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Abstract The large number of medical conferences held per year has a significant impact on the
environment. Climate change and global warming then lead to deleterious effects on
Keywords human health. We aim to highlight that it is our responsibility as doctors to promote

eco-friendly events and encourage sustainable practices, thus reducing harm to our
environment. Management committees of conferences can take a few steps toward
this with specific planning and effort. In this study, possible steps toward achieving this
goal have been highlighted, such as conducting hybrid events, locally sourcing

= eco-friendly

= medical conferences
= carbon footprint

= zero waste

= green conference

= greenhouse gas
emissions

= global warming

Introduction

Every year, thousands of radiologists participate in medical
conferences with an evident rise in frequency over the last
few years. These events occur regularly, contributing toward
the betterment of knowledge and skills.! The caveat, howev-
er, is a large environmental impact, if left unchecked.

As doctors, continued medical education (CME) and confer-
ences are essential to improving patient care; however, confer-
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products, and avoiding single-use plastic.

ences (or any large-scale event) often result in a significant
carbon footprint as well as food and plastic waste.? The scenario
raises the following question: Are we a part of the problem?

Climate change reports of 2023 have unequivocally prov-
en that human activities directly contribute to greenhouse
gas emissions and global warming, causing global temper-
atures to rise at an unprecedented rate.>4

These changes have direct consequences on human health
and well-being.>® Therefore, in addition to our responsibility
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to patient health, we also have a responsibility to the
environment.

On a positive note, both organizers and attendees are now
more inclined to sustainable events, resulting in a slow shift
in event management to meet the goal.” Many of these tips
are also practical for our daily workflow and function as
radiologists in a hospital. We aim to outline a few practical
steps toward organizing an eco-friendly medical conference
(summarized in =Table 1).

As Mrs. Gandhi said at the 1972 plenary session of UN
conference on human environment®:

“Modern man must re-establish an unbroken link with
nature and with life. He must again learn to invoke the energy
of growing things and to recognize, as did the ancients in India
centuries ago, that one can take from the Earth and the
atmosphere only so much as one puts back into them.”

Planning an Eco-Friendly Event

The management committee of any green event holds the
responsibility of finding cost-effective and sustainable meth-
ods to conduct an event. These are feasible with a little extra
planning and research. There is a wealth of information
available online on how to plan sustainable events, which
has significantly reduced wastage in many ways. Conference
brochures, registrations, and sending paper forms for regis-
tration and confirmation have almost become history. A
suggestion box on the website could collect suggestions
before the event, some of which may be feasible to imple-
ment. A declaration that a particular conference is “eco-
friendly” would perhaps alert the event managers, delegates,
sponsors, local administrators, and others. It is ideal to have
clear objectives and a widely declared aim of reducing
environmental impact.’ This ensures that both the hosts
and vendors involved keep this as a priority.

It has been found that delegates have a positive attitude
toward sustainable event practices, and thus it is ideal to
declare it during advertising and in conference brochures.'?

These events are also a great way to set an example for
future conferences as well as individuals’ daily practices.

Before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, it was found
that 24% of annual global emissions arose from the transport

Table 1 What to do and what not to do

sector. Lockdown then saw the rise of the virtual conferences,
which led to the concept of hybrid events. Hybrid conferences
have been seen to improve accessibility, geographic reach, and
inclusivity, while simultaneously significantly reducing car-
bon footprint.!"''"1> As radiologists, we are even more so
attuned to viewing images and working on screens.

The location of the in-person event can be chosen with
care to prioritize buildings with existing sustainable practi-
ces, like solar energy and efficient water management.
Venues performing well on the Hotel Carbon Management
Initiative (HCMI) can be favored. The HCMI can quantify
carbon footprint and is a useful tool to understand impact
and set goals. Scheduling the conference at a time of year
with a temperate climate can avoid excessive requirements
of air conditioning and heating. Arrangements may be made
for delegates to use public transport, renewable energy
vehicles, or carpooling to travel to and from venues. Incen-
tives such as a reduction in registration fees or some form of
acknowledgment could be used.

Complementary items and merchandise are a part of
every conference experience. Digital gift cards or
organic/recycled local products can be promoted; a few
examples would be plants or seeds; bags made from recycled
or biodegradable and sustainable materials like jute'® and
reusable water bottles. Avoiding or minimizing the external-
ly visible printed material for branding on merchandise can
ensure usage beyond the conference period. Additionally, at
registration, delegates may be given the option to opt out of
receiving such material, and instead donate in kind to a
declared charity or world conservation organization.'”

When planning, a few positive impact activities can be
incorporated into the schedule, with concerned professio-
nals involved. Tree planting and educational sessions on
sustainability are great ways for a conference to have a
beneficial impact on the locality. Leading up to the confer-
ence, social media posts regarding these various activities
promote awareness and publicize the eco-friendly focus of
the conference.'®

Exchange of views with contemporaries conducting non-
medical conferences or even other events like concerts or
sports events could generate new ideas for planning a zero-
waste conference.

Area To do Not to do
1 | Venue Opt for venues with existing sustainable practices | Venues requiring work and located in inaccessible
in place areas

2 | Transport Hybrid sessions

Encourage carpooling and public transport

All speakers flown in

3 | Printing and E-invites, schedules, etc.

merchandise

Sustainably produced merchandise with minimal

Plastic or single-use products with external
branding

branding Single-use lanyards

4 | Food Reusable cutlery and plates Excess quantity of food ordered
Locally sourced food Plasticwrapped food items

5 | Others Appropriate waste segregation Inadequate dustbins

Sessions and activities related to sustainability
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A growing market is that of carbon credits or offsets, by
which a third party can be paid to essentially neutralize any
essential carbon emissions (such as air travel). This results in
a net impact of zero. These companies use the money for
projects that combat climate change. It is, however, an
additional measure and cannot be used to justify pollution.'®
Aiming for national/international sustainability standards
and certification is another way to boost compliance.

During the Conference

The production, distribution, and consumption of food can
lead to 16 to 30% of greenhouse gas emissions, so the choice of
caterer is key when aiming for a healthy and sustainable menu.

Up to 30% of food produced is never eaten. This adds
responsibility to the organizers to reduce waste by ordering
quantities appropriately and teaming up with local food
donation programs.zo'21

Using locally farmed produce both improves the local
economy and reduces transport-related emissions. Plastic
waste can be significantly reduced by avoiding packaged snacks
and using reusable plates and cutlery, foldable paper cups, or
bamboo products. A step further would be food stalls with local
foods that can be purchased as preferred by the attendee.

Solid waste management is another key to ensuring
sustainability. Segregation of waste at source is the first
step and delegates can be taught how and where to dispose
waste. The placement of adequate dust bins with signage and
segregation can ensure compliance. Separate instructions
and bins may be placed for recycling.

Studies have found that educating delegates and guiding
them on eco-friendly practices positively impacted sustain-
able action. This improves compliance in following eco-
friendly protocols put in place.??

In addition to conference-related lectures, eco-friendly
tips and daily practices are a good way to improve awareness.
Local eco-friendly organizations or startups can be invited to
host sessions or display products. Tree planting is another
easy local activity with a positive environmental impact.

To reduce paper waste, brochures and schedules can be
limited to digital versions via QR code (~Fig. 1). QR codes can
now be used for entry permissions and food access as well (to
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eliminate coupons). Smart cards (known as near-field cards
or “NFC”) can be used to transfer any data such as contact
details, payment, or access control.

Radiology images are also best viewed on digital screens,
contributing to an easy transfer to digital use. Screens and
technological equipment too can have an environmental
impact when disposed of, so appropriate measures are
required when the time arises.?>

When essential, printing can be done on recycled paper.
Lanyards are often required to identify delegates and speak-
ers and therefore difficult to do away with. However, reusing
lanyards and printing on recycled material or bamboo can
reduce unnecessary wastage. Avoiding adding the “year” on
the lanyard encourages reuse for recurring events.

Medical professionals in general are expected to be “more
responsible.” The Hippocratic oath highlights the special
obligations to all the fellow human beings.?* It is about
time that we as professional associations seriously explore
and adapt the right things during the conferences. It is good
to see publications in medical journals with environmental
concerns especially in the recent past. These publications, in
the form of review articles, debates, short communications,
and editorials, come from across the globe.'?

Concluding the Conference

Acknowledging vendors involved and their efforts toward
sustainability is a step toward encouraging both vendors and
future conference organizers. Delegates can be informed of
the methods used to minimize environmental impact.

Feedback forms at the end of an event including specific
questions related to the environment and auditing the
wastage and carbon footprint can aid in improving any
future endeavors. A “life cycle assessment” of the confer-
ence will also give insight for upcoming conferences. This
is a framework to measure the overall environmental
impact of a product or service. It may include input, usage,
and output to provide an overall broader analysis.?
Assessment and continued improvement slowly work us
toward the broader goals of the Paris Agreement (signed
by India in 2016) to achieve carbon neutrality and limit
temperature rise.2®

Fig. 1

(A) Potted plants used as decoration. (B) Electronic screen used instead of flex banner and rangoli for photopoint/decoration.
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Conclusion

Human activities have directly and indirectly caused signifi-
cant climate change. These environmental changes have
numerous negative health effects due to temperature
changes, precipitation alterations, and an increase in critical
weather events. As doctors, we must set an example for
others and minimize any negative influence we have on our
environment. Each small step will make a difference. How-
ever, further study may be required to quantify this impact.

Medical conferences are essential to our academic
growth; however, they can involve poor sustainability prac-
tices. We therefore must strive to do better when organizing
such events. We must find alternative methods and improve
practices as suggested above, to have a positive environmen-
tal and social impact.
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