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Tourism, climate 
change & COVID-19

Climate change and tourism have a bi-
directional relationship
• 4.5 GtCO2eq in 2013 and estimated to reach 6.5 GtCO2eq by 2025

COVID-19 Crisis is estimated to decline carbon emissions 
by  8%
•International tourism declined by 74%
•Estimated economic loss of over US$ 2 trillion in global GDP
•Risking nearly 120 million direct tourism jobs 

Raised the awareness of the crucial role sustainability 
needs to play in the recovery of tourism
•An opportunity to transform tourism sustainably with a special focus 

on decarbonising the industry

Photo: (Dublin Airport, 2020)

The United Nations Environmental 
Programme (UNEP) and United Nation World 
Tourism Organisation (UNWTO) (2005) 

define sustainable tourism as:

"Tourism that takes full account of its current 
and future economic, social and environmental 
impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the 
industry, the environment and host 
communities"

Photo: (UNSDG, 2021)

Target 13.1:Strengthen resilience and 
adaptive capacity to climate-related 
disasters
Indicator 13.1.1: Report deaths and injuries from 
natural disasters

Indicator 13.1.2: National disaster risk management

Indicator 13.1.3: Local disaster risk management

Climate Action Goal 13

Photo: (Laud, 2019)

Climate Action Goal 13
Target 13.2: Integrate 
climate change measures 
into policy and planning
Indicator 13.2.1: Integration of 
climate change into national 
policies

Photo: (Eolas, 2020)
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Climate 
Action Goal 
13

Target 13.3: Build knowledge and capacity to meet climate 
change 
Indicator 13.3.1: Education on climate change

Indicator 13.3.2: Capacity building for climate change 

Photo: (Burns, 2020)

Climate 
action 

strategies 
for 

responsible 
tourism
recovery

Monitor and report 
emissions

Accelerate

decarbonisation

Engage in carbon 
removal, both 

natural and 
technological 

methods

Photo: (The Irish Time, 2019)

Natural carbon removal

Photo: (Phelan, 2017)

Photo: (Ireland, 2021)

Photo: (DAERA,2018) 

Photo: (Mills, 2019) Technological carbon removal
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"EU Member States are required to develop national long-term strategies on 
how they plan to achieve the greenhouse gas emissions reduction needed to 
meet their commitments under the Paris Agreement and EU objectives" 

(European Commission, 2021)

The EU aims to be 
climate-neutral by 
2050

Photo: (The Associated Press, 2019)

Defining carbon footprint 

"A measure of the exclusive total amount of CO2 emissions 
that is directly and indirectly caused by an activity or is 
accumulated over the life stages of a product"

Wiedmann and Minx (2008, p4)

"A carbon footprint is the total greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions caused directly and indirectly by 
an individual, organisation, event or product, and is 
expressed as a carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e). A 
carbon footprint accounts for all six Kyoto GHG emissions 
carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, hydrofluorocarbons, 
perfluorocarbons, sulphur hexafluoride"

Carbon Trust (2017) 

Photo: (Air Live, 2019)
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Analytical approaches to measure the carbon 
footprint of tourism

Internet-based 
• European Tourism Indicators 

System (ETIS)
• Carbon Calculator (DEFRA 

greenhouse gas conversion 
factors and IOS)

• The CARMACAL calculator

Bottom-up and life-
cycle analysis (LCA)

Top-down and 
environmentally 
extended input-
output analysis 

(EE IO)
• Tourism Satellite Accounts 

(TSA)

Hybrid 
• EE IO-LCA
• DEFRA-LCA

Photo: (Blum, 2021)

Rationale

Determine

The level of integration 
of climate change and 
tourism into national 
policies in Ireland 

Monitor
Irish tourisms progress 

towards decarbonisation 

Photo: (Grealish, 2019)

Research aims

Identify if the carbon 
footprint of 
Irish tourism has been 
established

Determine what level 
of tourism 
decarbonisation 
strategies are in place 

Identifying a unified 
approach

Photo: (Single Sea Safari, 2021)

Methodology

An external desk-based research 
method used to identify and analyse 
published data 

Quantitative content analysis of Irish 
national plans 

Comparative analysis of international 
tourism carbon footprint

studies

Photo: (Dáil Éireann, 2020)

National Discussions and Plans in Ireland

The Irish Government

Tourism Recovery Plan 2020 - 2023 (Tourism Recovery Taskforce, 2020)

Tourism Action Plan 2019-2021 (Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, 2019)

Climate Action Plan 2019 (Government of Ireland, 2019)

Project Ireland 2040 2019 (Government of Ireland, 2018)

Project Ireland 2040 The First Year: Annual Report 2018 (Government of Ireland, 2019)

National Mitigation Plan 2017 (Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment, 2017)

Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015- 2030 (Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, 2015)

PEOPLE, PLACE AND POLICY GROWING TOURISM TO 2025 (Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, 2015)

The National Energy Efficiency Action Plan 2017-2020 (Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment, 2017)

National Peatland Strategy (Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2018)

National Biodiversity Plan 2017-2021 (Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht, 2017)

National Aviation Policy (Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, 2015)

National Renewable Energy Action Plan (Government of Ireland, 2009) 

BIOECONOMY IMPLEMENTATION GROUP 2019 (Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment and Department of Agriculture, Food and 
the Marine, 2017)

Fáilte Ireland 

Fáilte Ireland Tourism Destination Towns Guidelines (Fáilte Ireland, n.d)

Fáilte Ireland Climate Change: Our Carbon Strategy 2012 (Fáilte Ireland, 2012)

Fáilte Ireland & Heritage Council: Climate Change, Heritage & Tourism 2009 (Fáilte Ireland, 2009)

Fáilte Ireland Ecotourism Handbook (Fáilte Ireland, 2009)

Fáilte Irelands Green Marketing Toolkit 2011 (Fáilte Ireland, 2011)

Fáilte Ireland a Strategy for Investment 2016-2022 (Fáilte Ireland, 2016)

Fáilte Ireland Environmental Sustainability in Business (Fáilte Ireland, n.d)

Fáilte Ireland Driving Tourism Sustaining Communities 2017 (Fáilte Ireland, n.d)

Fáilte Ireland Ecological Survey 2018 (Fáilte Ireland, 2019)

Fáilte Ireland Food Tourism Activity Plan 2014-2016 (Fáilte Ireland, n.d)

Visitors Attitudes on the Environment 2008 (Fáilte Ireland, 2012)

Fáilte Ireland Reducing your utility costs in 2012 Can you afford not to? (Fáilte Ireland, 2012)

Water Management Minimisation Good Practice Guide 2018 (Fáilte Ireland, n.d)

Fáilte Ireland Annual Report 2018 (Fáilte Ireland, 2019)

Fáilte Ireland Annual Report 2017 (Fáilte Ireland, 2018)

Fáilte Ireland Annual Report 2016 (Fáilte Ireland, 2017)

Climate Change Advisory Council 

Annual Review 2019 (Climate Change Advisory Council , 2019)

Irish Tourism Industry Confederation 

Tourism an Industry Strategy for Growth to 2025 (Irish Tourism Industry Confederation, 2018)

Environmental Protection Agency 

Ireland’s National Inventory Report 2019 (EPA, 2019)

Sustainable Tourism Development (EPA, 2007)

Personal & Household Carbon Calculators 2020 (EPA, 2020)

Quantitative content 
analysis findings

Constructed Category Extracted Content Percentage of plans that mention extracted content

Tourism Carbon Footprint of Irish Tourism 0%

DecarboniseTourism 0%

Sustainable Tourism 51%

Economy The Government involvement (e.g., investment, policy, regulations etc.) 71%

Local Authorities involvement 69%

Circular Economy 11%

Carbon Neutrality/ Low Carbon Economy 46%

Sharing Economy 11%

Bioeconomy 17%

Educate / Training/ Research 77%

Collaboration for sustainability 60%

Planning Short-term Planning 43%

Long- term Planning 74%

Climate Change/ 

Emissions 

ClimateChange Mitigation & Adaptation Strategies 54%

Biodiversity 43%

Greenhouse Gases 49%

Environmental impacts 66%

EU Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) 26%

Carbon Carbon Policy/ Regulation & Legislation/ Practice 69%

Carbon Footprint 31%

Carbon Management 14%

Carbon Offsetting 14%

Decarbonising 26%

Carbon Capture/ Storage / Sink 29%

Carbon Sequestration/ Absorption 26%

Carbon Budget 17%

Carbon Tax/ Pricing 20%

Carbon Credits 9%
Photo: (O’Doherty, 2019)
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Quantitative content analysis findings

Constructed 

Category

Extracted Content Percentage of plans that mention extracted content

Technology, 

Infrastructure,

Energy

Reduce Water, Energy and Waste Consumption 34%

Low Carbon/ Sustainable RenewableTechnology 46%

Low Carbon/ Sustainable Buildings/ Infrastructure 40%

Low Carbon/ Sustainable Funding/ Investment/ Mortgages 23%

Retrofitting 26%

Renewable Energy/ Heat/ Bioenergy 40%

Transport Aviation Emissions ReductionSolutions 20%

Reduce Travel Distance 14%

Sustainable Mobility 11%

Veloroutes/ Bike Lanes 9%

Walking Routes 14%

Reduce Reliance on Cars/ Car Traffic 14%

Electric Vehicles 23%

Alternative Fuel (Bio, Hydrogen) 31%

Car Sharing 6%

Public Transport 43%

Zero Carbon Public Transport 14%

Blueways 14%

Greenways 34%

Consumers Change Behaviour & Attitudes 40%

Dietary Change 11%

Sustainable Production, Management, Purchasing & Consumption 49%

Agriculture Sustainable Agriculture/ Food Production 26%

Agriculture Impacts 20%

Agricultural Diversification 17%

HolisticPlanned Grazing 9%

Forestry/ Afforestation/ Reforestation 40%Photo: (Connolly, 2016)

Comparative analysis findings
Photo: (Gould, 2021)

Comparative analysis findings
Photo: (TTG Asia, 2021)

Comparative analysis findings

Photo: (Focus Asia Pacific, 2020)

Comparative analysis findings
Photo: (Skyline Queenstown, 2021)

Comparative analysis findings
Photo: (Agents Connect,2021)
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Comparative analysis findings
Photo: (McClanahan, 2020)

Conclusion

Ireland has continuously failed 
to meet the EU emission 

reduction targets and 
launched the first climate 

action plan in 2019

Tourism decarbonisation in 
Ireland lacks serious 

discussion, assessment and 
planning

Tourism cannot be considered 
sustainable, if it does not 

address climate action

Top-down and hybrid 
approaches have barriers 

with available data

Photo: Cycling Ireland (2020)

Recommendations

Improved climate action and decarbonisation of tourism 
communications and knowledge

Increase research capacity 

Strategic policy and planning engagement for tourism and climate 
action

Irish tourism carbon footprint baseline measurements are needed 
annually, with a break down of emissions per tourist per day

Photo: (Wilderness Ireland, 2021) 

Thank you for listening,
any questions?
Email: anita.Conefrey@mail.itsligo.ie

Photo: (Pomeroy, 2019)
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