on a perspective of sustainability and professional credibility, EUPHA has taken steps 
of caring about the impact on environment and health, especially of “greening” the EPH conferences. This includes 
efforts to learn from other associations and institutions. Within EUPHA, a “Green Club” was formed to develop 
suggestions and to promote the issue. 
The intention is to reduce the “ecological footprint”, including less resource consumption and fewer emissions. But 
“greening” our conferences turns out to be no trivial task. In some respects (e.g. air travel), the environmental and 
health implications are obvious, but to establish benign alternatives is challenging. In other respects (e.g. catering / 
regional food), the implications of different alternatives can be much harder to identify. 
An important element of current debate on climate protection is “climate compensation”, i.e. paying for compensation 
measures in proportion to the approximate production of CO2, e.g. from travel activities. This is offered by various 
providers, and often can be included during the booking procedure. There is, however, a debate questioning the 
rationale, pointing at technical and/or ethical difficulties implied in this approach. Given the state of climate change, 
it is urgent to continue the debate and to intensify practical action. 
Key issues for this workshop include the following: What has been achieved so far? What experiences were made, 
e.g. concerning usability of tools? Can quantification of emissions from our conferences (especially from air travel) 
contribute to increasing awareness and to moving towards solutions? What tasks lie ahead? What specific suggestions 
can be given, e.g., for the 2020 World Congress Public Health in Rome? 
Clearly, in tune with the SDGs, the same “footprint” metaphor applies – beyond our conferences – to regular work (in 
offices, labs, fieldwork and duty travel), private travel, recreation, and daily life at large. It is an open question if it is 
better to integrate such issues into one “integrative” (and complex) approach, or to deal with these issues “one by 
one”, which might take ages to achieve; or what other ways towards “greening” our lives should be taken. For such 
discussion, it will be useful to continue cooperation with other professional associations and/or institutions, facing 
similar challenges. 
 
In the first presentation (Mamo 2019), the EUPHA Green Club president reminded the audience how 
EUPHA’s “greening efforts” started. For example, following the Vienna conference 2016, EUPHA 
determined that greening the conferences is one of the objectives for the EPH Conference strategy for 2017-
2020. The “Green club” was set up by the Executive director in 2017. The presentation then reviewed the 
development of conference-related objectives and actions. The EPH conferences in Stockholm 2017 and 
Ljubljana 2018 were advised by the Green Club, and the initiatives taken now included vegan and 
vegetarian menus. In Stockholm 2017, all restaurants at the venue were licensed to use the Nordic Ecolabel. 
By 2018, the option to have a hard copy of the list of delegates was no longer offered. All delegates and 
participants were encouraged to travel CO2 neutral. For Ljubljana in 2018, the Green club consulted the 
WHO Europe publication “Planning Healthy and Sustainable Meetings” and considered initiatives that 
participants could do for compensating their environmental impact. 
 
The second presentation (Zeegers Paget 2019) was based on experiences from using the WHO EURO 
checklist for healthy and sustainable meetings. Following the decision by the EUPHA/EPH Conference 
Green Club to use this checklist for the EPH Conferences in Ljubljana 2018, the Green Club thought it a 
good idea to set a baseline on the health-related and sustainability measures for conferences organised in 
Europe. If several European conferences on public health related topics would be compared with the EPH 
Conference, objectives for the future could be formulated, to be included in the next EPH Conference 
strategy 2020-2025. The ambitious idea of the Green Club was that EPH Conferences should always be 
above the average of other conferences organised in EUPHA, whilst continuing to strive for being the best 
in Europe. The WHO EURO checklist includes questions on venue and transport, invitation and conference 
materials, food, beverages, tobacco-free, physical activity classes and breaks, waste and use of sustainable 
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materials. Special attention was given to people with disabilities. The executive director of EUPHA decided 
to use the checklist for all (about 20) meetings and conferences she attended in 2019 throughout Europe. 
Results show that a large fraction of the questions can only be answered by the conference organiser, not 
by a conference participant. This was true for questions like: “Does the venue use energy-efficient 
practices?” Some questions address rather fundamental issues, e.g.: “Is holding a meeting in a virtual format 
... an option?” Specific issues of travel mode and/or emission offsetting are not included in this list. Overall, 
the checklist approach seems useful. Short of supporting benchmarking, it helps collecting qualitative 
information and model solutions, and may foster networking among associations towards healthy and 
sustainable meetings. 
 
The third presentation (Fehr, Zeegers Paget, Mekel, Bos 2019) was about quantifying the amount of CO2 
emissions associated with EPH conference air travel, for fostering awareness among EPH conference 
attendees. Aviation is accountable for significant emissions of carbon dioxide (CO2). Factors determining 
emissions include, e.g., trip distance, aircraft fuel efficiency, cabin class, atmospheric conditions, and 
stopovers. Approaches to estimate the carbon footprint are available, e.g., as carbon emissions calculators, 
offered by carbon offset providers. Methodically, based on EPH attendees’ empirical distribution of 
countries of origin for the 2017 Stockholm and 2018 Ljubljana EPH conference, rough estimates of travel 
distances, CO2 emissions, and potential carbon offset costs were produced. As a result, the conference air 
travel was estimated to emit 650-930 tons CO2, with the cost for set-off being roughly € 20.000. In a typical 
case, the conference air travel CO2 emission of one person (foreign to the conference country) was 
estimated as being 580 kg. For comparison: to bring climate change to a halt, the total annual emission per 
person needs to be below 600 kg. It was discussed that – although estimates are useful and should be 
improved – a major task lies in promoting CO2 emission reduction and mitigation. 
 
7 Conclusion 
The positive functions of traditional conferencing are numerous, including scientific debate, “issue 
browsing”, personal (incl. incidental) encounters, building of networks, coalitions, and professional 
identity, membership-campaigning, celebration, and rewarding group experiences. As Hamant et al. (2019) 
point out, all scientists face pressure to attend conferences, this being especially important for early-career 
researchers because it can help them to find new positions and adds to their CVs. 
 
According to the EUPHA 2014-2020 strategy (Zeegers Paget et al. 2014), EUPHA’s second objective (out 
of three) is to “build capacity and knowledge in the field of public health and health services research with 
the aim of supporting evidence-informed practice and policy decisions”, with one specific action (2.1) being 
“Building the capacity and knowledge of our member associations and partners”. According to the 
workplan, this implies (2.1.A) “Lead by example”: “EUPHA is devoted to lead by example by being a 
strong, independent and sustainable organization” (p.425). Another specific action (2.2) in this strategy is 
about “Building the capacity and knowledge of the individual public health professional …” Here, the 
workplan spells out (2.2.C): “Focus on the translation of relevant research outcomes into actual policy and 
practice. EUPHA emphasizes the importance of translation of relevant research outcomes into actual policy 
and practice” (p.426). 
 
Passenger kilometres flown by commercial flights in 2017 were 32% more than in 2014 and 60% more 
than in 2005 (EASA et al. 2019, p.18); in 2016, aviation was accountable for 3.6% of the total EU28 
greenhouse gas emissions (p.24). So, in spite of the undisputed benefits from traditional conferencing: with 
climate change now identified as the leading threat to public health, to continue the current model of 
conferencing is not an option. 
 
EUPH, however, is not alone with this dilemma. Other professional associations face the same type of 
challenges, especially when operating on a global scale. For the World Health Organization, often a leader 
when it comes to emerging challenges, there was a sharp rise in greenhouse gas emissions recently. The 
total emissions in tons of CO2 equivalents for the years 2013 to 2018 were: 23,156 – 20,721 – 22,820 – 
20,697 – 22,247 –then 32,150. This is not explained by the personnel trend; the per capita air travel 
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emissions (tons of CO2 equivalents) for these years were: 10 – 9 – 9 – 7.57 – 8.03 – 12.6420. Comparing 
what WHO reports on its own policies, we find identical identical text portions in 2016 and 2019: “WHO 
is currently exploring a possible policy (including targets) for reducing air travel”; and [Carbon] 
„Offsetting: Under discussion“. 
 
On the other hand, there is a strong increase of attention in society. As Ripple et al. (2020) point out: 
“Mitigating and adapting to climate change … entails major transformations in the ways our global society 
functions and interacts with natural ecosystems. We are encouraged by a recent surge of concern. Gov-
ernmental bodies are making climate emergency declarations. Schoolchildren are striking. Ecocide lawsuits 
are proceeding in the courts. Grassroots citizen movements are demanding change, and many countries, 
states and provinces, cities, and businesses are responding”. 
 
So for EUPHA as well as for other travel-savvy organizations it is a necessity to develop solutions, Vivid 
reactions to the “greening” workshop at the EPH conference in Marseille 2019 urge us to continue reflect-
ing: What can be done? We can order the options by approximate ease of feasibility. 
 
A first set of approaches implies relatively high feasibility, although even here, difficult discussions can be 
foreseen. This includes choosing the city which is going to host a conference: the city’s geographic location 
(co-)determines travel distances. However, it remains crucial to provide chances of hosting a conference 
across countries, irrespective of geographic location. Some cities feature a “green profile” and/or EMAS 
certification, e.g. Ljubljana, where the EPH 2019 was held. The city was the European Green Capital in 
2016, the Environmental Protection Department of the city is a holder of the ISO 14001:2015 certificate 
and it is also included in the EMAS scheme21, For the choice of the venue, eco-certification may qualify as 
a sine-qua-non. Specific conference operations, incl. food and energy supply, need to comply with strict 
standards. Although the impacts of dietary changes toward less meat and more plant-based diets vary 
greatly among regions, large amounts of greenhouse gas emissions can be saved by switching in the 
direction of vegan diets (Springmann et al. 2016). As for food supply, one very cautiopus approach is to 
ask if delegates “prefer” "vegetarian food". A bolder approach would be to settle for vegetarian (or vegan) 
nutrition throughout the conference. 
 
Another readily available approach is "climate compensation" for (air) travel. As shown in the Marseille 
2019 “Greening” workshop, we can estimate at least the CO2 impact of EPH conferences and figure out 
the monetary cost of buying compensatory measures. Such compensation can be organized via the UN’s 
carbon offset platform22 which features certified projects that reduce, avoid or remove greenhouse gas 
emissions from the atmosphere. As the website explains, the projects are implemented in developing 
countries; so-called Certified Emission Reductions are available for everyone to purchase to offset emis-
sions. 
 
Carbon compensation is often seen as an issue for the individual delegate, as a private person – but the issue 
belongs into the respective institutions. Many institutes, companies etc. now feature green agendas; it would 
be informative to share experiences on their practice of paying (or not) the climate compensation for duty 
travel. some details can be found, e.g., in the website of the German Federal Environmental Agency 
(Umweltbundesamt, UBA)23, although the content seems to be not updated over the last 30+ months. 
EUPHA could contribute to maintain the discussion in such national etc. lead institutions, and could 
advocate for climate compensation to be regularly included into the travel costs paid for by institutions, 
companies etc. 
 

 
20 WHO / World Health Organization: WHO measures and reports its greenhouse gas emissions [up to 2015] 
www.who.int/globalchange/health_policy/examples/en/; now: www.greeningtheblue.org/what-the-un-is-
doing/world-health-organization-who 
21 www.ljubljana.si/en/ljubljana-for-you/environmental-protection/leading-by-example/ 
22 https://offset.climateneutralnow.org/ 
23 www.umweltbundesamt.de/en/the-uba/about-us/environmental-management-at-uba 

http://www.who.int/globalchange/health_policy/examples/en/
http://www.greeningtheblue.org/what-the-un-is-doing/world-health-organization-who
http://www.greeningtheblue.org/what-the-un-is-doing/world-health-organization-who
http://www.ljubljana.si/en/ljubljana-for-you/environmental-protection/leading-by-example/
https://offset.climateneutralnow.org/
https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/en/the-uba/about-us/environmental-management-at-uba
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In summary, carbon compensation is indispensable for the air travel undertaken; but not sufficient to solve 
current problems. As Hamant et al. (2019) explain,” carbon offsetting is the easiest option available, and 
more organizers should do it. But this is only a stop-gap measure and is not sustainable long term – scientists 
must reduce their carbon footprint, not assuage their guilt”. 
 
A second set of approaches implies bigger obstacles, and more difficult discussions. Options include 
(Hamant 2019): 
• Taking trains instead of airplanes: “Trains … should be the main form of transport across Europe … 

takes longer and can be more expensive, but it’s often easier to work on trains than on planes” 
• “Cut down on meetings: Have fewer conferences and make them more valuable” 
• “Pool conferences: Meeting organizers should establish agreed windows for particular fields each year 

… Speakers travelling long distances could cover multiple meetings in a single trip” 
• “Self-regulate: … Each scientist could adopt an annual ‘air mile’ quota. Some scientists have even 

decided to give up air travel completely … Researchers can also consciously support conferences and 
meetings that have specific policies to mitigate their environmental impact”. 

 
Along this line, there is an option to increase the value of conference attendance for those who do the 
travelling, e.g. by more systematically exploiting the range of learning opportunities originating in the 
conference city, e.g., the city’s Urban Health structures and processes, locally ongoing projects, or specific 
Public Health challenges. 
 
A third set of approaches means to tackle current problems more fundamentally; in management lingo, 
these approaches are “disruptive”. They aim to replace, at least partially, the fly-in type of meeting by a 
different form of gathering, in combination with some type communication technology which helps to 
maintain the positive feature of conventional conferencing and may even introduce co-benefits. Such 
“hybrid” conferencing can take place simultaneously in several locations, or can be asynchronous online-
only conferences. For example, the University of Basel’s “Climate Change and Health“ Symposium24 in 
December 2019, in order to keep the ecological footprint low, stressed the role of video talks, live stream-
ing, and remote participation. The British Regional Studies Association currently prepares a Student and 
Early Career Conference as inaugural “carbon choice” conference – “allowing both attendance in person at 
Staffordshire University [Stoke-on-Trent] and also remote, virtual participation from your own location. 
The development of this conference recognises the environmental impact and social, financial and 
opportunity costs of travelling to conferences. The conference will give … the opportunity to network, 
collaborate and socialise with others ... This new style event is something of an experiment and the RSA is 
pleased to partner with leading digital learning provider Staffordshire University using … state of the art 
facilities trialling the technologies permitting real time interventions across several workshops. Participants 
will find a multi-disciplinary, welcoming, supportive and stimulating environment”25. In a third example, 
psychologists assessed interaction at a meeting which was broadcast in 32 nations; the approach was seen 
to offer the opportunity to think innovatively about how scientific discussions take place (Abbott 2020). 
 
According to Kalmus (2019), it's time for the scientific community to find creative alternatives to the fly-
in meeting; and such efforts could even lead to co-benefits such as smaller, specialized meetings and in-
creased participation by students and low-income nations. Hamant (2019) identifies a need for a culture 
change: “Individuals can petition conference organizers, administrators and others in the community for an 
environmentally friendly scientific culture … Travel should not be an essential element of academic 
success; instead, evidence of sustainable [emphasis added] travel should be valued in a researcher’s career.” 
 
What measures are apt for EUPHA to undertake? Certainly, the extraordinary scale of the problem needs 
to be acknowedged, and re-iterated. Minimizing the footprint from conferences (and other activities) should 
be include into a new EUPHA strategy and workplan. EUPHAnxt, EUPHAS “next generation network”, 
should obviously be a protagonist. It is reasonable to continue monitoring conference practices, exchanging 
experiences and learning from each other. To keep promoting the “greening” idea via conference materials, 

 
• 24 www.swisstph.ch/de/ueber-uns/events/winter-symposium-2019/ 
• 25 www.regionalstudies.org/events/2020-student-ec/ 

http://www.swisstph.ch/de/ueber-uns/events/winter-symposium-2019/
http://www.regionalstudies.org/events/2020-student-ec/
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and holding workshops seems appropriate. Climate compensation should be integrated into the conference 
registration process. However, upscaling and involving EUPHA executive bodies will be needed. A 
decision on when and where exploring simultaneous multicentric hybrid conferencing will have to be made; 
as pointed out in the Marseille Greening workshop, regional hubs could be located all over Europe, based 
on 1-day train ride distances. A better European train system can become an issue for Public Health 
advocacy. 
 
To fly less has been called “an action that can be taken as a community, amplifying individual actions 
through the authority of its institutions and professional societies and sending a clear message of climate 
urgency to the public” (Kalmus 2019). Beyond the conferences, we need to bring Public Health and sust-
ainability issues more closely together, in both theory and practice, and start working on personal CO2 
budgets. In this context, only one approach (provided by the United Nations) should be mentioned here: 
“The Lazy Person’s Guide to Saving the World”26, involving “Things you can do from your couch”, “… at 
home”. “… outside your house” and “… at work”. This is unfinished business, bound to require attention 
and energy also from Public Health professionals for years to come. 
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