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Foreword 

For my Nuffield research placement, I have been a part of the Aviatrix Project, which is an online 
project looking into the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) and its impact on air travel. We were 
asked to research the financial, social and economic impacts of the COVID-19 crisis, focusing on the 
avia8on industry.  

The World Health Organisa8on (WHO) declared that the COVID-19 outbreak was a pandemic on the 
11 March 2020, and as it has spread worldwide it has halted economic ac8vity in many sectors, es-
pecially in avia8on. In this paper I will primarily focus on what this means for the environment, both 
short and long term. 

My project coordinator created a folder on google drive for all the students on the aviatrix project 
with over a hundred ar8cles on the topic to look at, while my supervisor sent me any specific ar8cles 
she thought would add to my project. I used these ar8cles to complete pre-reading before star8ng 
my project to gain more of an understanding of how COVID-19 has impacted avia8on. 

I had a minimal amount of pre-exis8ng knowledge about avia8on before comple8ng this reading, but 
through the course of the summer my depth in understanding of the subject maXer greatly in-
creased. This was through talking to and interviewing experts, reading reports and ar8cles and 
watching the news, which helped me understand what was presently being done about the crisis.  

As the issue was very current, I found that there were constantly new updates and decisions being 
made about what I was researching, which I needed to include. For example, the mee8ngs with the 
IATA and ICAO about adjus8ng the CORSIA (Carbon OffseZng and Reduc8on Scheme for In-
terna8onal Avia8on) due to covid, found in chapter 1 of my report, were going on over the course of 
8me that I was wri8ng.  

2



Table of contents 

Introduc3on                                                                                                                                                                                  

Methodology   

Chapter 1: Financial impact of COVID-19 on avia3on and CORSIA 

1.1 Avia8on financial losses 

1.2 The impact on CORSIA and environment 

Chapter 2: Short term environmental impacts of COVID-19 

2.1 Introduc8on 

2.2 Case study: China 

2.3 Will the air quality improvements last? 

Chapter 3: Long term changes to avia3on environmental policies  

3.1 Introduc8on 

3.2 How should COVID-19 affect avia8on environmental policies? 

3.3 Current ideas/ technology regarding avia8on sustainability  

3.4 Are these changes realis8c? 

Chapter 4: Survey 

4.1 Survey introduc8on 

4.2 The survey ques8ons and findings 

Discussions and conclusions 

Appendix: Data from survey 

List of figures 

References 

Acknowledgements 

3



Introduc3on 

Before I started this project, I already knew how the avia8on industry has been suffering from the 
effects of the pandemic. This has been due to demand for air travel dropping to prevent spreading 
the virus. However, by doing more reading I realised not only has the pandemic seriously threatened 
public health but also greatly reduced global economic growth. I realised just how badly avia8on has 
been affected and the large extent to which jobs and capital have been lost in the industry.  

Many scholars have forecast that “the effect of the COVID-19 on the economy will outweigh that of 
the 2008 financial crisis.” (Wang and Su, 2020) 

This made me wonder what was happening to the previously emerging environmental projects that I 
had heard of, such as CORSIA. With avia8on companies losing the money to fund such projects and 
their priori8es shibing to retain employers and keep afloat, I realised they will be far less likely to 
invest in these sustainability projects.  

However, the idea emerged in the news that green strings and sustainability obliga8ons could be at-
tached to government rescue packages for airline industries. I read an ar8cle in the Guardian explain-

ing how the Covid-19 crisis could be the “catalyst for greening the world's airlines”,( WaXs, 2020) ex-

plaining “If governments want to address the twin challenges of Covid and climate change, the polit-
ical moment is now, policies to curb frequent flying could benefit both public health and the global 
environment.”  This ar8cle helped solidify the idea that I wanted to focus primarily on the environ1 -
mental implica8ons of the pandemic, both short and long term. I believe that environmental sustain-
ability is highly important and we should explore whether the pandemic might accelerate or deceler-
ate avia8on decarbonisa8on and the idea that rescue packages could promote a green recovery.  

In addi8on, I wanted to look into other topics about the overall effect of COVID-19 crisis on the in-
dustry and environment, both long term like how the financial losses of avia8on companies will im-
pact the exis8ng sustainability goals and short term, for example the extent of the dip in emissions.  

So, to summarise, in this paper I aim to inves8gate how COVID-19 has impacted the avia8on industry 
and the implica8ons of this crisis on the environment.   

 The opinion of Dan Rutherford, who is the avia8on director at the Interna8onal Council on Clean Transporta1 -
8on.
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Methodology 

For this project, I obtained secondary data from a wide variety of sources like new ar8cles and re-
search papers, many of these are newly published as the COVID-19 crisis is so current.  

However, I also decided to collect primary data by crea8ng an online survey, asking ques8ons about 
the topics I will be researching so that I could gain a variety of views and perspec8ves on these issues 
and the results of this would help aid my conclusions. I wrote ten ques8ons using survey monkey and 
they were sent to 40 people mainly in the avia8on industry via email, but also to people in other in-

dustries and students. I aimed to gain a variety of people’s opinions, but I also mainly sent the survey 
to those in the avia8on industry as these people would know most about the issue. The replies were 
converted into bar graphs so I could analyse and understand the views of the public easily. To obtain 
more accurate results I should have gained a larger number of responses, but with 40 I could s8ll un-
derstand the rough ra8o of opinions and how much people knew about the issue.  

To gain an in depth explana8on of the real effect of COVID-19 on the environment, I decided to inter-

view George Hibberd. George is a pilot and also an environmentalist, who’s done a lot of research 
about sustainability in the avia8on industry. I sent him an email with three ques8ons about the effect 
of COVID-19 on the environment and he replied with detailed and lengthy answers. These replies 
provide an invaluable opinion which seem realis8c and, in many cases, pessimis8c about the effect of 
the pandemic on avia8on sustainability.  
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Chapter 1: Financial impact of COVID-19 on avia3on and 
CORSIA 

1.1 Avia3on financial losses  

The avia8on industry is of huge importance to the economy in most countries. With the pandemic 
causing air travel to be massively reduced this year, avia8on has naturally been one of the industries 
most affected, with interna8onal borders being closed to prevent non-essen8al travel. In addi8on, 
with thousands of planes being grounded and so many jobs on the line it has been an extremely 
stressful and uncertain 8me for the industry. Some companies have aXempted to avoid refunding 
cancelled trips or have laid off employees in an aXempt to reduce their losses. As a result, the crisis 
has been described as the worst ever encountered in the history of the avia8on industry. 

The decrease in passenger demand will have important implica8ons for both avia8on's carbon foot-
print and the regulatory regimes that are aXemp8ng to reshape it, for example CORSIA (Carbon Off-
seZng and Reduc8on Scheme for Interna8onal Avia8on.)  

 

Figure 2: A chart showing the unprecedented steep decline in air travel in April 2020 compared to 
the same month in previous years. (CommiXee, 2020) 

The table above (CommiXee, 2020) shows the large extent to which the number of flights have re-
duced in number this April, in comparison to the same month from previous years (it had reduced by 
97% since last April).  

Therefore, DURING THIS TIME, many avia8on companies have understandably accessed Government 

financial support to help them remain afloat. “The Government’s focus has been to offer bespoke 
support to individual companies, and only once other sources of financial support have been ex-
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hausted.” (CommiXee, 2020) These companies have mostly accessed generic Government support 
schemes to deal with COVID-19 for example:  

• The Coronavirus Job Reten8on Scheme (CJRS) 

• VAT deferrals to a later date 

• Covid-19 Corporate Financing Facility (CCFF) 

• Coronavirus Business Interrup8on Loan Scheme (CBILS) 

However, there has been a rising debate about whether these support schemes should come with 
sustainability obliga8ons that must be met. 

The Minister for Avia8on told the House of Commons that “A bail-out by the taxpayer or any other 
Government support would need to comply with state aid rules and require us to meet our legal ob-
liga8ons, par8cularly on climate change.”  I will explore this idea later in my report.  2

On 17 March, the Interna8onal Air Transport Associa8on stated that its previous es8mates were 
"outdated", and that airlines would require $200 billion in bailouts to survive the crisis. They later 
es8mated a forecasted revenue drop of $314 billion. However, these values are highly unpredictable 
and likely to con8nue changing as 8me passes, so overall, the long term impact of the pandemic is 
certainly unclear. 

1.2 The impact of financial loss on CORSIA and environment 

On 6 October 2016, 191 member states of the Interna8onal Civil Avia8on Organisa8on (ICAO) adop-

ted CORSIA, “a scheme intending to offset annual increases in CO2 emissions from a baseline level, to 
be calculated as the average of total CO2 emissions for the years 2019 and 2020 on relevant routes. 
Under CORSIA, aircrab operators will be required to offset any growth in CO2 emissions above the 
baseline level.” This scheme will operate for three years, and at the end of the three-year cycle each 

operator must offset an amount of emissions “by buying credits that are verified by ICAO as reducing 
emissions elsewhere.” (Moher and Phippard, 2020) Acts such as inves8ng in renewable energy or 
projects like plan8ng forests can count as this. This avoids airlines having to cut their greenhouse gas 
emissions and reduce avia8on. Nonetheless, it is quite controversial as there are many people who 
believe it will do more harm than good, complica8ng the issue of avia8on decarbonisa8on. The exe-

cu8on of CORSIA “forms part of the avia8on industry's wider effort to improve its environmental cre-
den8als, which encompasses a range of other measures – improved engine and airframe technolo-
gies, more efficient flight planning and sustainable fuels” (Moher and Phippard, 2020) Despite being 
controversial, it is seen by many as a step in the right direc8on towards beXer environmental 
policies. 

However, it is problema8c that CORSIA relied on a baseline defined by the average emissions for 

2019 and 2020, as these figures would not represent the regular emissions by the sector. “IATA put 
the average emissions for 2019-2020 at 584m tonnes of CO2 in advance of the crisis. Factoring in the 
crisis, the revised 2019-2020 baseline predic8on is expected to be 450m tonnes of CO2. Such a re-
duc8on in emissions figures for 2019-2020 would lead to offseZng requirements increasing by 
between 50-85%.” (Moher and Phippard, 2020)  

 Kelly Tolhurst MP, Minister for Avia8on. Stated on 3 June.2
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Consequently, concerns had been raised about the significant added cost that will arise when avia-
8on traffic resumes to normal. This is due to the lower than expected baseline causing airlines to 
considerably rise their offset obliga8ons. This will be most difficult for avia8on companies badly hit 
by the pandemic who have liXle to no money to spare for investment in environmental projects.  

The IATA appealed to use the 2019 average figures as a subs8tute baseline, telling ICAO that the 
baseline "must be adjusted to ensure the sustainable development of interna8onal avia8on and 
avoid an inappropriate economic burden on the sector".  However, for a while the ICAO appeared 3

fixed with their decision to use the 2019-2020 baseline figures. “Indeed, the organisa8on has forged 
ahead with approval of six eligible emissions unit programmes that airlines can use to offset emis-
sions during the pilot phase. The list has been provided by ICAO along with strict exclusions and re-
concilia8ons which will apply to their use.” (Moher and Phippard, 2020) 

Many environmental bodies lobbied for this to be the case and for the 2019-2020 baseline figures to 

be used saying that “the COVID-19 crisis should not precipitate a relaxa8on in the burgeoning Envir-
onmental, Social and Governance (ESG) movement's focus on the avia8on industry. Airlines in receipt 
of government bailouts, such as Air France-KLM, which received €10bn, will face renewed public 
pressure to improve environmental performance.” This idea is reflected in how the French govern-

ment has aXached “'green condi8onality' to the aforemen8oned loan, requiring, amongst other 
commitments, that Air France renew its fleet with more efficient aircrab and commit to obtaining 2% 
of its fuel requirements from sustainable sources by 2025.” (Moher and Phippard, 2020) 

However, despite the efforts of environmental bodies and other groups to use the 2019-2020 base-
line figures for CORSIA, on July 02, 2020 the IATA welcomed the decision made by the ICAO to use 
2019 as a baseline instead, choosing not to follow the example of France.  

In this case, COVID-19 could have greatly affected the UN’s plan to ‘offset’ growth in avia8on emis-
sions by lowering the baseline. However, due to the extreme financial losses the avia8on industry 
has faced, this has not been the case. The industry is simply under too much pressure to commit to 
environmental projects, like CORSIA, that will cost them more money than they may have now, espe-
cially with such an uncertain future ahead. 

Although the CORSIA scheme seems like an effec8ve and great step forward, it has received long-

standing cri8cism as offseZng regimes don’t necessarily reduce carbon emissions. While the high 
cost of offseZng may lead to fewer flights, the whole concept is restricted by the difficulty of accur-
ately calcula8ng the amount of emissions to be offset, and how much has been saved by purchasing 
a credit. The EU Emissions Trading System, and other regimes already in opera8on by airlines on a 
voluntary basis have faced accusa8ons of 'green washing'”. (Moher and Phippard, 2020) 

Addi8onally, in my interview, I asked the ques8on to an expert in the field ‘Do you trust that the cur-

rent environmental policies and targets about avia8on will be met?’ His reply was: 

“Simply put, no I do not think targets will be met. Avia8on makes approximately 5-8% of the share of 
global hea8ng and is set to double in the next 20 years. With the current so-called solu8ons, we will 
never meet our targets. CORSIA, for example, is riddled with flaws and causes more issues that it 
tries to mi8gate. Only 2% of offset credits are likely to be effec8ve, offsets oben lead to ecological 
and human rights viola8ons, they are a modern sale of indulgences and they divert aXen8on from 

 What IATA has told ICAO. hXps://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/apr/08/airlines-lobby-to-rewrite-car3 -
bon-deal-due-to-coronavirus
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real solu8ons. With the rise of the Black Lives MaXer and racial jus8ce movements, the avia8on in-
dustry and CORSIA project is a prime example of systemic racism and social injus8ce.”  4

 George pointed me in the direc8on of the Stay Grounded website which broke down some of his 

opinions and gave many concerning facts about why CORSIA isn’t enough to ensure a sustainable 
future for avia8on. I learned how the carbon offsets that airlines can purchase for CORSIA are oben 

“forest projects which can threaten the livelihoods and rights of forest dependent people” or use 

avia8on biofuels “likely to rely on palm oil and palm oil products if used on a large scale”. (CORSIA - 

beXer or worse than nothing? Stay Grounded, 2020) These biofuels are proclaimed to be ‘carbon 

neutral’ whereas in reality it is not that simple and emissions are oben not compensated for. 

For example, an inves8ga8on by the Öko-Ins8tut revealed that “85% of the UN Clean Development 
Mechanism (CDM) projects are unlikely to reduce emissions and only 2% are very likely to lead to an 

actual compensa8on.” (CORSIA Baseline Change: Avia8on’s Climate Regula8on Is Broken Beyond Re-
pair, Stay Grounded, 2020) 

Many of the offseZng projects seem to have issues with land acquisi8on meaning communi8es can 
lose their homes or farmland, which are replaced with forests or expanses of monoculture to be 
burnt.   

On the Stay Grounded website, a campaigner states “CORSIA is a total wreck beyond repair. In fact, it 

was broken from the very beginning. It covers a 8ny frac8on of avia8on’s projected emissions and 
completely ignores the huge climate impact of airplane emissions other than CO2. It relies on harm-
ful offsets and biofuels, both neo-colonial measures that shib the problems to communi8es in the 
Global South. CORSIA is not only a means for greenwashing avia8on: holding on to it also blocks ef-
fec8ve regula8on and leads to further 
problems.”  5

Perhaps this is a strong view, however I believe it holds some truth as we have very liXle 8me, 7 

years as stated by the IPCC, “before we trigger ecological 8pping points that will lead to irreversible 
and uncontrollable climate, ecological and societal collapse. We are in the midst of what's called "the 
sixth mass ex8nc8on" of species and it is hoXer now than it has been on this planet for many mil-
lions of years. We are in truly uncharted territory where climate scien8sts are unsure that humans 
can survive.”  I believe more should be done by the avia8on industry to support the current envir6 -
onmental movement as it accounts for 5-8% of global hea8ng. 

To conclude, although CORSIA is a step in the right direc8on towards improving airline sustainability, 

and beXer than nothing, aspects of it are problema8c, for example it has been described as ‘land 

grabbing’. In addi8on, the scheme could be seen as a way for the avia8on industry to avoid cuZng 
their greenhouse gas emissions while ac8ng as a distrac8on to other measures which would more 

effec8vely reduce avia8on’s climate impact. Due to the severe financial losses the industry has expe-
rienced due to the pandemic, the focus of airlines has shibed away from the environment. This is 
one of the reasons for the 2019-2020 baseline figures being scrapped along with the huge reduc8on 

 George Hibberd, 20204

 says Stay Grounded campaigner Magdalena Heuwieser, 20205

 George Hibberd, 20206
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in 2020 emissions. If the 2019-2020 baseline figures were used as they were originally planned to be, 
COVID-19 would have posi8vely impacted CORSIA for the environment as a lower baseline means 

more offseZng. Now the 2019 baseline will be used “airlines will need to focus considerable effort 
on the wider ESG movement as a key part of their business strategy when the crisis subsides.” (Mo-
her and Phippard, 2020)  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Chapter 2: Short term environmental impacts of COVID-19 

2.1 Introduc3on 

Aber lockdown measures were enforced around the world, to prevent the spread of COVID-19, many 
stories appeared on the news and in research papers about how air quality was massively improving 

and wildlife was returning to places it hadn’t for a long 8me. Many described this as the ‘silver lining’ 
to the pandemic.  

There’s a large amount of exis8ng research showing how pollu8on will increase with economic 
growth and decrease with economic decline. (Wang and Su, 2020) Therefore, the pandemic should 
mean a substan8al decrease in pollu8on, especially with quaran8ne and the travel ban, which I will 
explore in this chapter. I will use china as a case study as it was the first country that was hit by COV-
ID-19, and had a strict quaran8ne implemented. 

2.2 Case study: China 

COVID-19 originated in Wuhan, Hubei Province, China, where it was named by the WHO, before it 
quickly spread to other parts of Hubei Province. From January 16 to 24, the daily number of con-
firmed cases increased rapidly, reaching a peak on February 12. In order to suppress the virus, China 
issued a travel restric8on, and swibly went into lockdown. The residen8al areas of the ci8es and 
provinces most affected by the outbreak completely closed, so no one can enter or leave. The Chi-
nese provincial governments announced strict restric8ons on movement, from checkpoints at build-
ing entrances to outdoor ac8vi8es. These measures included traffic restric8ons on all non-emer-
gency vehicles and the closure of all non-essen8al public places. Many train sta8ons closed and in 
more rural areas villages were separated by temporary barriers. (Wang and Su, 2020) 

In Wuhan, the quaran8ne measures were implemented and transporta8on and local businesses 

were shut down on January 23, 2020 to prevent the epidemic spreading. “This measure delayed the 
overall outbreak progress in mainland China by 3 to 5 days.”  7

 Chinazzi, M., Davis, J.T., Ajelli, M., Gioannini, C., Litvinova, M., Merler, S., et al., 2020. The 7

effect of travel restric8ons on the spread of the 2019 novel coronavirus (COVID-19) 
outbreak. Science, eaba9757.
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Figure 3: Wuhan train sta8on before and aber the quaran8ne. (Pasley and Frias, 2020). 

 

Figure 4: Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge before and aber the quaran8ne. (Pasley and Frias, 2020). 

The figures above are satellite images from Planet Labs of NASA. They have captured scenes of traffic 
and parking lots near Wuhan Railway Sta8on before and aber the lockdown (January 12 and January 
28, 2020), as shown in Figure 3. Figure 4 shows the Wuhan Yangtze River Bridge which is an impor-
tant transporta8on hub in Wuhan, and the road became empty aber the government imposed the 
lockdown. (Wang and Su, 2020) These figures reveal the extreme reduc8on in traffic the day aber 
lockdown was enforced, to the point where roads became empty, so exhausts from car engines were 
clearly also reduced.  

Because of the considerable reduc8on in urban transporta8on and industrial ac8vi8es, China's ener-
gy consump8on decreased significantly during the quaran8ne period. China is a large coal consumer, 
and the coal resource dominates the energy consump8on structure. From the observed data in Fig-
ure 5, China's coal consump8on declined during the epidemic. 
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Figure 5: Coal consump8on in China during the COVID-19. (Ghosh, 2020) 

Because of the considerable reduc8on in urban transporta8on and industrial ac8vi8es, China's en-
ergy consump8on decreased significantly during the quaran8ne period. Figure 5 shows how Chinas 
coal consump8on has reduced this year in comparison with preceding years. When analysing what 
this graph reveals, I took into account the effects of the lunar (Chinese) new year where there is usu-

ally a dip in coal consump8on and focused on how during lockdown in 2020 these figures didn’t start 
returning to normal. 

China is a large coal consumer, and the coal resource dominates the energy consump8on structure. 
From the observed data in Figure 5, China's coal consump8on declined during the epidemic. As I 

men8oned before, it’s important to note that China shuts down for one week during the Lunar New 

Year every winter. Therefore, it’s expected that a large propor8on of industries will stop opera8ng 
and for a brief reduc8on in energy consump8on to occur during this period. In the days aber the 
Spring Fes8val, energy consump8on will rise again with the produc8on being resumed. The Spring 
Fes8val in 2020 seems to be an excep8on, due to the large-scale outbreak of COVID-19 and com-
pared with the same period in previous years, coal consump8on dropped significantly. Aber the 
Spring Fes8val in 2020, the decline in coal use was extended for 20 days, with no sign of a rebound. 
This is a result of the strict restric8ons to extend the annual leave, aiming to control the virus and 
prevent its further spread. And aber officially resuming work on February 10, coal consump8on de-
mand remains sluggish. (Wang and Su, 2020) 

Although this isn’t a good sign for economic growth, a reduc8on in coal consump8on will benefit the 
environment. Not only will it clear photochemical smog in china, it means a decreased amount of 
climate change causing greenhouse gasses being released into the atmosphere.  
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Figure 6: Changes in NO2 emission in Wuhan, Nanjing, Shanghai. (Compernolle and Lefever, 2020) 

 

Figure 7: Changes in NO2 emissions in Wuhan, China. (Ghosh, 2020) 
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Nitrogen dioxide(NO2) is a gas that enters the atmosphere during many combus8on processes, such 
as in a car's engine, in industry or in power sta8ons. Therefore, tropospheric NO2 is a key indicator 
for air pollu8on. Figures 6 and 7 show the trends of NO2 levels in Wuhan, the industrial heart of Chi-
na, before and aber lockdown. 

Figure 6 shows informa8on from the TROPOMI sensor on board the Sen8nel-5 Precursor plauorm. 

This “measures the composi8on of the atmosphere worldwide and on a daily basis with an unpre-

cedented spa8al resolu8on” providing “crucial informa8on about air quality over China, and in par-
8cular above ci8es such as Wuhan or Nanjing, one of the ci8es in the pollu8on chain around Shang-
hai.” (Compernolle and Lefever, 2020) The graph produced reveals the 8me series of tropospheric 
NO2 concentra8ons, confirming the decreased use of fossil fuels.  

The concentra8ons towards the end on 2019 (when the first cases of the corona virus were reported) 

were s8ll similar to the 2020 concentra8ons, and “the NO2 concentra8on above Wuhan, the epi-
centre of the corona virus, only started to fall around the Chinese New Year on 5 February 2019 last 
year.” (Compernolle and Lefever, 2020) 

However, toward the end of December 2019 onwards this year, the concentra8ons were falling at a 

very rapid pace. The minima eventually reached are approximately 50% lower than last year. “But 
unlike other years, when coal produc8on is typically back to its normal level aber 20 days, the trend 
con8nues even a month later” (Compernolle and Lefever, 2020) The NO2 levels remaining persist-
ently low is clearly a result of lockdown. 

Figure 7 shows the average concentra8on of NO2 in the atmosphere measured by the ozone monitor 
(OMI) on NASA's Aura satellite. The map shows the NO2 values, as seen from space, of Wuhan be-
fore Chinese New Year (January 1–20), during New Year celebra8on (February 10–25) and aber the 
celebra8on (February 10–25), along with the comparison with that 8me in 2019 for reference. 

It’s also clearly visible with this that NO2 emissions are significantly reduced compared to the same 
8me last year. The decreasing NO2 emissions have not recovered since the end of the Spring Fes8val. 
NASA stated that the reduc8on in NO2 pollu8on ini8ally appeared near Wuhan and eventually 
spread throughout the country. (Wang and Su, 2020) 
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Figure 8: The concentra8on of major pollutants and the year-on-year change in the first quarter of 
2020. (Ministry of Ecology and Environment of China, 2020) 

The Ministry of Ecology and Environment of China monitored and evaluated air pollutants in 337 ma-
jor ci8es across the country, providing evidence that air quality in most regions of China has im-
proved significantly during the pandemic.  

Figure 8 lists the emissions of six typical air pollutants during the epidemic situa8on. It can be seen 
from the figure that the emissions of five kinds of air pollutants have declined, indica8ng that the air 
quality is slowly improving. It reveals that year-on-year, PM2.5 concentra8on is down 14.8%; NO2 is 
down 25%; CO concentra8on shows a decrease of 6.2%, PM10 concentra8on was down 20.5%; SO2 
concentra8on was down 21.4%.  

All the while, O3 concentra8on was 105 μg/m3, flat year-on-year. This is because in many areas of 
the world, ozone pollu8on is known to increase during warmer months, as well as building up in 
cleaner areas. This happens as ozone is not directly emiXed by any source but is formed by photo-
chemical reac8ons between oxides of nitrogen (NOx) and other vola8le organic compounds (VOCs) 
and gases in the air under the influence of sunlight and heat. 

Overall, in the short term, the COVID-19 outbreak greatly improved Chinas air quality and significant-
ly contributed to global carbon emissions reduc8on. (Wang and Su, 2020)  

2.3 Will the air quality improvements last? 

“From the 8me dimension, China's energy consump8on dropped sharply during the outbreak of 
COVID-19, especially the total coal consump8on.” (Wang and Su, 2020) COVID-19 also effec8vely 
suppressed greenhouse gas emissions such as CO2. However, the data observed only indicated that 
this beneficial effect occurs during quaran8ne.  

“As some regions in China libed the lockdown and enterprises resumed produc8on, people and 
goods began to flow on a large scale. Meanwhile, declining energy consump8on is showing an up-
ward trend, and traffic conges8on is gradually returning to the level before quaran8ne. It can be de-
duced from this that when China completely libs the lockdown and resumes produc8on, its energy 
use and GHG emissions are likely to exceed the level before the outbreak.” (Wang and Su, 2020) 

This idea that the air quality in most places will gradually return to the levels it was at before isn’t 
good news for both the environment or public health (especially for children or those with diseases 
such as asthma or lung cancer). 

The expert I interviewed told me “Whilst [airline] emissions reduced during the crisis, they only re-
duced by around 6%. To meet our net zero target by 2050 (which in itself is woefully inadequate and 
too late, as stated by the Intergovernmental Panel for Climate Change) we need to reduce our emis-
sions by something like 8% year on year. This shows just how much ac8on we need to take to solve 
the climate crisis. The world ground to a halt and we s8ll didn't meet the targets.”  8

This told me that emissions drop from avia8on as well as the other sources I was exploring before, 

for example industrial ac8vity and other forms of transporta8on, didn’t have a significant enough 

 George Hibberd, 20208
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reduc8on to have a long term impact on the environment as I previously thought it might. However, 
drop in emissions greatly improved the short term environmental quality during lockdown. 

This further proves the point that policymakers should fully take into account the environment while 
restoring the economy, especially as it has been proved how dras8cally the environment and human 
health benefits from a reduc8on in emissions.  

17



Chapter 3: Long term changes to avia3on environmental 
policies 

3.1 Introduc3on 

In regards to the financially devasta8ng impact COVID-19 had on avia8on, it is understandable that 
airlines should receive some kind of government bailouts to help pay their employees and cover ex-
penses during this difficult 8me.  

However, through reading various ar8cles and Greenpeace campaigns I learnt how there are many 

environmental groups demanding these rescue packages come with ‘green strings’ and environ-
mental obliga8ons.  An ar8cle I read in the guardian explains eight steps towards a cleaner avia8on 

sector, “such as reduced carbon footprints and frequent flyer levies” it warns us that if these aren’t 
implemented “the sector will return to the path that has made it the fastest rising source of climate-
wrecking carbon emissions over the past decade.” (WaXs, 2020) 

This maXer is important as the decisions made now will hugely affect future genera8ons, so while 
rescue packages should do their job of preven8ng bankruptcies and addressing immediate human 

welfare concerns, they should also promote sustainability. “The recovery packages can either kill 
these two birds with one stone – seZng the global economy on a pathway towards net-zero emis-
sions – or lock us into a fossil system from which it will be nearly impossible to escape.” (Hepburn et 
al., 2020) 

In this chapter I will explore this issue, looking into how could COVID-19 could affect avia8on envi-
ronmental policies, what changes should be made, who should make these policies and whether 
these changes are realis8c. 

3.2 How should COVID-19 affect avia3on environmental policies? 

“The COVID-19 crisis could mark a turning point in progress on climate change. This year, Global 
Greenhouse Gas (GHG) emissions will fall by more than in any other year on record. The percentage 
Will decline likely in 2020, however, would need to be repeated, year aber year, to reach net-zero 
emissions by 2050.” (Hepburn et al., 2020) Therefore, unless governments intervene, emissions are 
likely to rebound once mobility restric8ons are libed and economies recover.  

It is essen8al that fiscal recovery packages address climate change as an issue, as without a sustain-
able recovery from the pandemic, emissions will rise to previous levels, the private sector will fail to 
invest enough in clean technology with a depressed economy, so that the goals from the Paris 

Agreement won’t be met. Taking into account the large scale of these rescue packages, a sustainable 
recovery from COVID-19 could possibly be sufficient to address climate change. When the macroe-
conomy has recovered and the prices of clean technologies are low enough, the private sector would 
need liXle further encouragement. (Hepburn et al., 2020)  

18



“This blending of macroeconomic and microeconomic considera8ons is atypical of the approach to 
public economics involving a sequen8al focus on (i) stabilisa8on of na8onal income; (ii) economic 
efficiency; and (iii) fair distribu8on (Musgrave, 1959) — get the macro right before worrying about 
micro issues such as carbon prices. However, the macro and micro are inescapably interlinked here, 
due to the scale and 8ming of the climate challenge and the pandemic.”  (Hepburn et al., 2020) 9

I looked at current research   iden8fying ‘s8mulus policies’ which are perceived to “deliver large 10

economic mul8pliers reasonably quickly, and shib our emissions trajectory towards net zero.” (Hep-
burn et al., 2020) Despite the fact that the majority of G20 governments have already implemented 

rescue packages (as of April 2020), “no government has fully exited lockdown and introduced signi-

ficant recovery packages.” (Hepburn et al., 2020) These packages could either be ‘brown’, reinforcing 
the links between economic growth and fossil fuels, jeopardising future stranded assets, or be 

‘green’, decoupling emissions from economic ac8vity. (Hepburn et al., 2020) So far, they have primar-

ily been ‘colourless’ however there is poten8al for future rescue packages not only to provide high 
economic mul8pliers but also have a posi8ve impact on the environment. 

The research I had been looking at from the Smith School of Enterprise and the Environment (Hep-
burn et al., 2020) made the following three sugges8ons for policy-makers designing COVID-19 recov-
ery packages, based on literature review, their survey results and their own judgement. Below I will 
summarise their sugges8ons: 

1. Recovery policies can deliver both economic and climate goals 

• Clean physical infrastructure investment e.g. renewable energy, grid modernisa8on, 
carbon capture and storage (CCS) technology  

• Natural capital investment for ecosystem resilience and regenera8on including 
restora8on of carbon-rich habitats and climate-friendly agriculture 

• Investment in clean R&D spending and training to address immediate unemploy-
ment 

2. Co-benefits can be captured 

• non-economic, non-climate aXributes of climate-posi8ve policies which increase 
their overall desirability e.g. electric vehicle incen8ves reduce local air pollu8on, 
which is especially valuable in dense urban areas. 

• Energy efficiency work could be directed at lower income households to decrease 
social and health inequality by shrinking real electricity costs and keeping homes 
warmer in winter. 

3. Policy design is important 

 Observa8ons of Professor David Vines. BA Melbourne, MA PhD Camb, MA DPhil Oxf. Professor of Economics 9

and Fellow.

 Done by The Smith School of Enterprise and the Environment, University of Oxford, 202010
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• Poorly designed recovery policies are likely to be ineffec8ve in delivering economic, 
climate, and social outcomes. 

• During the lockdown phase there was extreme urgency in delivering rescue pack-
ages. This 8me round there should be more policy 8meliness and flexibility. This 
should be used to produce policies with significant long-run economic benefits and 
climate impact. 

George Hibberd, the expert who I interviewed had the following opinion on the topic: 

“Bailouts for high carbon industries, such as EasyJet, should instead be given to green, sustainable 
companies. However, the bailouts have been made so we need to use these bailouts wisely. High 
carbon industries should be using the bailouts to put workers first, rather than key stakeholders and 
those at the top. The money should be used to retrain those workers who are made redundant into 
green-sector jobs as part of a 'just transi8on'. This way, employment and income security is main-
tained and a green future is built.” 

I agree with this idea of bailouts being primarily used for the good of the company’s workers, sup-
por8ng smaller businesses and for crea8ng a greener future for avia8on. 

3.3 Current ideas/ technology regarding avia3on sustainability 

In this sec8on of my report, I will explore the ideas that could be implemented into future avia8on 
sustainability commitments.  

“Although the avia8on industry only makes up around 2% of global carbon emissions, it could con-
sume around 22% of our worldwide carbon budget by 2050. All companies, not only airlines, are 
now looking to reduce their CO2 emissions to stave off the ill-effects of climate 8pping points.” (Ash, 
2020) 

I have already looked at CORSIA and carbon offseZng in chapter 1, and this concept of airlines be-

coming carbon neutral is s8ll a valid, although perhaps is not sustainable for the long term. It’s going 
to take both this idea and the growth new, clean technology to move forward in a sustainable way.  

The transi8on to elimina8ng the industry’s CO2 emissions will be very gradual, and must begin with 
more near-term op8ons. A group of aerospace technology experts brought together (by FlightGlobal 

during the FIA Connect virtual Farnborough air show) came to a conclusion about this topic: “For the 
avia8on industry to substan8ally reduce or eliminate its carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions, it will take a 
revolu8on in aircrab propulsion technology. However, near-term reduc8ons in airliner emissions will 
likely take a more evolu8onary approach that relies on augmen8ng exis8ng technologies.” (Thisdell, 
2020) Many experts believe smaller companies and start-ups will be prime drivers of next genera8on 
technologies and older companies need to be open and collabora8ve to new ideas. 

“Evolu8onary changes to jet engines have reduced fuel burn 70% since the days of the Boeing 707. 
Longer term, he says, more revolu8onary solu8ons involving new fuels including hydrogen and com-
bus8on cycles may prove effec8ve, but they are inherently higher risk if they require a new way of 
integra8ng the power plant with the aircrab or demand dedicated infrastructure” , so this will re11 -

 says Frank Preli, PraX & Whitney vice-president for propulsion and materials.11
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quire a greater commitment to execute, with more par8es involved. Although hydrocarbon fuels will 
remain in use for the foreseeable future, there are currently efforts to provide aeroplanes with an 
alterna8ve more sustainable fuel than standard jet fuel, for example biodiesel or Synthe8c jet fuels. 
In the medium term these alterna8ves could even be mixed into standard jet fuel, to reduce the 
volume on fossil fuels which need to be combusted. Eventually, a revolu8on of electrifica8on should 

occur. The industry’s ul8mate goal is to develop large, electric-powered commercial jets. However, in 

order to achieve this, there are two parallel paths the sector could pursue: “developing small, all-
electric aircrab, while also equipping turbine-powered airliners with addi8onal electric 
systems.” (Thisdell, 2020) 

I also read many ar8cles and reports about specific, unique ways that the avia8on industry could be-
come more environmentally sustainable.  

For an example, the Lubhansa Group announced on May 15, 2020, that it signed a LeXer of Intent to 
bring sustainable sun-to-fuel technology into its opera8on, this brand-new technology is thought to 
be one of the most promising and innova8ve solu8ons. They hope this new Sustainable Avia8on Fuel 
(SAF) will drive its carbon-neutral growth in the coming years. They will partner with leaders in sus-
tainable fuel solu8ons and aim to bring concentrated sunlight fuel to the mass market. Synhelion is a 
company who promotes solar fuels to the mass market which the airline is partnering with. They are 
also working with Climeworks, who specialise in CO2 capture from the air. (Ash, 2020) 

The ETH Zurich (a Swiss research university) announced in 2019 that it had pioneered this new ker-
osene alterna8ve, which had been able to turn concentrated sunlight into liquid hydrocarbon fuels 
essen8al for the transporta8on sector. The technology works by carbon capture, extrac8ng CO2 from 
the atmosphere and mixing it with water and concentrated sunlight, also known as Concentrated 
Solar Power (CSP). This produces synthesis gas that can then be converted into jet fuel. The con-
sump8on of this new sustainable fuel is completely carbon-neutral as it only ever produces as much 

CO2 as was extracted from the atmosphere. Therefore, it’s a much cleaner and less resource-intens-
ive method of producing jet fuel. However, the high cost is a clear drawback. (Ash, 2020) 

Another example of a unique and promising way in which airlines could become more environmen-
tally sustainable is by changing the flying al8tude by just couple of thousand feet on fewer than 2% 
of all scheduled flights. This research was done by a study by a team of scien8sts at Imperial College 
London  and it concluded that the damage to the climate caused by one consequence of avia8on 12

could be reduced by as much as 59%. (Francesca Street, 2020) 

It's all about eradica8ng airplane contrails (the white streaks in the sky aber an airplane has passed 
overhead.) Contrails  are "a type of ice cloud formed by aircrab as water vapour condenses around 13

small dust par8cles, which provide the vapour with sufficient energy to freeze." These cloud-like 
forma8ons can have a cooling effect, reflec8ng sunlight that would otherwise heat the Earth. Con-
trails can also block outgoing heat from escaping the earth, trapping heat. Contrails account for 14% 

of climate and air quality damages per unit avia8on fuel burn.  “Flying an airplane higher or lower 14

could help get rid of contrails because they only form in thinner areas of atmosphere, with high hu-
midity so it's theore8cally possible to avoid them and reap the eco-benefits.” (Francesca Street, 
2020) Diverging from the flight path does lead to an increase in fuel consump8on, but the research-

 hXps://pubs.acs.org/doi/abs/10.1021/acs.est.9b05608 12

 says NASA hXps://www.nasa.gov/sites/default/files/atoms/files/contrails_k-12.pdf 13

 a study by a group of MIT scien8sts concluded this in November 201914
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ers say it's less than a 0.1% rise and the subsequent deple8on in contrails offsets the extra C02 re-
leased. 

While this change, if adopted, would be a really quick way the industry could reduce emissions, it's 
unlikely to sa8sfy climate campaigners who want the avia8on sector to dras8cally reduce its carbon 
footprint.  

Un8l COVID-19, governments had been so focused on keeping airlines globally compe88ve that “they 
largely gave the sector a free ride in terms of emissions cuts and contribu8ons to public revenues. 
Avia8on fuel is completely untaxed in most countries. But the crisis has weakened airline claims that 
they should be treated as profit-seeking independent companies rather than public en88es with so-
cial responsibili8es.” (WaXs, 2020) 

The expert I interviewed said “In essence, the industry needs to dras8cally shrink, we need invest-
ment in greener alterna8ves (train travel etc.), the industry needs to be properly taxed and levies put 
on frequent flyers. All of this needs to be done in a way that does not favour the wealthy, white na-
8ons and detrimentally affect the poor and the global south.”   15

I asked him who he thinks should these targets and policies for avia8on companies to follow and this 
was his response: 

“If I had the choice between the avia8on companies and the government, I would choose the gov-
ernment. However, the current government is heavily lobbied and influenced by avia8on companies 
whose sole interest is self-preserva8on and profit-making. A beXer solu8on would be to hold some-
thing called a 'Ci8zens Assembly', like that of 'Climate Assembly UK' which was held recently.  

Ci8zens Assemblies are essen8ally a group of people chosen by a process called "sor88on" from all 
social backgrounds, races, religions, genders, sexuali8es. They are presented with a problem or 
something to decide, they are presented with facts and poten8al solu8ons from unbiased, scien8fic 
sources, they have training on group-dynamics, teamwork and decision-making, then they come to-
gether to decide on a proposed solu8on.  

'Climate Assembly UK' has recently shown that 93% of members agreed that as lockdown eases, 
government, employers and/or others should take steps to encourage lifestyles to change to be more 
compa8ble with reaching net zero.  

They are the perfect way to make unbiased, informed decisions by the people rather than by corpo-
ra8ons or governments who have many stakeholders and outside interests. It is the epitome of true 
democracy.  

These assemblies do, however, have to be legally binding, rather than advisory, to have a true im-
pact. This is how I, and many other environmentalists, propose to solve the climate crisis.” 

I had heard of Ci8zens Assemblies before and think it would be a good idea to introduce it into our 
current system to ensure large scale representa8on of all groups in society, delibera8on, and equity 
into the current poli8cal decision making system.  

3.4 Are these changes realis3c? 

 George Hibberd, 202015
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“There seems now to be a theme emerging around the restart of avia8on ac8vi8es among pressure 
groups, think tanks and poli8cians: Build back beXer.” (Jopson, 2020) 

However, there is a feeling of uncertainty surrounding wether COVID-19 will truly have a posi8ve, 
long-term impact on avia8on sustainability policies. This is due to factors such as the severe financial 
losses airlines have faced and the unpredictability how long the pandemic will last and whether 
there will be second or third waves. It is also unclear whether the current recession will progress to a 
deeper depression. 

“However, the crisis has also demonstrated that governments can intervene decisively once the scale 
of an emergency is clear and public support is present. COVID-19 has precipitated a major increase in 
the role of the state. Decisive interven8on has begun to stabilise infec8on rates, prevent health sys-
tems being overwhelmed, and save lives.” (Thisdell, 2020)  

The climate emergency has been compared to the COVID-19 emergency, but it is in slow mo8on and 

much graver. “Both involve market failures, externali8es, interna8onal coopera8on, complex science, 
ques8ons of system resilience, poli8cal leadership, and ac8on that hinges on public support. Decisive 
state interven8ons are also required to stabilise the climate, by 8pping energy and industrial systems 
towards newer, cleaner, and ul8mately cheaper modes of produc8on that become impossible to out-
compete” (Thisdell, 2020) 

The expert I interviewed believed that so far the Covid-crisis has not had a posi8ve impact on envir-
onmental policies and avia8on commitments, as environmentalists were hoping it would. He told 

me: “It was deemed humani8es last chance to reset and solve the climate crisis. It was, of course, a 
failure. Instead of a green recovery, the treasury announced billions of pounds of bailouts for high 
carbon industries like avia8on, auto mobility and fossil fuel energy supply. Whilst Rishi Sunak pledged 
£3billion for green investment, around £16billion of tax payers money was used to bailout corpora-
8ons and high carbon industries. It is appalling that tax payers money is being used to prop up busi-
nesses that are threatening our very existence and destroying the natural world. The only silver lining 
of the covid-crisis was that it highlighted that government ac8on in the face of a crisis is possible and 
that we can tackle crises if there is poli8cal mo8va8on. Sadly, there is no mo8va8on to tackle the 
climate crisis.”  16

Aber all my research I agree with him to an extent, but I believe there is s8ll hope for improvement 
in future bailouts, with all the research being done, and with groups like Greenpeace lobbying for 
this change. I believe that improvements in environmental sustainability may be costly in the short 
term, however in the long term energy security will benefit the economy.  

Before the pandemic, public support for climate change ac8on was reaching an all-8me high, gov-
ernment and corporate ac8on was also gathering momentum. Understandably, the pandemic has 
slowed this momentum, especially by delaying the interna8onal conference on climate (COP26) from 
2020 to 2021.  

“However, the momentum could find new impetus if, humbled by the ability of ‘natural’ forces to 
shock the global economy, humans recalibrate our sense of omnipotence. Furthermore, opinion polls 
in many countries show that people are no8cing the clean air, uncongested roads, the return of bird-

song and wildlife, and are asking whether ‘normal’ was good enough; could we not ‘build back bet-

ter’?” (Thisdell, 2020) 

 George Hibberd, 202016
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To summarise, so far the COVID-19 government bailouts for avia8on have not favoured the environ-
mental sustainability, however fiscal recovery packages put in place in the abermath of lockdown 
and for future waves of the virus will have a significant impact on whether globally agreed climate 
goals are met. (Thisdell, 2020) I believe that this will only happen through environmental bodies con-
8nuing to lobby the government and educa8ng the public on the issue so that the public begin de-
manding a clean recovery. At this point the future is unclear.  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Chapter 4: Survey 

4.1 Survey introduc3on  

As part of my research I created an online survey to assess the views of the public, especially those in 
the avia8on industry, on the topics I was looking into. I thought that it would supplement my re-
search well to gain the opinions of the public, not just experts. Through using the survey monkey I 
could only present the results of 40 responses however, with more responses the results would hold 
more weight.  

I carefully created ten ques8ons which would be quick and easy to answer. None of the respondents 
skipped any of the ques8ons because of this effort I made. The first two ques8ons had the func8on 

of defining my audience. I didn’t include any open ended ques8ons, but for some ques8ons I in-
cluded an op8on where they could specify or explain their answer. I learnt a lot while analysing the 
results from my survey. 

In the sec8on below I will include what ques8ons I chose and the results I obtained from them, and 
the respondents iden88es will remain anonymous.  

4.2 The survey ques3ons and findings 

1.  What industry do you work in? 

From this ques8on I learned that 60% of my respondents were air crew so would know a lot about 
avia8on before taking this survey. 5% of respondents were engineers, 5% worked in transport and 
logis8cs while 2.5% worked in Airline Ground Opera8ons/ Management and 2.5% Airports/ ATC, so 

these people would also have knowledge on avia8on 7.5% were students and 17.5% selected ‘other’ 
specifying they worked in other industries like educa8on, airline recruitment, charity worker or said 
they were a re8red RAF and airline pilot. I think this is a good range of people to have completed my 
survey, however no one from an environmental background answered, which causes a lack of rep-
resenta8on from this group. It would have been good for someone who works with environmental 

maXers to have completed the survey as this is what I’ve been doing my research on.  

2. How old are you? 

5 of my respondents were under age 25, 17 of them were age 25-50, 16 were age 51-70, and 2 peo-
ple were over 70. This is good as a diversity of ages are represented in this survey.  

3. Have you ever thought about the consequences of COVID-19 in the avia3on industry and 
the impact on sustainability? 
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95% of the respondents replied ‘yes’ and only 5% hadn’t thought about it. This show that the major-

ity of people had previously thought about the topic I am researching, and I’m sure this is because it 

is so current and there’s lots in the news about it.  

4. How long do you predict it will take for the avia3on industry to fully recover from 
COVID-19?  

30% thought it would take 1-2 years, 57.5% thought it would take 3-4 years while 12.5% thought it 
would take over 5 years. This shows most of the public believe it will take several years for the avia-
8on industry to recover from this crisis, bu 

t no one knows if this will be the case due to the unpredictability of the future at the moment. 

5. Do you believe that COVID-19 has had an overall posi3ve impact on the environment?  

21 people replied with ‘yes’, and 15 replied with ‘no’, while 4 people didn’t know. The people who 

said no probably made their decision based off knowing the dip in emissions won’t last and by think-
ing of how the financial losses may cause a reduc8on in investment in clean technology. 

Those who believed COVID-19 had an overall posi8ve impact on the environment were most likely 
referring to the improvements in air quality and decrease in emissions seen during lockdown. They 
may also think so due to reading in the news that government bailouts for avia8on companies should 

come with “green strings” aXached which leads on to the next ques8on. 

6. Do you think that government bailouts for avia3on companies should come with “green 
strings” aYached or any sustainability obliga3ons?  

For this ques8on, despite there being a lack of environmentalists/ people working in the environ-
ment sector and a majority of respondents being air crew with their jobs on the line, 55% answered 

with yes. This supports my conclusion as I would also answer ‘yes’ to this ques8on aber doing this 
research. It also links back to what George Hibberd told me about ci8zens assemblies in part 5.3 of 

this report and the publics appe8te for a green recovery. However, 32.5% of responses were ‘no’ and 

12.5% were ‘don’t know’. These people could have thought that rescue packages should have public 
welfare or other concerns as bigger priori8es.  

7. What do you think is the most effec3ve way to make the avia3on industry more sustain-
able?  

I provided three op8ons in this ques8ons as well as an addi8onal ‘Other (please specify)’ op8on.  

20% of respondents chose ‘To shrink the avia8on industry’, 17.5% chose ‘Carbon offseZng (CORSIA 

Project)’, 50% chose ‘New technology (i.e. new electric propulsion systems)’ while 12.5% chose ‘oth-

er’. 4 of the 5 people who picked ‘other’ specified a combina8on of the three (which will most likely 
be the way forward in the future) and the other person gave this interes8ng answer: 
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“Green incen8ves as opposed to quotas or obliga8ons. Modern LCCs are mul8ple 8mes more effi-
cient than many older legacy airlines flying older aircrab. Incen8ves like the carbon offset or carbon 
credits will help ensure the most efficient airlines will thrive, thereby making the industry as a whole 
more efficient.” 

8. Do you trust that the current environmental commitment and targets within the present 
airline industry are enough to ensure a sustainable future? 

10% of respondents answered ‘yes’, 70% answered ‘no’ and 20% answered ‘don’t know’. The re-
sponse to this ques8on supports my conclusion that the current environmental commitment and 

targets aren’t enough to ensure a sustainable future, despite CORSIA being praised by the media.  

9. Who do you think should set the environmental targets for the avia3on industry? 

4 people answered ‘Na8onal governments’, 17 answered ‘Interna8onal bodies (i.e. G7 Summits)’, 14 

answered ‘ICAO (Interna8onal Civil Avia8on Authority)’ and only one person chose ‘Own targets by 

individual airlines’. The rest of the respondents chose ‘other’ and specified that a ci8zens assembly 
should set the environmental targets, sharing the viewpoint of George Hibberd, that these decisions 
should be apoli8cal and backed by scien8fic evidence. I agree with this choice.  

10. Should the costs of carbon offse]ng projects be...? 

52.5% of the respondents chose ‘Included in airline passenger 8ckets’, 32.5% chose ‘Paid by central 

governments’ and 15% chose ‘Paid by individual airlines’. However, nobody chose the op8on ‘Paid by 

personal voluntary contribu8ons’, and I agree that this would unlikely be effec8ve. 
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Discussions and conclusions 

To conclude, COVID-19 has severely impacted airlines as the demand for flights has significantly 
dropped in order to prevent the spread of the virus. As a result of this, there has been a posi8ve 
short term impact on the environment, as emissions have dropped to an all-8me low and air quality 
has improved in the majority of ci8es.  

However, this short-lived dip in emissions is set to bound back to higher than pre-covid levels as we 
come out of lockdown, and so far there has been no strong evidence that COVID-19 will have a long 
term, posi8ve impact on the environment.  Government bailouts have favoured high carbon, climate 
destroying industries rather than green, sustainable industries, and there have been no "green 

strings" aXached or any sustainability obliga8ons. But this doesn’t mean there is no hope of a green 
recovery. The past bailouts were made in a hurry and there is now more 8me and flexibility to form 

‘green’ fiscal rescue packages for airlines, and this is especially likely with environmental bodies and 
the public con8nuing to lobby for this change. 

Although these policies would benefit the environment, they would also benefit people and the 
economy in the long term. The money should be used to retrain those workers who are made re-
dundant into green-sector jobs. This way, employment and income security is maintained as we tran-
si8on to a green future. The policies should also capture co-benefits. 

“Climate Assembly UK and polls from Ipsos MORI have shown that public appe8te for a green recov-
ery and a dras8c change to how we live is very high. We need to trust scien8sts and trust the 
people.”  17

Before doing this research project, I believed that EasyJet and the CORSIA program were a good step 

in the right direc8on. However, now I don’t believe that this is the case, especially since their de-
cision to scrap the 2019-2021 baseline figure and use the 2019 figures. Carbon offseZng should s8ll 

be used by airlines in the future, however, this shouldn’t be the only technique used to be environ-
mentally sustainable. More work should be done towards finding alterna8ve aeroplane fuels and 
towards electrifying planes.  

Overall, progress on climate change will depend considerably on policy choices in the coming 
months; the right choices could drive a long-term downward trend in GHG emissions, and possibly 
mean that the goals set in the Paris agreement are met. When the governments make these policies 
they should be led by findings from Ci8zens Assemblies so they make fair, unbiased, decisions in-

formed by science. The current solu8ons aren’t effec8ve enough, but COVID-19 has given the oppor-

tunity for this to change, before it’s too late. We will need to balance socie8es that need to fly with 
its environmental costs, as the avia8on industry is fundamental to the economy in many places.  

 George Hibberd, 202017
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