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Introduction
Nine years ago, the first Lancet Commission called climate change “the biggest
global health threat of the 21st century”. Since then, accumulating evidence has
shown that climate change puts the lives and wellbeing of billions of people at increased
risk. Health impacts can be directly (e.g. extreme weather events, heatwaves, drought) or
indirectly mediated, through effects on economies, social structure (e.g. conflict, migration)
and ecosystems (e.g. agriculture loss, change in the pattern of infectious diseases). Updating
on its initial conclusion in 2009, the 2015 Lancet commission concluded that climate
change is also “the greatest global health opportunity of the 21st century‘’
as international climate change mitigation and adaptation policies are able to protect human
health from climate change effects, and result in health co-benefits.
Since the International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations (IFMSA) is strongly
committed to the improvement of Global Health worldwide, IFMSA is dedicated to reduce
its own climate impact and aims to lead by example.
Therefore, in this document, IFMSA states its recommendations to limit the climate and
environmental impact of IFMSA meetings in the following key areas:

Accommodation
and Venue

Transportation

Material Use

Food and Beverage

Merchandise
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Foreword
Sustainable &
Climate-friendly
Meeting

In the past years, our General Assemblies, Regional Meetings, and other
activities have significantly increased in size and quantity. With this increase,
the impact of our activities on our environment has increased, too. As the health
of the planet directly influences the health of its inhabitants, including humans,
a group of IFMSA volunteers decided to set the first steps to a green and
sustainable IFMSA. We hope that this document will provide the organisation
and its members with the set of tools and recommendations to start to reform the
ways IFMSA meetings and other activities are organised. This document presents
recommendations to limit the climate impact of IFMSA meetings in the following
key areas: Accommodation and Venue, Transportation, Food and
Beverage, Material use & Merchandise.
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IFMSA & Environment

Since its creation in 1951, the IFMSA has
grown into a global movement, connecting
an inspiring and engaging network of 1.3
million medical students from 137 national
member organizations in 127 countries
around the globe. Our immense network
envisions a world in which medical students
unite for global health and are equipped with
the knowledge, skills, and values to take on
health leadership roles locally and globally.
However, bringing up medical students from
all corners of the world to discuss and solve
global health problems comes with obvious
consequences. The raw reality of IFMSA
work is that with its increasing quality and
quantity, the impact of our actions on the
climate and environment of our communities
and ecosystems increases.

by widening the spread of diseases such as
malaria and dengue fever and by creating
more favorable conditions for climate sensitive
disease vectors (1). Changes to the climate
resulting in water scarcity and decreased
sanitation alone will have devastating effects
on public health systems in affected areas.
Furthermore, extreme drought linked to
climate change is creating conditions that
contributed to civil instability (2).

As a result, IFMSA has become increasingly
aware of its own impact on climate and
environment, despite our continuous efforts to
mitigate the risk and effects in the past several
years. Every year, thousands of medical
students engaged in IFMSA activities travel
around the globe to participate in internal
and external meetings, to do their internships
With this in mind, we realise the significant or to take part in various IFMSA exchange
threat to the health of global populations programs abroad.
climate change will have. Disturbances in
climate stability will severely harm the health With these challenges, we understood
of humans, animals and the environment that only our leadership, responsibility and
through an increase in extreme weather action can lead to the desired outcome - to
events, natural disasters, floods and resulting decrease the effect of IFMSA’s work on the
diarrheal disease, degradation of arable climate and the environment and promote
land, nutritional impacts, mass migration, climate change mitigation and adaptation to
and violent conflict. Climate change will play ensure a healthy planet.
a greater role in infectious diseases patterns
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Accommodation and Venue
and variably controllable indoor
thermal parameters (temperature,
humidity, illumination and fresh air)
(3). The behavioral factor within hotels also
entails the expenses for laundry, linen, and
supplies used (7).
In order to decrease the footprint of an event
it is therefore important when selecting a
venue and accommodation to take their
commitments to sustainability into account. If
a “sustainable venue” is not available, it is
worth to consider some smaller operational
improvements.

In 2010 buildings accounted for 32% of
total global final energy use, 19% of energyrelated greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions
(including electricity-related), approximately
one-third of black (pure) carbon emissions,
and an eighth to a third of Fluor gasses (3).
Furthermore, it is widely recognised that hotels
contribute on a large scale to environmental
impact. Tourism is estimated to account
for 5% of global CO2 emissions, of which
20% derive from hotels and other types of
accommodation (4). The main energy source
of accommodation is typically electricity (5).
The global hotel industry will need to reduce
its GHG emissions per room per year by
66% from 2010 levels by 2030, and 90% by
2050 to stay within the 2-degree threshold
stated in the Paris Agreement (6).

Selecting an accommodation and venue
committed to sustainability is therefore not
enough and needs to be accompanied by
an encouraging environment for participants
to engage in sustainable behaviour as well.

Additionally, people’s behaviour, lifestyle, and
culture have a major impact on how energy
efficient a building is. Characteristics
of the lower energy use buildings
are windows that can be opened
for natural ventilation, part time
& part space control of indoor
environment (thermal and lighting),
Recommendations:
3. Select accommodation and venue that are
Accommodation and venue
energy-efficient or at least have options
1. Select accommodation and a venue with
for energy reduction such as windows that
an environmental and/or Corporate
can be opened and lights that can be
Social Responsibility policy in place
switched off automatically.
whenever possible.
4. Select accommodation and venue that have
2. Select accommodation and venue in
a water management policy or options
walking distance, with an option to
in place, such as the option to reuse towels
take active transport or next to public
and bed linens.
transportation services.
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5. Select accommodation and venue that
and environmental cost of the use of
have measures in place to reduce
venue and accommodation for the duration
the generation of waste and to
of an event. GHG emissions for the event
reuse, recycle and/or repurpose
can be calculated using a detailed tool
unavoidable waste.
such as: https://co2.myclimate.org/en/
6. Select accommodations that have
event_calculators/new
received eco-labels (e.g. EMAS, Promotion of behaviour
Austrian Ecolabel, Earthcheck, Biosphere, 1. Implement
procedures
for
Fair Trade Tourism label, Global
participants
to
reduce
the
Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC),
consumption of water, energy,
LEED certification).
materials and other resources.
7. Encourage hotels to select non-toxic 2. Provide participants with information
and
green-labeled
cleaning
about and encourage participants
products and to limit the use of toxic
to make use of the options offered
chemicals and provide the option to
by the accommodation and venue
not clean the room every day.
that limit their environmental
8. Take measures to foster economic, social
impact. Information about eco-friendly
and environmental benefits for the local
habits to adopt during the event can be
community, and minimise disruption (e.g.
provided through an electronic document
use locally produced food and
such as a “green” survival kit or
goods).
included into OC’s Welcome Packages,
9. For an OC host, to include in their
or Survival Kits of Standing Committees.
budget a fund to offset the energy
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Transportation
The nature of our (international) meetings
leaves us with a need to move from one place
to another, sometimes traveling thousands of
kilometers to meet, discuss and collaborate
on global health. Naturally, we use various
kinds of transportation to get us where and
when we need to be. It is estimated that
transportation consumes between 20% and
25% of the world’s energy per year, which
significantly contributes to the increasingly
high levels of greenhouse gases that continue
to be released into the atmosphere (8).

those altitudes, like the nitrogen compounds,
which then interact with ozone, and thus
increase ozone concentrations (10). Research
indicates that by 2020, global international
aviation emissions could be around 70%
higher than in 2005, and the International
Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO) predicts
that by 2050 they could grow by a further
300-700% (11).
For the transportation during an event itself, a
placement of an accommodation facility and
a meeting venue shapes the overall need for,
and subsequently an impact of transportation
option. When placed together in the same
building, there is no need for additional
transportation of participants between two
or more locations, so always consider such
architecture for your event. There are several
environmentally friendly options for on spot
transportation, which we suggest in our
recommendations part.

When traveling for IFMSA meetings, the most
common means of transportation usually
include aviation, road, and rail transport,
with aviation being a dominant option for
international meetings, especially for General
Assemblies and Regional Meetings.
Although aviation is the safest and fastest
transportation option, its environmental
impact is more than significant. The
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) has estimated that aviation alone is
responsible for approximately 3.5% of the
anthropogenic climate change (includes both
CO2 and non-CO2 induced effects) (9).

CARBON FOOTPRINTS
TRACKERS
• https://www.icao.int/
environmental-protection/
CarbonOffset/Pages/default.aspx
• https://co2.myclimate.org/en/
flight_calculators/new
• https://calculator.carbonfootprint.
com/calculator.aspx?tab=3
• http://www.
carbonneutralcalculator.com/
flightcalculator.aspx

In addition to the production of an
overwhelming amount of greenhouse gases,
the aviation industry also contributes to the
formation of cirrus clouds (through the water
vapor contrails and aerosols released by
high-altitude jet airliners). Some planes flying
at high altitudes can also produce chemicals
which can mix with greenhouse gases at
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Recommendations:
1. Always think about the impact your
transportation has! Prioritise options
which use the smallest amount
of fuel/energy while transporting
more people at once. Avoid singlecar rides or flights with multiple
connections, when you can.
2. Track and offset your carbon
footprint! There are several online
pages (find them listed on previous
page) and calculators which provide
you with an option to count the climate
impact of your flight and also offer
some options to offset your impact. An
Organising Committee of an event should
promote and offer these options to offset
participants’ flights as well.
3. When choosing an airline to fly with,
prioritise companies which use
modern and fuel-efficient aircrafts
and which have established
environmentally friendly services
(related to waste management or usage
of recycled materials). Several companies
already offer a possibility to offset your
CO2 / greenhouse gases emissions!
4. For regional and sub-regional meetings
(and general assemblies as well, if
possible), promote train or bus transport,
for example through partnering
with environmentally friendly
companies to offer reduced tickets or
group discounts for participants.
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5. When looking for transportation
companies for your event, always
check if the company has an
environmental policy and if it
provides green and environmentally
friendly services.
6. The main meeting locations
(accommodation facility and
meeting venue) should be ideally
interconnected, or close to each
other, to reduce the need for additional
transportation of participants between
these locations.
7. In case you are left with no option
than to have two or more locations for
accommodation and meeting, and these
locations are in walkable distance,
make sure to provide participants
with clear and visible information,
maps, and time estimations
for their walk between these
locations.
8. For the transportation during an event
and moving between venues, consider
providing
environmentally
friendly options, for example,
bicycles or public transportation,
if possible.

Food, Beverage and Food Serviceware
Food Serviceware (Cups, plates and cutlery)
at events:
Over 300 million
metric tons of plastics
are produced in the
world every year (12).
Approximately around
50% of this volume is
for disposable applications, products that
are discarded within a year of their purchase.
Despite their important role in people’s
lives, plastics have destructive effects on
the environment, food and water systems,
wildlife health and reproduction. Plastic
cups, plates and cutleries count among those
plastic single-use products, whose use can
be significantly reduced by awareness and
education of users. Even factoring the energy
and water needed to wash reusable cutlery,
plates and cups, the environmental impact of
reusables is far less than disposables (13).

3. If possible, agree with the
accommodation facility to not use
plastic cups, straws, plates
and cutlery for the duration of
the meeting.
4. Use biodegradable plastic
products, which significantly
reduce the harm to the environment,
in case you really cannot avoid the
usage of disposable products.
5. Avoid
any
unnecessary
packaging, such as the usage
of plastic bags (or multiple plastic
bags) for food transportation or
storage, avoid using lunch boxes
for meals, unless they are 100%
compostables.
6. Add recycle bins, and if
available
compost
bins,
in strategic parts of the venue,
according to the expected recycling
items. Determine with the venue
organizers, where the recycling
material will be taken to.
7. Educate all the event staff and
associated personnel about
why waste minimisation practices
are being implemented at the event
and what are the strategies to do
so.
8. Clearly announce your waste
management plans to the event
staff, associated personnel and
delegates of the event.
9. Communicate all above with
participants of events such as
the NFDP - National Food and
Drink Party, to ensure a significant
decrease in the amount of
disposable products used.

Recommendations
Food Serviceware (Cups, plates and
cutlery) at IFMSA meetings:
1. Use reusable cups, plates and
cutlery or stimulate participants to
bring their own reusable bottles,
plates etc.
2. Inform and strongly encourage
participants to bring a reusable
water bottle. In addition, the OC
should provide participants with an
option to collect one reusable water
bottle at the beginning of the meeting
and enable them to fill it during the
event at water stations, avoiding
excessive consumption of plastic water
bottles.
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Food and Beverages at events:
Climate change has an
undisputed influence
on food growth and
production, with more
frequent and intense
floods, droughts and
storms posing threats on our food systems.
About 815 million people are hungry
worldwide, even though the statistics show
that the world produces enough food to
feed everyone (13). To prevent a full-blown
global food crisis, it is important to commit
to urgent action to scale up climate change
adaptation.

different (15). The presence of animal protein
in diets is suggested to be the main source
of environmental impact (mainly due to
methane emissions), resource waste, pollution
and greenhouse effect. To illustrate this with
numbers: research at the Oxford Martin
School stated that a decrease in meat and
dairy consumption, within health guidelines,
could cut the food-related emission by a third
by 2050.

Adaptation of a vegetarian diet can even lead to
a decrease of 63% and adaptation to veganism
(abstaining from any use of animal products)
to 70% (16). The United Nations’ UNEP
report “Assessing the Environmental Impacts of
Food production and transportation have Consumption and Production”, urges to move
considerable
environmental
impacts. towards a global animal product free diet.

Controlling the supply chain and reducing
waste has a tremendous financial and
environmental impact. To have sustainable
food goes beyond considering the distance
the food travels from field to plate, but
also how it was grown and processed.
By consuming local, seasonal and fresh
products, less energy will be used in the
production. Also, fewer food miles will be
involved, reducing air pollution and carbon
emissions associated with transportation
(14).
The food served at events is a reflection of
the principles of the event organizers and the
commitment they have to sustainability. Based
on scientific evidence, the environmental
impact of omnivorous, lacto-ovo-vegetarian
and vegan dietary patterns are significantly
9

Recommendations

Food and Beverages at IFMSA events:
management of leftover food,
1. Promote the use of local, seasonal
for instance by redistribution to local
and fresh products for all meals
food banks.
served at the event.
5. Minimise the use of meat and
2. Ask delegates in advance for
dairy products within WHO/FAO
food preferences to ensure dietary
health standards.
options at the event.
6. Choose to have a vegetarian
3. Create a menu plan in advance,
menu by default and let
considering dietary preferences,
participants specifically indicate if
number of participants and staff, to
they would like to have meat in their
avoid food waste.
diet when signing up for a meeting.
4. Review portion sizes to reduce 7. Stimulate participants to buy
food waste and opt to serve at
local and seasonal food and
tables. In case of buffets, offer smaller
drinks for NFDP and to restrict
plate sizes and keep the buffet
the plastic packaging of all these
open for longer to reduce plated
items, using reusable containers
food waste. Plan in advance the
whenever possible.
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Materials Being Used During GAs
During the IFMSA events, we naturally use a
variety of materials (flip-charts, paper, markers,
stickers) to aid in our activities, workshops,
training sessions and decision making.
However, with this use of materials, we create
an enormous amount of (mostly paper) waste.
Therefore we need to be thoughtful about the
necessity of the consumption of these materials
and ensure that the materials used enter local
recycling systems.

Consider switching
towards the use
of whiteboards or
digital options as
monitors.
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Recommendations
1. Limit printing - print materials
only when necessary - and other
material use as much as possible.
2. When you know that print-outs will
be used for an activity which can
be reproduced in the future, you
can print your materials on
better quality paper and reuse them again.
3. When needed, choose to use
recycled paper, plastic, or any
other recycled materials with
zero carbon footprint.
4. Recycle all the recyclable
products (paper, plastic etc.) of
your event, if provided by the venue.
You can even make your own
statistics on recycling waste
from your event to make your
contributions measurable!
5. Switch from physical flip charts to the
use of whiteboards, recyclable
alternatives or digital options
such as touchscreens.
6. For poster fairs, activity presentations
and any other type of activity which
requires participants to display
text and/or pictures, consider
switching towards the use
of whiteboards or digital
options as monitors.

Merchandise and Promotion
Current levels of human consumption have a
significant negative impact on the environment.
According to a study in the Journal of
Industrial Ecology, what people consume
is responsible for up to 60% of greenhouse
gas emissions globally and between 5080% of total material, land and water use.
Although shelter, food and mobility are the
most important consumption categories,
regarding environmental footprint, emissions
and resources used for the production of
nonprimary consumption items rise as a result
of economic growth and changes in lifestyle
(17). High levels of consumption require
higher demands on energy and create higher
amounts of waste products (plastic waste,
toxic chemicals, cotton waste), which we are
unable to recycle as a useful resource. How
does this relate to promotional materials?
On average, people get rid of promotional
materials within 6 months (18). This is quite
a short life considering the environmental
impacts associated with manufacturing and
disposal. As many organisations embrace
sustainability as a core value, many rethink
their promotional tools.
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Recommendations:
To decrease the usage of superfluous
or unsustainable merchandise during
IFMSA meetings, we recommend to:
1. ‘’ Less is more ‘’ - try to set limits
on the amount of physical
promotional material used.
2. Switch from physical gifts
to symbolic, digital or
experiential gifts (e.g. tickets to
an event).
3. Switch
towards
environmentally responsible
products (efforts have been
made to minimise the environmental
footprint: locally bought, recycled
material, obvious utility, durable,
reusable).
4. Evaluate the product on
durability (useful?, long-lasting?),
environmental specification
(recyclable?,
biodegradable?,
can it be refilled?, battery free?,
free of harmful substances?, made
of recycled material?, minimum
material?),
manufacturing
(water use?, renewable energy
use?, waste?, water conservation?),
printing process (water- or
vegetable oil-based inks?), place
(is the product locally produced?).
5. Choose for sustainable (ethical)
clothing, referring to fabrics
derived from eco-friendly
resources, such as sustainably
grown fiber crops or recycled
materials and the use of waterbased ink for prints.

6. Reduce the number of printed
Leftover giveaways can be returned
posters, advertisement flyers and
to the seller, reused for another event
booklets, by replacing them with
or donated)
their electronic equivalents (e.g.
• Encourage people to return
powerpoint slide, advertisement in
content from their welcome
an electronic invitation package,
bag, if they don’t want/need
advertisement picture on Facebook)
it.
7. For the OC, when providing
• When leftover giveaways cannot
welcome bags at an event:
be stored for another event, avoid
• Reduce the amount of printed
giving out too many materials
advertisement (e.g. print the
(e.g. make sure every item is
advertisements instead inside the
something that cannot be brought
(electronic) Welcome Booklet or
from home or limit yourself to one
make one big advertisement poster
useful souvenir: pen, notebook,
to be placed on the wall)
bottle).
• Don’t provide fully packed 8. When providing badges, use
welcome bags. Instead, give
reusable badges / lanyards and
people the choice to choose
collect them (for reuse) at the end
what they really want/need (e.g.
of the event or let participants
place giveaways like reusable
reuse them for other events. Try
bottles next to each other on a table
to avoid unsustainable materials (e.g.
at registration and let people take
plastic).
the giveaways that they want to.
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Final Remarks
The IFMSA Recommendations for Sustainable and Climate-friendly
Meetings aim to improve our meetings for the benefits of our communities
and the world we share with everyone around us. In addition to previous
recommendations, we would like to suggest for all the organising
committees to appoint an OC person responsible for planning, managing
and evaluating the implementation of these environment-friendly measures
outlined in this document. We advise to consider appointing an Environmental
Officer for the event, that will give advice and guide the OC in an optimal
implementation of these recommendations.
Finally, we would like to extend our support and gratitude to all the
organising committees which will follow and implement this document.
As a follow up to this document, we aim to create a list of events which
successfully implemented these recommendations. Hence, we invite and
encourage you to share these success stories with us and, through these
means, to move forward a sustainable and climate-friendly approach to
IFMSA events.
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