
Sustainability  
in Live Events

The journey towards 
sustainable events



“There is no such thing as ‘away’. When we 
throw anything away it must go somewhere.”
Annie Leonard,
Greenpeace



The live events sustainability 
conundrum

This document is an honest reflection of where 
we are as an agency and an industry, versus 
where we need to get to. How radically must our 
thinking change? What needs to happen? And 
what can we start doing now to get this super-
tanker pointing in a more sustainable direction?
With the world mobilising for change, the live 
events industry must not be left behind.

Unpopular observation: In a net-zero world, the live 
events industry cannot exist in its current form.

“We will be holding everyone 
to account - everyone doing 
everything they can to 
address climate change.”
Simon Stiel UNFCCC executive secretary,
COP27



The scale of the challenge 

Turning that into a sustainable model is a 
significant challenge. In an industry where 
bigger, better, and flashier is often the brief, 
and where supply chains constitute up to 
80% of carbon debt, we need to find ways to 
use and waste less. 
And these considerations extend way 
beyond materials and emissions. Anyone 
like us on the journey to B Corp status will 
appreciate the range of issues involved, 
across what corporate responsibility guru 
John Elkington terms the ‘triple bottom line’.
 
How do we ensure employees are treated fairly 
across our supply chains, for instance? What 
steps can we take to minimise the impact of 
our events on local resources and municipal 
infrastructure? How will we demonstrate a 
positive impact in local communities? 

We don’t have to solve all this at once. We’re still 
close to the start of the process and we don’t 
have all the answers, yet. But our industry must 
get the ball rolling visibly and deliberately, with 
more intent and commitment, or risk the ire of 
clients, customers, and the communities we 
operate within.
Cardboard signs and reusable water bottles are 
just the beginning.

Our industry has long been one of disposability. We create 
show-stopping experiences, then we dismantle them. 

It boils down to is this: 
How can our industry 
be a force for good? 

The triple bottom line:
Financial. Social.
Environmental.



Case study: Sibos 2022 EventCycle’s mission is 
to reduce waste post 
event by repurposing 
and redistributing 
materials to charities 
and the event industry 
to encourage a change 
to a circular economy.

Change is happening. In 2022, Sibos, 
one of the world’s leading financial 
services events, was peppered 
with debates around the financial 
sector’s ethical, environmental and 
sustainability responsibilities, while 
the organisers Swift introduced a 
range of event-specific initiatives 
under their #LeadTheChange 
campaign. This is indicative of the 
direction of travel in our industry. 
As part of our shift towards more 
sustainable event delivery, over half 
of the material we used at Sibos 2022 
will be reused or has already been 
repurposed, and we hired items like 
furniture, AV and electrical fittings 
wherever possible.

Repurposed materials: Of the stands 
we produced for Sibos 2022, three 
have been dismantled and their 
component parts will be reused on 
different projects. Two have gone 
into storage and will be reused at the 
client’s next event. While a further 
two are being broken down for their 
raw materials and repurposed by our 
partner EventCycle.
Additional repurposed elements 
include wooden slats, reception 
counters, planters, upholstered 
furniture, and purpose-made meeting 
room tables and coffee tables.

Recycled fabric graphics: 
Printed fabrics from our stands at 
Sibos have been returned to the UK 
to be repurposed into tote bags, 
pencil cases and laptop sleeves by a 
social enterprise that provides work 
for women who have experienced 
domestic violence.

Clients increasingly embrace this sustainability focus in their live event 
projects, using digital displays in place of printed graphics, for instance, or 
serving marketing collateral digitally rather than with glossy brochures.

In 2022, this approach has 
significantly improved our 
sustainability performance. 
Is it good enough? No. 
Do we need to do better? 
Absolutely.



Collaboration

Competition on sustainability is self-defeating 
in the same way it was in cyber security: And 
it’s no surprise significant advances have 
been made in that sector because of efforts 
to eliminate the fear and protectionism that 
stopped lessons being learned and stymied the 
spread of best practice. 
The challenge is too massive, the industry 
too interconnected, for any of us to tackle 
sustainability in isolation. We need to shine a light 
on what’s working - to collaborate and celebrate 
activities that genuinely make a difference.  
That’s why we commit to complete openness 
on sustainability process, initiatives, and best 
practice. As an industry, we need agencies, 
venues, and suppliers openly innovating solutions 
without compromising on effectiveness.
And we need to bring clients along for the ride. 
Not only because it’s the right thing to do, but 
because sustainability is an increasing factor in 

purchase decisions, and a third of consumers 
already say they’re willing to pay a premium  
for sustainable products.  
And with the world’s largest businesses soon  
to be compelled by the UN to come clean 
on their sustainability performance, soon 
everybody will be feeling the pressure to walk 
the walk on sustainability in their operations 
and supply chains.

Let’s kill the idea of sustainability as a competitive 
difference in live events. This challenge is the same 
for everyone and we’re all in it together. 

The sustainable solutions we 
propose must make sense 
for our clients, because as 
agencies and service providers, 
we can only influence. The 
ultimate decision is theirs.



International standards

Our ISO standards continue to 
guide our day-to-day activities, and 
ensure compliance with the laws and 
regulations of the markets we operate 
in. Furthermore, they remind us of 
our responsibility as individuals to 
collaborate with clients, partners, and 
communities on sustainability practice. 
ISO 20121: Event Sustainability: 
Sets out how we control the social, 
environmental, and economic impacts of 
our events, and allows our commitment 
to sustainability to be demonstrated in a 
globally recognised manner.

ISO 14001: Environmental Management:  
Environmental Management: Specifies 
the framework by which we manage the 
immediate and long-term impacts of 
our enterprise and our client-supporting 
activities on the environment.
ISO 9001: Quality: Establishes the 
criteria for monitoring and measuring 
our efforts to consistently provide high 
quality services to our clients and deliver 
year-on-year continuous improvement.
These accreditations - and the processes 
that underpin them - help us to better 
manage our clients’ activities, drive 
continuous improvement and, by 
consistently meeting our sustainability 
objectives, demonstrate industry  
leading practice.

Agreed standards are vital, and in ISO 
we have just such a framework. 



Measurement and benchmarking: 

Isla is a non-profit organisation founded by 
event professionals and industry leaders to 
help guide us all towards a sustainable  
future for events.  
As a business, we’ve been benchmarking our 
operational emissions since 2019 as part of 
our Carbon Reduction Plan. And by making 
changes like switching our main office to 
100% renewable energy and rethinking our 
travel choices, we’re on track to deliver a 25% 
reduction by 2026. 
But this reduction doesn’t include the projects 
we deliver for clients.
TRACE will allow us to incorporate data on 
emissions and waste across all client projects, 
including supply chains. 

We can’t move the needle until we know where we 
are. Which is why Bray Leino Events has signed 
up to isla’s TRACE live event measurement and 
benchmarking platform. 

In our Carbon 
Reduction Plan, we’ve 
pledged to reduce our 
carbon footprint by at 
least 90% across all 
business and client 
operations, with the 
remainder offset, to 
help us meet net zero 
by 2050.

90% 
We know there are greater gains to be made 
through rethinking and redesigning the 
way we deliver, instead of simply layering 
recycling and reuse schemes atop our existing 
processes. TRACE will allow us to carefully 
target and measure our efforts in this regard.
Nobody in our industry should take this 
challenge lightly. 90% is a massive target. We 
need to make smart changes now, which is 
why we’re implementing short term goals of 
at least 5% reduced emissions every year. 
Sustainability pressure is a new reality across 
every sphere of human life. If we don’t act, we’ll 
be left behind.



QUICK
WINS

Sustainability should be designed into live 
event projects from the start because 
virtually every single choice has a real-
world impact on our journey to net-zero.  

Where can we start 
making a difference?

Venues are increasingly offering 
evidence of their sustainability 
credentials.
Are they ISO certified? Do their 
sustainability policies – and those of  
their suppliers – reflect your own? 
But other sustainability factors can 
impact venue choice. Is the venue easily 
accessible for delegates using sustainable 
transport options? How much of their 
energy is sustainably sourced?
And what are their waste policies? Do  
they have local partnerships for waste 
material reuse? Can they demonstrate 
green processes, like zero-waste-to-
landfill or onsite composting?

Venue choices 

Expect to see high-profile events 
increasingly factor sustainability into 
their venue choice in coming years.



The use of local suppliers not only cuts down 
on transport emissions, but it also ensures 
money is kept in the local community.  
Can you make plant-based menu options 
the default choice for delegates? This 
would mean they must explicitly opt-in to 
less sustainable options containing meat, 
and suppliers with vegetarian, organically 
or ethically grown solutions - who can 
demonstrate environmentally friendly waste 
plans – can take priority.  
What are the options for suppliers with 
clear policies on single-use food and drink 
containers. If your venue has water refill 
stations, can you advise delegates to bring 
their own bottles? 
Single use catering waste should be 
eliminated where possible – ‘wash it,  
don’t toss it’ – or where that’s unavoidable, 
compostable materials like bamboo or 
cardboard can be used. 

Is there a local scheme that will enable 
materials to be processed local to the venue 
– therefore reducing shipping? 
Can your materials be stored and reused for 
a future event? What can be sourced from 
previous projects? 
If non-reusable elements can be made from 
natural materials where possible, anything 
not able to be repurposed can be recycled as 
biomass fuel.

Food and beverage choices 

Organisations like EventCycle repurpose 
and redistribute materials like laminate 
flooring and fabric banners to charities 
and community groups, as well as back 
into the events industry.

Material choices 
Minimise shipping, waste, and boost 
community benefit by choosing local  

Key question, what can be 
reused or recycled? 



Can you eliminate disposable giveaways and 
stay on brand by making value a key feature? 
How about the need for signage and 
graphics? Digital screens, laser projection, 
or holograms create less waste and provide 
far more flexible and dynamic messaging 
and storytelling opportunities. 
Do you really need those stacks of printed 
collateral? Can you explore more sustainable 
digital options like cloud hosted brochures, 
accessible via QR codes?

Gamification and behavioural science 
tactics can help delegates adopt more 
sustainable choices. For instance, 
presenting delegates with easy-to-digest 
comparison data can help understand 
the impact of their choice and motivate 
behaviour change. 
Encouraging delegates to share their choices 
on social media or within event communities 
can further reinforce this tactic. Would they 
pledge to use public transport for the event, 
for instance? Could this be incorporated into 
the registration system? 
Then reward systems – badges, awards, 
or additional challenges can evoke ‘nudge’ 
behaviour through social comparison.
Be upfront with your delegates, share real 
time sustainability data where possible to 
communicate the impact of their behaviour. 
Bring them on the journey.

Messaging choices Delegate choices 
How can you make 
sustainability a feature of 
your messaging?  

How can you encourage and even 
incentivise delegates to make 
more sustainable choices? 



brayleinoevents.com
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