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   Contribution of UK aviation to climate change

Confusing the public

The aviation industry and its supporters persistently assert that aviation only accounts for a small proportion of CO2 emissions. For example:

“Air transport accounts for a small part of global CO2 emissions – 2%.” IATA
 
“...aviation only accounts for about 3% of global CO2 emissions currently.” BATA

“UK aviation accounts for approximately 0.12% of global CO2.” BAA

“You could stop ALL flying today and you would only cut global emissions by 3%. ” Cheapflights

 “UN scientists from the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimate aviation's contribution to global carbon emissions to be just 2%.”  IATA
 

Statements like these may give the impression that aviation’s contribution to climate change is almost insignificant but in reality, they only tell part of the story.
The facts: what the 2% figure doesn’t tell you
1. The rapid growth of the sector has meant that many emissions statistics are now out of date. The IPCC’s seminal report Aviation and the Global Atmosphere, for example, states that CO2 emissions from aircraft account for around 2.4% of the global total. Yet this figure was for 1990 and the aviation sector has grown very rapidly since then. Emissions from UK aviation have more than doubled since 1990 while emissions from other UK activities have fallen by about 9%.

2. The contribution of aviation emissions to global CO2 levels may be small in comparison to other sectors, but its contribution to UK emissions is much higher – around 6%.

3. Carbon dioxide is not the only damaging gas emitted by aircraft. The total warming effect from aviation emissions, including water vapour and nitrogen oxides, is almost double that of CO2 alone. When the warming impact of all aviation emissions is taken into account, aviation’s contribution to the UK’s total greenhouse gas emissions is around 13%. 
4. Aviation is one of the fastest growing sources of CO2 emissions. While other sectors are being expected to reduce emissions from their operations, in the aviation sector, increases in the numbers of flights are vastly outstripping efficiency savings from better technologies or improved air traffic management. The combination of rapid growth and disproportionate impacts on global warming means that the percentage contribution of aviation to both global and UK totals is set to grow significantly in coming years.
The future
The UK government has made a commitment that by 2050, we will be emitting 60% less CO2 than in 1990. Latest scientific thinking is that to avoid catastrophic climate change a 60% reduction is not enough, and in November 2007 Prime Minister Gordon Brown said that the government would be considering whether the UK needs, in fact, to make cuts of 80%.  
The Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research has calculated that under the UK’s 60% target aviation would, by 2050, account for 50% of all UK emissions. If the government follows the scientific consensus that a cut of at least 80% is required, then the aviation sector would, by 2050, be using the entire UK carbon budget.

The UK has the opportunity to be a global leader in tackling climate change, and to demonstrate to rapidly industrialising nations such as China that a low-carbon future is compatible with a good quality of life. But our plans for expansion of the aviation sector are currently completely out of step with our rhetoric on climate change. Both airlines and the government need to come clean: if we are to have any chance of stabilizing greenhouse gas emissions, we need a demand-management approach to aviation.  
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