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INTRODUCTION TO STEPHEN BURT

• Over 25 years’ experience in carbon, energy and 
environmental management

• 15 years at NQA
• Extensive events management experience
• Chartered Environmentalist; BSc; MSc; PhD (net zero 

related, in progress)
• Lead GHG Verifier (ISO 14064-1, ISO 14068-1, PAS 

2060, PAS 2080)
• Lead Auditor (ISO 20121, ISO 14001, ISO 50001, ISO 

9001, ISO 45001) 
• Member of SES/1/1 and SES/1/7, developing ISO 

standards for GHG and environmental schemes

Stephen Burt
Carbon & Sustainability Services Director



Background to Event Sustainability

Fun Facts……
• The direct value of the events industry was £61.65 billion to the UK economy in 2023 

(UKEvents Report 2024).

• The UK received 1.5m inbound business event visitors in 2023, spending £1.7bn: 38% more 

per trip than the average inbound visitor

• On average, delegates from outside Europe spent £1,748; £990 for delegates from 

within Europe; £329 for UK delegates

• Among those who extended their trip for leisure, the average spent £1,942. Without the 

extension they would have spent £991 on average

• London, Edinburgh and Glasgow hosted the most meetings within the UK

(International Passenger Survey, ONS)

• Influences on destination selection among global planners, showing that ‘cost and value’, 

‘safety and security’, and ‘equity and diversity’ are most important for planners globally

• Sustainability and social impact is now becoming expected for venues

• The events industry can therefore have a very significant positive economic impact, but we 

need also to consider the negative impacts, in terms of economic, social and environmental 

considerations (sustainable development)



Background to Event Sustainability

The events industry can have a significant impact in terms of sustainable development: ENVIRONMENTAL

- A 2019 research study found that a three-day 800-person conference had a carbon footprint of 455 tCO2e 

- In context, NQA’s UK & Ireland carbon footprint in 2023 was 367tCO2e 

- This may be made up of: 

- Delegate travel

- Freight travel

- Waste, including food

- Space design and production (stands, AV, energy consumption)

- Accommodation

- Communications and marketing materials

- Water use

- Food and drink 

- Merch / freebies: a $64 billion industry comprising water bottles, stress balls, branded socks, screen cleaners, sleep 

masks, yoga mats etc. 
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Background to Event Sustainability

The events industry can have a significant impact in terms of sustainable development: ENVIRONMENTAL

- Biodiversity

- Banned chemicals, eg those contained in materials used by the event

- Food and beverages, eg local sourcing, minimised packaging, waste minimisation

- Materials choice

- Noise

- Pollution incidents

- Resource consumption

- Sustainability credentials of venues and accommodation

- Transport and logistics

- Waste production

- Water use and sanitation

 



Background to Event Sustainability

The events industry can have a significant impact in terms of sustainable development: SOCIAL

- Accessibility 

- Animal welfare

- Consumer  / delegate choice, eg safety, information, freedom of choice, accessibility and usabilityImpacts of activities on 

communities, including entering, operating and exiting

- Discrimination and vulnerable groups

- Food and beverages, safety and hygiene

- Health & Safety

- Human rights, development and training in the workplace

- Illegal drugs and anti-doping

- International Labour Law issues, eg equal opportunity for a diverse workforce, 

     rights to exercise freedom of association and collective bargaining, use of abusive labour practices

- Noise

- Security policies and processes

- Sourcing and procurement of products and services

- Sustainability credentials of venues and accommodation

 



Background to Event Sustainability

The events industry can have a significant impact in terms of sustainable development: ECONOMIC

- Anti-competitive behaviour, anti-trust and monopoly practices 

- Anti-corruption, gifts and gratuities policies and processes

- Activities at significant risk of not providing factual and unbiased information and fair contractual practices

- Economic value generated and distributed

- Indirect economic impacts, eg the development of infrastructure and employment opportunities,

- Practices in relation to spending on locally-based suppliers and local hiring 

- Sustainability credentials of venues and accommodation



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

KEY CHANGES (2012 VS 2024 VERSIONS)

Relatively minor overall. Significant changes include…...

• Need to consider the organisation’s social, economic and environmental impact, including climate 

change, when planning

• Addition to a very useful table providing a list of potential interested parties (table A.1)

• Policy wording changes

• Additional, very useful possible environmental, social and economic issues to consider when identifying 

SD Issues (table C.1)

• Addition of a new clause: Planning of Changes

• Significant addition to the Supply Chain Management clause, providing for greater supply chain controls



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

PURPOSE OF ISO 20121

To provide the framework necessary for improving the sustainability of events.

• Applicable for organisations of all types and sizes

• Management system structure which can be integrated with other standards (Annex SL)

• An event alone cannot claim conformance, this standard relates to the management system of an event / events

• Claims of conformity must be reflective of what the management system represents i.e. all events / specific events

• Governing principles cover a range of sustainability topics, namely environmental, social, and economic issues



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

Examples of organisations operating event management systems certified to ISO 20121:



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

Examples of sustainable events and how to do it:



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

Benefits of implementing ISO 20121 include:

• Easily adapted and integrated with other management systems standards (Annex SL)

• Identify cost savings through improved performance

• Transparency of performance

• Identify areas of risk and mitigate these

• Encourage continual improvement

• Achieve improved environmental, social and governance results

• Meet stakeholder expectations

• Brand enhancement



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

Given that ISO 20121 covers not only the event organisers, supply chain, stakeholders, and more… there 

are many who benefit from its application:

• Event organizers

• Event owners

• Workforce

• Supply chain (such as caterers, stand constructors, transport companies)

• Participants

• Attendees

• Regulatory bodies

• Communities



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

In practice, sustainability management and improvement initiative for events may include:

- Improved planning for compliance with legal and other requirements including Environmental, Health & Safety and Social 

(eg those relating to waste, energy, carbon, health, safety, discrimination, equality, accessibility, gender pay gaps, 

protected characteristics, etc)

- H&S controls during erection / dismantling / rigging works, H&S controls during the event 

- Social and Governance controls, such as access, discrimination, labour standards, community considerations, noise, 

anti-bribery   

- Improved communications with suppliers and delegates 

 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

In practice, sustainability management and improvement initiative for events may include:

- Improved supply chain management, eg: 

- Caterers (food sourcing, food waste, food options, food bank donations) 

- Venues (location, energy, carbon, transport) 

- Materials: carpets / stand shells / banners / graphics / digital vs printed / delegate apps / name badges (alternative / 

recyclable / reusable materials)

- Transport: delegate travel, lighter materials such as stand shells, improved logistics for transport of materials, 

alternative fuels 

- Accommodation: hotel selection

- Waste management / minimisation

- Merchandise sourcing (or not….)

- Health, safety and security: electrics, power supplies, security, AV  / PA suppliers, security teams, delegate 

assistance teams, welfare arrangements 

 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

ISO 20121 Framework



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSES 1 to 3

1 Scope (of the standard)

2 Normative references (none)

3 Terms and definitions



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 4
4 Context of the Organisation

4.1 Understanding of the organization and its context (determine external 

and internal issues) 

4.2 Understanding the needs and expectations of interested parties (table 

A.1)

4.3 Determining the scope of the event sustainability management system

4.4 Event sustainability management system

4.5 Sustainable development principles and mission statement (integration 

of stewardship, inclusivity, integrity and transparency into a Mission Statement – 

table A.2) 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 5

5 Leadership 

5.1 Leadership and Commitment 

 5.2 Policy (establish a Sustainable Development Policy) 

5.3 Roles, responsibilities and authorities 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 6

 6 Planning 

6.1 Actions to address risks and opportunities 
• Using the internal and external issues identified in 4.1 and the needs of 

interested parties identified in 4.2 – identify and evaluate the significance of 

Sustainable Development issues against environmental, social and 

economic considerations (table C.1)

•    Also, to identify and plan for relevant legal and other requirements

6.2 Event sustainability objectives and planning to 

achieve them 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 7

7 Support 

7.1 Resources 

7.2 Competence 

7.3 Awareness 

7.4 Communication

 

7.5 Documented information 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 8

8 Operation 

8.1 Operational planning and control 

8.2 Managing changes

8.3 Supply chain management (critical: include sufficient information in the tender process and evaluate to enable suppliers to demonstrate 

their capability to support the event sustainability objectives)



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

Why are supply chain improvement initiatives relevant to events?

• The majority of event production activities are undertaken through the supply chain's provision of products, 

materials and contracted services (including workforce). Procurement, therefore, is a key area in which 

sustainability performance can be improved:

• Primarily through the tendering and contract management process we can aim to:
• Minimise the negative impacts of products and/or services (e.g. impacts on health, air quality, generation of hazardous waste, social 

impacts) 

• Minimise the demand for resources (e.g. by using resource-efficient products such as energy efficient appliances, fuel-efficient 

vehicles and products incorporating recycled content)

• Minimise the negative impacts of the supply chain itself, in particular the social aspects e.g. by giving preference to local suppliers 

and workforce, organizations that meet minimum ethical, human rights and employment standards, including equal opportunities

• Ensure that fair contract terms are applied and respected 

 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 9

9 Performance evaluation 

9.1 Monitoring, measurement, analysis and evaluation 

9.2 Internal audit 

9.3 Management review 



An Overview of ISO 20121 (Event Sustainability)

CLAUSE 10

10 Improvement 

10.1 Continual improvement

10.2 Nonconformity and corrective action 



How NQA Can Support You in Achieving ISO 20121 
Certification

Tools and Resources:

❖NQA sustainability microsite

❖Blogs and quick reads

❖Factsheets

❖Webinars

❖Case studies

❖Associate Partner Programme 

Support



How NQA Can Support You in Achieving ISO 20121 
Certification

Training



How NQA Can Support You in Achieving ISO 20121 
Certification

Certification



Warwick House | Houghton Hall Park | Houghton Regis | Dunstable | LU5 5ZX | United Kingdom  

0800 052 2424  |  info@nqa.com |  www.nqa.com

THANK YOU
ANY QUESTIONS?

stephen.burt@nqa.com

mailto:info@nqa.com
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