GENERAL SERVICES ADMINISTRATION
Washington, DC 20405
Federal Travel Regulation
Guide to Sustainable Conferences
This guidance for sustainable conferences purpose is to assist Federal planners whose agencies are subject to the Federal Travel Regulation (FTR) to lessen the environmental impact of government-planned, contracted, or sponsored conferences and events.  This guidance will improve management of government conferences, better protect the environmental, and conserve natural resources.  Agencies not subject to the FTR are encouraged to follow this guidance and incorporate these strategies into their conference planning policies, procedures, and activities related to conferences.
Why is it important to have sustainable conferences?
The Federal government directs employees to conduct conferences for various business and mission-related reasons and purposes.  Among the prime considerations during conference planning and execution are sustainability and protecting the interests of taxpayers.  Sustainability and sustainable are defined in Executive Order (EO) 13514 Section 19 as “to create and maintain conditions, under which humans and nature can exist in productive harmony that permit fulfilling the social, economic, and other requirements of present and future generations”.
On October 5, 2009, President Obama signed EO 13514 Federal Leadership in Environmental, Energy, and Economic Performance directs Federal agencies to improve energy efficiency and reduce greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.  Section 2(b)(ii) requires GHG reductions including strategies for transit, travel, training, and conferencing.  Additional direction provided in the FAR interim rule on sustainable acquisition published May 31, 2011, requires that 95 percent of new contract actions including task and delivery orders for products and services advance sustainable acquisitions. 
Although standards have not been developed and instituted for one universal sustainable designation, the source selection process for conferences that require a contract action should include environmental sustainability from the standpoint of GHG consumption of conference attendees and identification as a green property as a selection criteria, along with best value, technical acceptability and past performance.
The Office of Management and Budget Memorandum M-11-35 Eliminating Excess Conference Spending and Promoting Efficiency in Government requires each agencies Deputy Secretary (or equivalent) to approve conference-related activities and expenses until agencies certify that the appropriate policies and controls are in place to mitigate the risk of inappropriate spending practices. 
Agencies should establish or update conference policies to prioritize sustainability and economic considerations.  This may be best achieved by reducing, eliminating or consolidating conferences, and seeking the use of technologies such as video/teleconferencing, and web conferencing in accomplishing their mission goals and objectives.
You may want to refer to GSA Bulletin FTR 10-06 Guidance for Sustainable Temporary Duty (TDY) Travel Policies and Practices.
What do you do to get started planning for a conference?  
Depending on the size, type and intended effect of the conference, start planning a minimum of one year in advance.  Designate a planner, preferably with the Certified Government Meeting Planner (CGMP) credentials, and a planning committee.
What are common terms used in conference planning?
· Certified Government Meeting Planner (CGMP): The Certified Government Meeting Professional designation (CGMP) is designed for planners and suppliers who work is governed by the rules and regulations of the federal government.  Individuals who have earned their CGMP credentials have obtained the highest designation available that is specifically for government meeting professionals.
· Conference: A meeting, retreat, seminar, symposium or event that involves attendee travel.  The term “conference” also applies to training activities that are considered to be conferences under 5 CFR 410.404.
· Environmentally preferable: Products or services that have a lesser or reduced effect on human health and the environmental when compared with competing products or services that serve the same purpose.  This comparison may consider raw materials acquisition, production, manufacturing, packaging, distribution, reuse, operation, maintenance, or disposal of the product or service (EO 13423 and EO 13514).
· Planner:  The person designated to oversee the conference or meeting.
· Planning committee: The operational group significantly contributing to a conference’s overall success and fully reflecting the needs of both the agency and the attendees.
What are the functions of a planning committee?  
Functions of planning typically include, but are not limited to:
· Establish a set of objectives and identify environmental performance goals.
· Develop a milestone schedule and conference budget.
· Recommend location, agenda, dates, and logistics.
· Suggest target audience.
· Communicate with the Contracting Officer (CO) and the Contracting Officer’s Technical Representative (COTR) on contractual matters.
· Conduct evaluation and follow-up with conference participants.
What are environmentally preferable strategies?  
Identification of conference activities and support functions that comply with sustainable goals, such as:
a)  Facility and lodging selection.  
· Planners are encouraged to select facilities that incorporate sustainable activities, participate in a self-certification green lodging program, and minimize the distance the attendees have to travel.  Locations should be selected that have public transportation options readily available and convenient to transit hubs (airports) to reduce travel distances and the requirement for automobile rentals.
· GSA Travel MIS "Group Travel Planning" tool gives cost estimates for up to 10 potential conference cities based on city pair fares, M&IE, lodging per diem, car rental agreements, etc., it also includes GHG emissions estimates to support sustainability planning.  It can be accessed by any GSA Travel MIS user at https
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· GSA’s Fedrooms.com has a "Groups and Meetings" tool to help isolate a single hotel that meets all the needs of the conference and does so quickly, anonymously, and always within policy. 
b)  Activities and support functions.  
· All room lights and equipment should be turned off when leaving the room at the end of the day and during breaks of 30 minutes or more.
· Public announcement of sustainable conference or meeting goals should be made daily and attendee participation encouraged. 
· Materials used to include name tag holders, table tents, handouts, signs/banners, binders/folders should be minimal or avoided where possible.  Paper materials used should contain at least 30 percent post-consumer fiber content.  Appropriations are not available to purchase memento items for distribution to conference attendees as a remembrance of an event. The distribution of promotional or give-away items is discouraged. If deemed necessary, the event organizers should find the most environmentally preferable and functional items to provide to attendees (e.g., useful items containing recycled content, and/or supporting sustainable action, such as reusable water bottles.) Two notable exceptions to the memento or gift prohibition are under training and awards. When awards are presented, they should be environmentally preferable where feasible and consistent with procurement policy. Awards should contain post-consumer content and/or recycled or sustainably harvested materials, as appropriate. Work closely with appropriate agency officials to make final determinations.  For more information, see EPA Guidance on Environmentally Preferable Purchasing, www.epa.gov/epp.
Why is budgeting important to conference planning?  
The goal is to minimize total costs including budget, sustainability and environmental impacts.  Decide how the conference expenses including group function meals (other than sleeping room accommodations and individual meals) will be paid, e.g., through the training or registration fee or directly by the agency.  Conference planners should work with their agency’s Chief Financial Officer to ensure proper fund management.  
Other areas to consider include:
· Procurement.  Involve the CO into the process early.  All agreements and decisions should be written and agreed to by the agency CO before being sent to the facility.  The COTR should also be involved in these discussions.
· Government per diem rates. The government per diem rate applies to Federal attendees.  Application of it to non-Federal attendees is at the discretion of the property and conference negotiator.  Note that the conference rate may be 125% of the usual per diem lodging rate due to the conference lodging allowance.
· Registration fee. Generally, the registration fee covers all direct expenditures of agency funds for planning and organization of a conference, e.g., meeting room accommodations, meal, light refreshments (if appropriate), speaker fees, publications, and materials.  Anything directly relating to the conference, except liquor, can be included in the fee.  To estimate the registration fee, divide the proposed budget by the estimated number of attendees.
What is a milestone schedule?
A milestone schedule is a planning tool that identifies the steps in the process required to successfully complete a project.  Develop a milestone schedule by working backward from the beginning date of the conference. Establish completion dates and responsibility assignment for each major step. Update and revise the schedule as needed.  
What are examples of milestone schedule activities?  
Example activities include:
· Planning committee meetings.
· Identification of location options, dates, and estimated number of attendees.
· Determine other federal and non-federal conferences available for consolidation.
· Environmental performance goals and objectives.
· Obtain conference and budgetary approvals.
· Preparation of sustainable meeting plan to include goals and objectives for specific travelers, lodging and meeting facilities, such as, but not limited to waste management and reduction plan.
· Develop and implement a communication plan.
· Preparation of mailing lists, preferably electronic contacts to reduce the need for printed materials.
· Letters of invitation.
· Designation of speakers.
· Confirmation letters to speakers.
· Confirmation with site selection official.
· Preparation of agenda.
· Preparation of specification sheet.
· Exhibits.
· Monitor Budget.
· Printing requirements, if necessary.  If printed materials are used, they should be printed on paper no less than 30% post-consumer recycled fiber content.
· Creation of conference website.
· Signage, including use of agency seal and conference logo.  Use of agency seal and conference logo may be considered for the conference package.  However, the decision to use such items is strictly the judgment of agency officials.
· Conference information should be available electronically and on website.
· Schedule photographer(s) (if planned).
· Disabled requirements.
· Planning of meals and refreshments, if appropriate.
What is a specification sheet?  
The specification sheet builds on the milestone schedule.  This provides the detail steps for each identified essential element of a conference, such as:
· Sleeping rooms and on-site food services.  Estimate on the low side for the number of sleeping rooms and meals needed to avoid possible penalties.
· Meeting rooms.
· Exhibit facilities.
· Audio-visual equipment and support services.
· Miscellaneous support services.
· Sleeping room with amenities.
What is involved in conference site selection?
a) Geographic Location.  In determining where to locate the conference, consider:
· Target audience.
· Total costs, including per diem, transportation, and other. 
· FEMA-approved or identified as a ‘fire safe’ facility that meets the Hotel and Motel Fire Safety Act.
· Minimize the distance attendees must travel.  There are GHG calculators available such as http
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· Accessible by public transportation.
· Environmentally preferable conference and lodging facilities.
· Safe location with on-site security personnel. 
b) Types of facilities.
· Federal Government.  Use to the maximum extent possible.
· Convention centers.  Provide very large space and are often located near hotels. 
· Conference centers. Good for smaller events with breakout sessions.
· Colleges and universities. Offer good facilities and possible lodging. 
· Hotels. Commercial facilities for all conference or room night needs. 
c) Date selection.  Book the facility as early as possible to increase the chances of getting the desired date. Significant savings may be achieved using facilities during scheduled off-seasons.  However, you may want to pay particular attention to commitments for September or October due to fiscal year budget requirements. 
What other considerations are there when choosing a site? 
a)  Is the facility: 
· Laid out in a functional way? 
· Set up to provide necessary conference registration equipment? 
· Disabled accessible? 
b) Parking: 
· Adequate for the number of attendees? 
· Distance from the facility? 
· Secure and safe? 
· Cost separate? 
· Preferred parking for carpools, hybrid, fuel-efficient, and low-emission vehicles?
· Refueling location nearby for electric or alternate fuel vehicles?
· Secure bicycle storage provided?
c) Sleeping rooms: 
· Who is responsible for reservations? 
· Reuse/recycling practiced in guest rooms?
d)  Functionality of meeting rooms: 
· Appropriate space available? For example, theatre or auditorium for lectures; square, u-shaped, banquet or roundtable for discussion/interaction. 
· Required equipment available, e.g., for conference registration, audio-visual equipment, faxes, phones, computers, copiers, easles? Do not rent equipment unless it is absolutely unrealistic to bring your own. 
· Rooms designated for agency use for the duration of the conference? 
· Manually-controlled thermostats? 
· Does the facility want meeting schedules and room layouts in writing in advance of the conference? 
· Can the rooms be entered the evening before for an early setup? 
· Will the facility arrange for room setup if provided a diagram, at what cost? 
· Departure rules when the room is closed out?  Is there a designated individual to contact when the room use is no longer required or when the session ends? 
· Adequate recycling and composting receptacles with signage co-located with trash containers? 
e) Exhibits: 
· Suitable exhibit space available? 
· Set-up and take down times, and costs? 
· Pre-delivery and after-conference arrangements? 
· Location of loading dock, appropriate entrances and elevators. 
· Hotel policies on posting, size and appearance of signs? 
f) Composting and recycling
· Composting and recycling bins in conference and/or event rooms?
· Signage provided to direct participants to bins?
· Bins properly identified?
How is food and drink planned for and managed? Breaks should last no longer than 30 minutes and take place between sessions.  The following items are to be taken into consideration:
· Work closely with the hotel to plan quality menus that fit within authorized per diem rates. 
· Clarify and agree in advance to the number of meal guarantees in order to reduce waste. 
· Ensure that gratuities and service charges are added to the cost of each meal, and determine the method of billing to be used e.g., signed guarantee, collected meal tickets, or actual quantities consumed. 
· Confirm menus. 
· Be cognizant of various food type restrictions and provide food options to include vegetarian or vegan, shellfish, religious, etc.
· Request reusable food service ware and linens.
· Request condiments served in bulk to minimize packaging.
· When feasible, event organizers are strongly encouraged to have attendees sign up for meals during the registration process to minimize food waste and costs. 
· Contact a local non-profit organization to set up food donation after the event or encourage the venue to do so if leftovers are expected. 
· Provide healthy drink options like water, fruit, or juice plus coffee or tea.  
· Avoid individual bottles for all drinks.
· Purchase coffee and refreshments in bulk. 
· Request sustainably produced food such as USDA certified organic, fair-trade, and local and/or in-season, and whole grain products. 
· Provide re-usable cups, plates and service ware.
· If reusable food service ware is not available, provide service ware which is compostable and/or contains recycled content, is bio-based and/or recyclable, including non-bleached napkins and plates.
· Try to avoid a per person charge and negotiate the cost into the contract.
When is the account reconciled? Request that the hotel bill be prepared in a logical and chronological sequence, and that backup data accompany the bill. Generally, the hotel will complete its accounting of the conference within two weeks of the conclusion. 
What are the activities in notification?
a) Announcements and/or Invitations. Announcement of the planned conference should be made as early as possible, up to one year in advance; invitation letters, 8 weeks in advance.  Avoid sending printed announcements, invitation letters or other promotional material. If printed, announcements should be produced using at least 30% post-consumer recycled content. Set up a website with all information that is available before announcing the conference. Keep it updated as the following information becomes available.  It should include, but not be limited to: 
· Point of contact name and telephone number. 
· Registration form or Internet address (include space for identifying disabled requirements). 
· Registration instructions. 
· Registration deadline date. 
· Information about public transportation options.
· Information on traffic patterns to avoid rush hour delays. 
· Links to facility website. 
· Layout of facility including telephone numbers. 
· Breakdown of costs showing any difference from travel versus training object classes, particularly meal costs, so that proper reimbursement can be made. 
· Agenda with a list of speakers and topics. 
· Provide a sample travel voucher. 
· Notice that conference lodging allowance applies if applicable. 
· Include information on efforts to reduce the conference’s environmental impact, including how attendees can participate.
b) Confirmations.  You should:
· Decide on the speaker(s) and the message you wish to be conveyed and obtain early commitment(s) in writing or by email with digital signature. 
· Confirm conference dates/times/topics/arrival and departure times with speaker(s) and any other special guests at least 30 days in advance. 
· Conduct a final planning committee meeting to confirm all plans. 
· Confirm photographers’ schedule(s). 
· Confirm hotel plans well in advance of event.
What are some of the facility and registration logistics to plan for?
a) Facility process.  Aim to streamline the check-in and check-out process:
· Electronic one-stop processing available? 
· Luggage storage and shuttle service available?  
b) Registration process. This is generally the attendees’ introduction to the conference.  Give it special attention by:
· Using directional signs. 
· Placing especially attractive or important exhibits nearby. 
· Planning for late arrivals. 
· Using state-of-the-art processing. 
· Checking out the registration capabilities. 
· Providing for disabled attendees. 
· Name tags
c) Conference Information.  Minimize hard copy conference materials. Provide all information in advance online, via email, and on portable electronic device. Make conference information available at the registration area for review and provide only a small number of hard copy schedules, agendas, bios, maps and other materials. If printed materials have to be used, they should be printed on at least 30% post-consumer recycled content paper. All printed meeting materials should be printed or copied as double-sided documents. 
The conference website should be reviewed and updated as necessary, and prior to the conference the website should contain:
· “Welcome” correspondence. 
· Sustainability and environmental attributes of the conference.
· Schedule of events. 
· Workshop agendas. 
· Discussion of exhibits. 
· Panelists’ information. 
· Photos and biographies of speakers/special guests. 
· Facility layout and list of services available. 
· Special events. 
· Message center information. 
· Area map with information and links to public transit options and alternate fuel stations. 
· Other pertinent material. 
What are some miscellaneous activities to be aware of?
a) On-site coordinator.  Identified staff to handle core of activities such as meal functions and exhibit rooms.
b) Communication center, for example:
· A message center to be set up in a central location for special announcements and telephone message. 
· How to reach whomever at all times. 
· Clear identification of conference staff 
· Accommodation of disabled attendees (e.g., with sign language, and/or special seating). 
·  A common area for wi-fi.
· Lounge area for networking.
What resources are available to assist in planning a conference? The following resources may be of assistance in planning a conference: 
· OMB Memorandum M-11-35
· GSA Travel Policy website www
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· Federal Travel Regulation 301-74
· Agency conference policy
· Agency contracting officer.
· Agency Green Purchasing Plan.
· Travel Management Centers. 
· Interagency Travel Management Committee members (a forum of agency travel policy managers—for member identification contact your agency’s administrative or financial office). 
· State Chambers of Commerce or Visitors Bureaus. 
· Local chapters of the Society of Government Meeting Professionals. 
· Private industry conference planners.
· Consider the Fedrooms meeting planning tool at https://www.fedrooms.com/. (See §301-11.11 for the Fedrooms program.) 
· EPA Green Meetings: http
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What activities are there to conclude the conference?
· Questionnaires and Surveys. These tools may provide invaluable feedback about the success of your conference. Specific surveys issued after each panel for speaker review is another option to consider. These should be available to participants on the last day of the conference and emailed to participants on the last day and for a period of 2 weeks after the event.
· Training certificates. Provide electronically after participant evaluation forms have been received.
· Thank you notes.  Present to participants, facility personnel, speakers, printers, photographers, and other special contributors. 
· Summary. Identify the accomplishments, including progress in meeting environmental goals, to convey the information discussed to a wider audience.  May be an excellent promotional tool. 
Who should I contact for further information?  For further information, Lee Gregory, Office of Governmentwide Policy, Office of Travel, Transportation and Asset Management, General Services Administration at (202) 501-1533 or via email at travelpolicy
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