
Flying long-haul (beyond Europe, eastern Mediterranean and 
North Africa) 

 

Flying contributes disproportionately to greenhouse gas emissions compared to other 
common forms of transport. Airlines and others quote carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions per 
passenger per kilometre that are comparable to or better than some cars. These figures 
are misleading because they take no account of other greenhouse gases emitted in flight, 
the warming potential of such gases emitted high in the atmosphere or the tendency of 
vapour trails to grow into heat-retaining clouds. 

 

Long-haul flights are especially bad because of their altitude and the very long distances 
involved (usually at least 7400 km for a return flight). The latest authoritative scientific 
research suggests the global warming effect of aircraft emissions is at least 2 times, and 
possibly 6 times, greater than that of the CO2 alone. The uncertainty relates to not well 
understood gas reactions in the atmosphere that take place over a range of timescales. 
Conservatively, we propose using a multiplying factor of 3. 

 

Thus a long-haul return flight from ……………….…………….. to 
…………..……..………… will emit the equivalent of …..…….. kg of CO2  per 
passenger1. The average total emissions for someone living in Winchester District are 
equivalent to 18.9 tonnes CO2 a year.                                

 1www.atmosfair.de 

 

Long-haul flights emit 135 gm CO2e per passenger per kilometre2 (about 
400 gm CO2e per passenger per km using a multiplier of 3). Emissions on example 
flights are given in the table.  

Go to www.atmosfair.de to compute emissions for other routes. 

 

Route (return trip) Emissions (tonnes CO2e per passenger) 

London-New York 3.70 

London-Los Angeles 6.08 

London-Delhi 4.64 

London-Beijing 5.64 

London-Singapore 7.88 

London-Sydney 12.88 

 

High-speed and international trains are an environmentally kinder and more comfortable 
alternative to flying to many destinations beyond eastern Europe and the near East but of 
course they take longer (see www.seat61.com). Cargo ships provide limited alternative 
options to flying (see www.freightertravel.co.nz or www.strandtravelltd.co.uk ). Other 
alternatives are to avoid internal flights, to fly long-haul less often, e.g. by combining 
trips, or not at all and to use other means of communication such as videophones, 
videoconferencing, etc.  

Flying long-haul puts the future of our descendants at risk. Is it worth it?                    

 2Defra/DECC 2010, Table 6L which includes some indirect emissions 
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