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Skip Long
Flights
A cheap fare pops up, a friend suggests a trip, and before long the tickets are booked for somewhere ten hours away. In 2020 Stefan Gössling and Andreas Humpe worked out who actually flies, and found that just 1% of the world's people cause half of the carbon dioxide from commercial flights. For anyone who takes long trips by air, one return flight can outweigh months of careful living at home. This workbook asks you to look honestly at your own flying, find out what each long flight really costs, and decide which ones you can skip.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands on its own. You need your memory of past trips, an online flight carbon calculator, a pen and some honest thinking, and each part builds on the one before, so work through it in order.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one long flight you've taken or are thinking about. It might be last year's holiday, a work trip or a dream journey. This isn't about shaming anyone for visiting family overseas or making the trip of a lifetime; it's about seeing clearly and choosing well. You'll carry that one flight through the exercise.



Write it here, so you have it to hand
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Skip Long Flights  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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In November 2020 the journal Global Environmental Change published a study by Stefan Gössling of Lund and Linnaeus Universities and Andreas Humpe of Munich University of Applied Sciences. They pieced together who flies and how much, and found that in 2018 only an estimated 2 to 4% of the world's people took an international flight, while the most frequent flyers, just 1% of the world's population, caused about half of commercial aviation's carbon dioxide.
The slightly uncomfortable claim underneath it is this: flying is not something 'everyone' does. It is a habit of a minority, and for those of us in that minority, one long-haul trip can be the largest single thing we do to the climate all year. Skipping a long flight usually does more than a whole year of smaller green habits.
One trip can outweigh a year. A return flight from London to New York produces close to a tonne of carbon dioxide per passenger, according to figures from the carbon calculator Atmosfair reported by the Guardian. That is more than the average person in many lower-income countries produces in a whole year, and it is a figure for one seat on one trip.
Distance multiplies everything. The further you fly, the bigger the footprint, almost in direct proportion. A long-haul return trip can easily be five or ten times the footprint of a short break in Europe, and many times more than the same holiday reached by train.
It's not only carbon dioxide. Aviation produces about 2.5% of the world's carbon dioxide emissions. Once its other effects are counted, especially the contrails and cirrus clouds aircraft leave high in the atmosphere, researchers led by David Lee estimate that it accounts for about 3.5% of the human-made warming effect on the climate.
There is no quick technical fix. Cleaner fuels, more efficient aircraft and electric planes are all being developed, but they are arriving slowly, and electric aircraft are suited to short hops, not long-haul journeys. For the next decade or so, the most reliable way to cut the footprint of a long flight is not to take it.
Offsets aren't a free pass. Paying to offset a flight can feel like cancelling it out, but investigations have found that many offset schemes deliver less than they claim, and the emissions from the flight happen now, while any benefit from planting or protecting trees may take decades. Treat offsets as a donation, not an eraser.
Choose fewer, longer, slower. If you do fly long-haul, go less often and stay longer. For Europe, trains and sleeper services can turn the journey into part of the holiday. For work, a video call often does the job. And a holiday closer to home can give you the rest and adventure you were flying for.
The practical use of Gössling and Humpe's work is that it tells those of us who fly where our biggest choice lies. You don't have to give up travel; you have to decide, flight by flight, which journeys are truly worth their cost, and skip the ones that aren't.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the flight you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below. You'll need a flight carbon calculator and some honest thought. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
List your flights. Write down every flight you've taken in the last five years: where to, why, and whether it was short or long-haul. Then score from one to 10 how big a part of your carbon footprint you think flying is.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Count the flight you chose. Use an online flight carbon calculator to find the footprint of the flight you chose, per person and for everyone who travelled. Compare it with the London to New York return figure of close to a tonne.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Name the purpose. What was the flight really for: rest, sun, adventure, family, work, a celebration? Be honest about how much the destination mattered, and how much it was price, habit or what others were doing.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Find another way. Find at least two ways you could meet the same purpose without that long flight, such as a closer destination, a train journey, a video call or one longer trip instead of several short ones. Which would you actually enjoy?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Set your own rule. Write a simple flying rule for the next five years that you think you could keep, such as one long-haul trip at most, rail for anything under a certain distance, or no flights for work meetings. Explain why you chose it.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Talk about it. Tell one person, a friend, relative or colleague, about the rule you've chosen and why. How did they react, and how did it feel to say it out loud?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


And how certain do you feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
climatechallenge.uk

Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. If 1% of people cause half of aviation's emissions, should the rest of us worry about our own flights at all?
1. Should frequent flyers pay a rising tax on each flight they take in a year?
1. Is it fair for people in rich countries to fly less, when people elsewhere are only beginning to fly?
1. How should we weigh flying to see family overseas against the harm the flight does?
1. Should employers, universities and public bodies stop paying for flights when a video call or train would do?
1. Will new technology make long-haul flying clean in time, or is that a hope that lets us put off changing?
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've made your own flying rule. What's missing is company: people who'll travel differently with you, and places where flying less becomes normal.

	Plan an overland adventure
Plan a trip by train, ferry or coach with friends or family, perhaps by sleeper train across Europe. Share the planning, the journey and the stories afterwards.
	
	Change the norm at work
Ask your workplace to put rail first for travel, use video calls for routine meetings and track the flights it pays for. One policy can cut many flights at once.



	Find your next challenge
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