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What are low carbon
events?

On-campus events are a
vital component of the ANU
experience. Sharing and celebrating
our community, culture and successes
is part of the fabric of the University
ANU has developed the Below Zero
initiative which aims to reach net-zero
emissions by 2025 and below zero
emissions by 2030.

To reach our Below
Zero ambitions we
need to consider how
we can host events in a
way that significantly
reduces emissions.

On-campus events have been
identified as a significant source of
Scope 1, 2 and 3 greenhouse gas (GHG)
emissions. These emissions are
primarily generated from Scope 3
activities including catering, business
travel and waste disposal.
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How to use this
guide
This guide contains two useful components for event
organisation: guiding principles and actions.
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Guiding
principles

The guiding principles are taken from the ISO 20121
Sustainable Event Framework. This guide walks
through each of the principles and includes some
additional details relevant to our context here at ANU.

Actions

The suggested actions are concrete examples that can
be taken by event organisers to directly reduce their
event’s emissions. These are included in live, editable
documents and additions to these documents are highly
encouraged.
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Guiding principles

A ‘low carbon’ event is one
designed, organised and executed to
reduce emissions. Emissions that
cannot be avoided are then offset
through carbon removal programs.
The ‘ANU Carbon Removal’ policy is
currently under development so we
cannot advise just yet on how best
to offset residual emissions.
Therefore this guide will focus on
design, organisation and planning to
reduce emissions.
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Commit

Seeking commitment from all key event stakeholders
including external event organisers, employees/
volunteers, sponsors, facilities managers, heads of
departments, contractors and presenters will increase
your chances of reducing emissions. A committed
stakeholder will be more inclined to work with you
reduce emissions.
Plan to hold discussions around significantly reducing
emissions at the conception phase of the event and
include costs for reduction strategies in your budget.

Committing to a
low carbon event is
the first step we can
take in our event
planning process
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Plan

Early identification of any aspects of your event that
may generate Scope 3 emissions allows time for
discussion, changes or innovations to be made.
Industry research and data collected from our past
events indicate that Scope 3 emissions are primarily
produced from the following sources;
•

Guest/attendee transport

•

Guest/attendee accommodation

•

Food and drinks (preparation, packaging and
disposal)

•

Construction of event sites and decorations

•

Marketing & promotional content

Planning for a reduced
emissions event is
essential to prevent
emissions being
generated at the
outset.
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Implement

This guide will offer a list of actionable initiatives that
you can use to reduce your emissions. These include:
•

Event design

•

Guests & Attendees

•

Catering

•

Waste Management

•

Procurements

Implementing your
initiatives to reduce
emissions is where
the exciting work can
begin.
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Assess

After your event you can conduct an audit of your
emissions and use these as a baseline to compare with
future events (templates are currently being developed
and will be shared asap).
•

Key areas for data collection:

•

Waste (food or other materials collected in bins)

•

Estimated GHG emissions

•

Transport data of attendees

•

Materials that are returned post-event (e.g. lanyards/
name tags)

•

Attendee feedback

It is important to
assess the emissions
generated and include
in your post-event
reporting.
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Offset

The ANU Carbon Removal Policy is currently in
development, and transition guidelines are being
developed to assist those that would like to start
offsetting sooner to do so using high quality, University
approved programs.

Offsets will be
necessary to achieve
net zero emissions
events by 2025.
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Actions

This section of the guide contains a number of practical
suggestions for event managers to reduce emissions
across the following aspects:
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•

Event design

•

Proposed event standards

•

Catering

•

Participants

•

Reducing waste
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Event design
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Event design

For further advice
please contact
events@anu.edu.au

Fully digital events
•

Digital events cut emissions by not requiring travel or
catering for participation.*

•

To assist with planning – please see Going Digital –
Quick Event Guide.

*It is acknowledged that hosting a digital meeting/event does still
emit GHG emissions from activities that would not have happened
otherwise (i.e. network data transfer energy use, lifecycle of digital
devices etc). However, a recent study (Faber (2021) indicated that
up to 66% of emissions can be reduced by hosting digital only
events.

Reducing size and frequency of in-person events
•

One of the most effective ways to reduce emissions
is to reduce the size of events (i.e. by limiting to key
stakeholders) or reducing the frequency of events
(hosting a digital event one year, and an in-person the
following year).

Hybrid events and meetings
•

Hybrid events contain both digital and in-person
elements

•

Content could be presented live to local audiences
and digitally to interstate/international audiences

•

Presenters could be recorded in-person and
audiences participate digitally (or vice versa)

Multi-node events
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•

Multi-node events contain multiple local elements
across various locations

•

Multi-node events can cater for in-person connection,
but limits travel
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Proposed event
standards
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For ANU on-campus activities to achieve significant
reductions in emissions, we recommend that the
following standards be considered when designing
into your event (for more information see Appendix 1):
•

Use caterers that are local to the Canberra region

•

Use only reusable dishware and/or invite participants
to bring their own dishware.

•

Make organic (biodegradable) waste and recycling
available.

•

Catering focuses on vegan and vegetarian options.

•

Donate leftover food (students/staff/local charities).

•

Limit waste from packaging/food transportation.
Encourage caterers to use reusable containers rather
the plastic film to protect food.

•

Limit decoration, or plan to reuse (i.e. do not add
dates to materials so they can be reused in future
years).

•

Limit paraphernalia. Ask participants to bring their
own paper/pens/drink bottles etc).

•

Promotion/programs communicated digitally rather
than through printed materials.
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Catering
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Ideas to reduce catering and waste from catering

•

Does your event actually require catering? Can you
time your event to be between usual meal times? I.e.
11am or 2pm

•

Can you host a BYO event?

•

Can you host an event with morning or afternoon tea
instead of lunch, or a reception instead of dinner?

•

Can you ask participants if they will be eating at the
event? I.e. not everyone will stay for a morning tea/
lunch/BBQ after an event which can lead to food
waste if you cater for all participants.

•

Can you ask participants about their preferences if
you are serving more than one option? I.e. would they
prefer a pastry or yoghurt pot for morning tea so you
don’t over-cater one option?

•

Can you ask the caterer to reduce portion sizes
(particularly for all-day events), or to hold back
food and replenish as needed so that it can remain
refrigerated and used for the following day, or safely
donated?

•

Can you offer whole fruit instead of fruit plates so
that the fruit can be reused.

•

Advise the caterers on accurate registration/
attendee numbers.

•

Leftover food can be donated around campus
(ANUSA/PARSA) or to places such as Oz Harvest.
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Catering

Suggested caterers list
See the low carbon service guide for a list of
caterers that have sustainable practices. Features
of these companies include:

•

Have a sustainability policy

•

Use local suppliers where possible

•

Offers seasonal selections

•

Emphasise vegan and vegetarian options

•

Reduce/eliminate waste

•

Composts food scraps (both before, during and after
event)

Please add your own suggestions to net-zero service guide.
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Catering
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Drinks

•

Serve tap water in jugs with glass cups, and tea/
coffee in crockery where possible.

•

Request participants bring their own water bottles
and keep cups.

•

Purchase Fairtrade certified products wherever
possible (e.g., tea, coffee, and hot chocolate)

•

Select locally produced alcoholic beverages
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People

Presenters and guests

•

Invite international or interstate to participate
digitally.

•

If in-person presenters are preferred, try to prioritise
those that do not require air travel.

•

Where this cannot be done use the ANU low carbon
travel guidelines (to be released in 2022).

Transportation

•

Host all activities in the same venue, or within
walking distance.

•

Encourage shared vehicle travel using maxi-cabs.

•

Encourage attendees to use active travel to get to
and from the event venue. Provide information about
how to cycle, walk or travel via public transport to and
from event venue.

•

Encourage carpooling by attendees. If
possible, allow local participants to connect
and decide where appropriate.

Accommodation
Consider accommodation that:
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•

Is close to the event venue to minimise travel.

•

Are members of the Sustainable Development
Partnership.

•

Have sustainability policies.
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Waste

Waste is mostly generated by three main sources at
events through catering, promotional materials and
decorations.

Eliminating
unnecessary
activities and
materials

•

Communicate through digital platforms.

•

Use mobile apps or digital documents instead of
printed programs.

•

Swap poster sessions for digital presentations.

•

Ask sponsors/exhibitors to provide digital assets
instead of physical ones (flyers/usb sticks etc).

•

Ask participants to bring their own pens/paper/water
bottles/bags and compendiums.

•

Reuse as many existing materials as you can, or
design signs and banners to be reused for future
events.
ʋ Avoid dates or specific information on banners/
wayfinding signs.
ʋ Avoid custom build stands or displays.
ʋ Use generic ANU banners
ʋ Use digital monitors instead of printed signs
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Swapping wasteful
materials for less
wasteful materials

• Use ceramic plates, metal cutlery and mugs/glass
cups
• Request caterers supply reusable tableware, and
supply food in reusable containers instead of plastic
film.
• Encourage attendees to bring their own reusable
bottles/mugs. If feasible, incentives for these
sustainable behaviours could be implemented.
(e.g., free coffee, discounted tickets).
• Depending on the cloth napkins and table clothes
chosen, plain, compostable paper napkins may be less
wasteful alternatives. For example, to ensure hygiene,
some suppliers wrap their cloth napkins and table
clothes in metres of plastic film which cannot be
reused, so this should be avoided.
•

Use biodegradable and easily compostable paper for
name tags in lanyards, and collect lanyards at the end
of every event.

• If it is necessary to provide gifts to presenters,
consider giving
ʋ A donation in their honour to a charity or
environmental program or a local consumable
product
Sorting waste

• Use clearly identified bins for recycling, organic
waste, and landfill waste for your attendees
• Ensure you are monitoring the level of the bins –
swapping them out when they are full
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• Request attendees/exhibitors and suppliers leave with
everything they brought with them

Appendix 1

Evidence to
support the
Proposed
standards for
ANU events

Vegetarian/Vegan Food Menus

The Centre of Biological Diversity analysed the
environmental impact of a common catering menu
(containing meat) against vegetarian and vegan
alternatives. Results indicate that choosing ‘Earthfriendly’ menu choices for an event with 500 attendees
can reduce its GHG emissions by 10 tonnes.
Additionally, a life-cycle analysis of vegetarian
and meat-based menus was conducted by the
Sustainable Consumption Conference and the Technical
University of Denmark. The comparative study examined
food ingredients, transportation, cooking processes and
waste treatment of the respective menus. The results of
the LCA indicated that replacing meat-based meals with
vegetarian meals reduce the environmental impact of
the catering by up to 44%.
Sources

Global greenhouse gas emissions from animal-based
foods are twice those of plant-based foods
Catering to the Climate: How Earth-Friendly Menus at
Events Can Help Save the Planet
Case Study: Omnivore and Vegetarian Diet Comparison
at a Sustainable Consumption Conference.
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Evidence to
support the
Proposed
standards for
ANU events

Reusable Dishware

Recyc-Québec conducted a comparative life cycle
assessment of ceramic mugs and disposable coffee cups
at restaurants. The study found that the ceramic cups
were the most sustainable option when they were reused
at least 200-300 times – a very achievable number when
they are used for multiple years.
The University of Adelaide introduced Compostable
Catering Packs (plastic free packs that consists of
common catering needs i.e. bowls and cups) in July 2020.
Since then the university has avoided 137kg of plastic on
campus.
Sources

Life cycle assessment (LCA) of reusable and single-use
coffee cups
Reusable vs. disposable cups revisited: Guidance in life
cycle comparisons addressing scenario, model, and
parameter uncertainties for the US consumer
Is the reusable tableware the best option? Analysis of
the aviation catering sector with a life cycle approach.
Plastic-Free Events (Adelaide University)
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Evidence to
support the
Proposed
standards for
ANU events

Local Caterers & Suppliers

Food transportation, especially by air and road,
consumes large quantities of fossil fuel releasing
greenhouse gases that contribute to global climate
change. It is recommended to choose seasonal
vegetables and fruits which are not transported by air
as a measure to decrease the carbon footprint of food
consumption.
Additionally, a recent Australian study concluded that
increasing the distance of a wholesale food market by as
much as 31% resulted in an additional 830t of CO2 per
year for all freight trips by retailers. The results from the
study require a greater emphasis on the supply chain/
logistics of fresh produce. This is even more detrimental
when purchasing products that have been imported from
overseas.
Sources

The impacts of relocating a logistics facility on last food
miles – The case of Melbourne’s fruit & vegetable
wholesale market
Consumption choices to decrease personal carbon
footprints of Finns.
Food miles or carbon emissions? Exploring labelling
preference for food transport footprint with a stated
choice study.
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Evidence to
support the
Proposed
standards for
ANU events

Waste, Food Waste, Reuse and Recycling

ANU Event standards covering waste + food waste
have been developed following the hierarchy for waste
management. The framework prioritises prevention and
is followed by reuse, recycling and disposal respectively.
The development of the standards for ANU Events (slide
7) is underpinned by this framework and is reflected
accordingly. The following journals offer a deeper
explanation and integration of the hierarchy for waste
management.
Sources

An overview of the waste hierarchy framework for
analysing the circularity in construction and demolition
waste management in Europe
Waste hierarchy index for circular economy in waste
management

The Waste Hierarchy (European Union, 2021)
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ANU Communications & Engagement
Building 10, Chancelry
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events@anu.edu.au
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