Letters

Should physicians rethink
travel to conferences?

2021 was a year like no other as the planet
experienced an unrelenting series of
climate-related disasters. The widespread
nature and severity of these disasters, from
a deep freeze in Texas that left 4.5 million
people without power, to the heat dome
that suffocated western Canada and killed
595 people in British Columbia, to the
wildfires in Turkey that destroyed
1700 km? of forest, to the atmospheric
river that devastated the BC Interior and
forced almost 20000 people to flee their
homes, were unignorable reminders of
the future disasters we will face if we do
not do all that we can to mitigate climate
change. The Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change has indicated that the
planet is in a “code red” situation and
change must occur now if we are to pre-
vent unthinkable devastation.*

As physicians, we bear a special
responsibility to be leaders and role mod-
els in taking action against climate
change and changing our lifestyles in
ways that embody this responsibility. One
such action can be reducing unnecessary
air travel. Flight is often cited as a dispro-
portionate cause of climate change
because of the additive effects of fossil
fuel consumption with the subsequent
greenhouse gas emissions and the water
vapour in contrails that help to trap heat
near the earth’s surface.? Although the

airline industry is making great efforts to
reduce the deleterious effects of air travel
on the environment, they are several
years away from widely implementing
these changes, and with the industry
looking to increase its customer base, its
actual contribution to climate change
may increase rather than decrease.
Professional conferences are a mainstay
of professional development for phys-
icians. They also provide valuable oppor-
tunities to network with colleagues. Unfor-
tunately, these conferences also require
large numbers of physicians to fly to other
parts of the country. In 2020 and 2021,
many conferences adapted to provide their
content in an online format. Although the
experience was undoubtedly different
than an in-person conference, it provided
physicians the opportunity to participate
in these conferences without stepping on a
plane. As the world transitions back to a
state of “normal” and in-person conferences
resume, | urge all conference-organizing
committees to continue to provide an
option for people to attend conferences
virtually. The reasons a physician may
choose to attend virtually rather than in
person are manifold, from clinical obliga-
tions, to a need to care for family mem-
bers, to a desire to reduce their carbon
footprint. Without a virtual option, these
physicians are left to choose between
these factors and not attending at all.
Although choosing not to fly to a confer-
ence to reduce one’s carbon footprint

makes a small difference to carbon emis-
sions on a global scale, the planet is at a
point where every action taken matters,
and, as physicians, we bear too great a
responsibility to not do all that we can.®

Erin C. Will MD MSc
Forensic psychiatrist, University of
Alberta, Edmonton, Alta.

W Cite as: CMAJ 2022 April 25;194:E586.
doi: 10.1503/cmaj.81462

References

1. Report IPCC. ‘Code red’ for human driven global
heating, warns UN chief. New York City: UN
News; 2021 Aug. 9. Available: news.un.org/en/
story/2021/08/1097362 (accessed 2022 Feb. 20).

2. Tofly or not to fly? The environmental cost of air
travel. Berlin: DW; 2020 Jan. 1. Available: www.
dw.com/en/to-fly-or-not-to-fly-the-environmental
-cost-of-air-travel/a-42090155-0 (accessed 2022
Feb. 20).

3. Atwoli L, Baqui AH, Benfield T, et al. Call for emer-
gency action to limit global temperature increases,
restore biodiversity, and protect health: wealthy
nations must do much more, much faster. CMAJ
2021;193:E1395-7.

Competing interests: None declared.

Content licence: This is an Open Access article
distributed in accordance with the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY-NC-ND
4.0) licence, which permits use, distribution
and reproduction in any medium, provided
that the original publication is properly cited,
the use is noncommercial (i.e., research or edu-
cational use), and no modifications or adapta-
tions are made. See: https://creativecommons.
org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

E586

CMAJ | April 25,2022 | Volume 194 | Issue 16



