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Establishing legal frameworks for the regulation of aviation emissions 
 

Introduction 

The issue of the increase of aviation emissions is a problem that is starting to gain increasing 

significance and attention around the world. Aviation emissions are increasing at a rate that is 

1.51 times faster than the United Nations predicted. Therefore speed in solving this issue is 

extremely important and necessary. An alarming statement issued by the United Nations said that 

“there are “only 11 years left to prevent irreversible damage from climate change”2. Therefore all 

member nations must act quickly. The Legal Committee aims to discuss this very important 

issue, and hopefully come up with legislation that will bring countries into action before it is too 

late. Delegates of the Legal Committee should make themselves familiar with the current 

legislation and rules in place, and propose possible solutions that will fit all of the relevant 

criteria of speed and efficiency.  

Definition of Key Terms 

Aviation- the flying or operation of aircraft  

 

Emissions- the release of something, specifically gases. In relation to this topic, the major 

emissions are Carbon Dioxide.  

 

Climate Change- the long-term change of the typical weather patterns and the temperature. This 

is caused largely due to human activity, more specifically the burning of fossil fuels, as this leads 

to the release of greenhouse gasses into the atmosphere. Climate change has also led to the 

increase of the overall global temperature, known as global warming.  

 

 
1 Tabuchi, Hiroko. “'Worse Than Anyone Expected': Air Travel Emissions Vastly Outpace Predictions.” The New 
York Times, The New York Times, 19 Sept. 2019, www.nytimes.com/2019/09/19/climate/air-travel-emissions.html. 
 
2 “Only 11 Years Left to Prevent Irreversible Damage from Climate Change,&nbsp;Speakers Warn during General 
Assembly High-Level Meeting | Meetings Coverage and Press Releases.” United Nations, United Nations, 
www.un.org/press/en/2019/ga12131.doc.htm. 



 

 4 

Atmosphere- the layer of gases (nitrogen, oxygen and a small percentage of other gases) that 

surround the earth in order to protect life on earth and to filter out the harmful radiation rays 

from the sun 

 

Greenhouse gases- a gas, most commonly carbon dioxide, methane and nitrous oxide, that 

contributes to the greenhouse effect by absorbing infrared radiation3, thereby leading to the 

trapping of heat within the atmosphere.  

 

Flight Shaming- a movement encouraging people to stop travelling by plane  

 

Carbon offsetting- paying an organisation to invest in a sustainable method that will balance out 

the amount of carbon dioxide used by a person. This is mostly used during air travel, where 

passengers can pay to have their carbon dioxide ‘offset’ in order to balance out their trip.  

Background Information 
Since the beginning of the invention of the aircraft in 1903, the issue of aviation emissions has 

increased significantly. Despite the fact that emissions from air travel only contributes to 2.5%4 

of the global carbon dioxide emissions, it is estimated that this number will significantly increase 

over the next 30 years. The popularity and number of people using aircraft travel is constantly 

increasing and therefore the need to come up with a sustainable option and solution is increasing.  

 

The CO2 emissions from commercialised aviation has increased by 32% in the past 5 years and 

this number is only set to increase. The CO2 emissions are being put into the world’s 

atmosphere, contributing to climate change, especially global warming. CO2 levels have 

increased significantly over the past 100 years, going from 2 billion tons per year in 1903, to 36 

billion tons in 2017. This is an increase of 34 billion tons per year over a span of 114 years.   

 
3 “Greenhouse Gas: Definition of Greenhouse Gas by Lexico.” Lexico Dictionaries | English, Lexico Dictionaries, 
www.lexico.com/en/definition/greenhouse_gas. 
 
4 Tabuchi, Hiroko. “'Worse Than Anyone Expected': Air Travel Emissions Vastly Outpace Predictions.” The New 
York Times, The New York Times, 19 Sept. 2019, www.nytimes.com/2019/09/19/climate/air-travel-emissions.html. 
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Major Countries and Organisations Involved 
European Union- The EU has had the European Union Emission Trading Scheme (EU ETS) in 

place since 2005 in order to reduce emissions by the EU member countries. All airlines operating 

in the EU and Europe are required to monitor and report their emissions and are then given 

allowances to cover some of these emissions. This has led to the reduction of 17 million tonnes 

of CO2 by the aviation industry per year. Similarly the scheme has also made changes to the 

operational schematics of the industry, by modernising and changing the procedures5.  

 

International Civil Aviation Organisation (ICAO)- An organisation within the United Nations 

that deals specifically with international aviation. Their role is to better and organise the aviation 

industry and the air travel throughout the world. They also have a role in ensuring that the 

airlines aim to follow a more sustainable and environmentally friendly plan in flying.  

 

United States- America has the highest number of air travellers6 and contributes to half of all 

emissions from aircraft7. Therefore they are a big focus point for a country that needs to reduce 

their emissions and come up with a more sustainable method for their travel.  

 

EasyJet- EasyJet have come out as being at the top of the airlines trying to cut down their carbon 

emissions. They are said to emit “75g of CO2 per passenger km by 2020”8 . Around half of the 

amount compared to other airlines. They have done this by modernising their  

schemes and aircraft and ensuring that their aircraft are full, in order to ensure full efficiency and 

capacity.  

 

 
5 Anonymous. “Reducing Emissions from Aviation.” Climate Action - European Commission, 16 Feb. 2017, 
ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/transport/aviation_en. 
 
6 Sheth, Khushboo. “Countries With The Highest Number Of Airline Passengers.” WorldAtlas, 25 July 2016, 
www.worldatlas.com/articles/countries-with-the-highest-number-of-airline-passengers.html. 
 
7 Airplane Emissions, 
www.biologicaldiversity.org/programs/climate_law_institute/transportation_and_global_warming/airplane_emissio
ns/. 
8 Harrabin, Roger. “Climate Change: Which Airline Is Best for Carbon Emissions?” BBC News, BBC, 7 Mar. 2019, 
www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-47460958. 
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Relevant UN Resolutions: 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 

- March 1994 

The treaty caused the countries involved to commit to decreasing their emissions of greenhouse 

gasses into the atmosphere. The main objective it works with ‘is to stabilize greenhouse gas 

concentrations at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic (human induced) 

interference with the climate system."9 

 

Paris Agreement  

- November 2016 

This agreement comes under the UNFCCC treaty. This agreement was created in order to bring 

together the nations so that together they can tackle the issue of climate change and try to prevent 

the effects from becoming even worse than they are already predicted to be. The big focus for the 

agreement is to prevent the temperature from increasing by 2°, and ideally below 1.5°10.  

 

Carbon Offsetting and Reduction Scheme for International Aviation (CORSIA) 

-  October 2016- Being implemented in 2021 

This scheme deals with addressing the increase in CO2 and aims to help nations and 

organisations to reduce their emissions, and commit to offsetting their Carbon usage and 

emissions. The airlines will have to carbon offset their trips and closely monitor their fuel 

consumption.   

 

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue 
As seen by looking into the various organisations involved in this topic, and the multiple 

resolutions passed in order to control this situation, there is a huge movement towards trying to 

solve this issue. Most of these are organised by organisations, with the cooperation of countries 

on a large scale and small scale.  

 
9 “What Is the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change?” UNFCCC, unfccc.int/process-and-
meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change. 
 
10 “What Is the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change?” UNFCCC, unfccc.int/process-and-
meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change. 
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Many people and organisations are promoting the boycotting of air travel altogether. The new 

movement of “flight shaming” is growing, and people are learning about other ways to travel. 

However, this is in general an unrealistic and unachievable goal for humans, especially in the 

near future, as it is a drastic change that many people will be very opposed to. Speed and 

efficiency is key in solving the current climate crisis, and therefore any proposed solution needs 

to deal with both of these.  

 

The concept of carbon offsetting has also grown in popularity. This is the act of paying specific 

organisations to ‘offset’ the carbon used by the person, where they will then invest in something 

that will balance out the amount of carbon that they used e.g. planting a specific number of trees 

that will take in as much carbon as was released. However, this is only a very short term solution 

and does not change the overall carbon levels. Therefore, unless this carbon offsetting could 

advance in technology and become a way to actually decrease the carbon produced, it will be 

useless in the long run11.  

Possible Solutions 
There are multiple schemes in action currently, however there are also many that are coming into 

action within the coming years. Despite these schemes, the research all states that emissions are 

going to continue to rise, unless there is a strict and new scheme put in place. It is difficult to 

come up with a solution that will take away the previous effects from aviation emissions. 

However, the committee should instead focus on the present and future, and aim to protect the 

future of the planet and humans, by reducing the devastating effects of climate change.  

 

A possible solution to this issue could be to develop technology so that planes can be run on 

sustainable energy instead of fossil fuels, which produce harmful emissions. This sustainable 

energy could come from a variety of sources, such as but not limited to, electricity and solar 

panels. The idea of electric planes is something that is being researched currently, and the 

 
11 Clark, Duncan. “A Complete Guide to Carbon Offsetting.” The Guardian, Guardian News and Media, 16 Sept. 
2011, www.theguardian.com/environment/2011/sep/16/carbon-offset-projects-carbon-emissions. 
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possibility of them becoming a possibility is growing. It is even suggested that these planes 

would be “10% more efficient”12 than the current planes, due to their advanced structures.  

 

Another possible solution could be to impose a restriction on each individual on how many times 

they can travel by aircraft or a restriction on the total distance people can travel in a year. There 

should of course be some consideration around what the individuals profession is, such as a pilot 

or interantional banker, as they will of course be needed to travel more, however they will still 

have restrictions. After an individual has reached their maximum flight distance, they will be 

required to find other means of transport if they are needed to travel. People who choose to 

surpass the maximum flight distance will be heavily fined, by their local government in 

cooperation with the United Nations, and required to donate towards a carbon offsetting scheme 

or environmental organisation.  

 

A similar idea to the previous one could be to minimise people’s need to travel by aircraft. In 

relation to holiday travelling, this could be done by creating more holiday themed areas within a 

country, and promoting these so that people choose to stay in the country rather than travel 

internationally by plane. These areas could be promoted as lower cost holiday resorts, helping 

people to save money and reduce carbon emissions. In relation to travelling because of 

employment, this could be reduced by promoting video calling and video conferences, which 

reduces the persons need to be there in person. These changes in people’s and business’s travel 

lifestyles could also potentially be rewarded by monetary rewards or something else agreed to by 

the UN and local government if a significant change is seen.  

 

 

 

 
12 Deutsche Welle. “How Soon till We All Fly in Electric Planes?: DW: 23.04.2018.” DW.COM, 
www.dw.com/en/how-soon-till-we-all-fly-in-electric-planes/a-43473916. 
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