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Introduction

Increase in Demand
In recent years client demand for sustainable practices has grown steadily. According to the 2020 IMEX
Natureworks Research Survey*, 90% of tourism and events industry professionals consider sustainability

“important” or “extremely important”, with 79% of them increasing their focus on sustainability in the past
year.

Objective of this Document
The aim of this guide is to provide a trustworthy tool that enables tourism and event professionals to identify

a certification that best fits the needs of their organization. This guide summarizes what sustainability
certifications are, why they should be implemented and what criteria should be used when researching
options.

Sustainability certifications represent a significant investment in terms of time and financial resources, yet
their potential to drive responsible business practices, enhance brand reputation and support clients in their
purchasing choices, is unrivalled. The IMEX Natureworks Research Survey* revealed that 70% of the

responding event planners and suppliers, hold some type of eco-certification, and its increasing.

2
*The IMEX Natureworks Research Survey took place in Jan-May 2020, surveying over 1600 tourism and events industry profesionals on a range of topics
relating to sustainability in their work. 

How do we know what 
certifications best fit 
our needs?

How can we be sure of 
their credibility?



What is a Sustainability Certification?

Why should organisations go for Sustainability Certifications?
A good sustainability certification legitimizes the sustainability
strategy of an organisation, by verifying claims and providing

external validation on issues such as responsible supply chain
management, legal compliance, and environmental and social risks
management practices and procedures.

A good certification drives improvement in sustainability strategy
and performance. There is an increasing trend in clients who
demand certification as part of their own sustainability programme.
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An eco or sustainability certification represents a label that
measures the integration of sustainable practice and performance

against a set of predetermined environmental, social and economic
criteria.

Sustainability certifications are generally aligned with specific indust

ry trade groups and/or international organizations to identify base
performance levels and enable comparisons across regions and
products.



What to look for in a Sustainability tourism/event Certification
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There are 3 levels of certification validation:
►First party : the organisation declares itself as compliant

with the certification criteria “self-assessed” or “self-
declared”;

►Second Party : the organisation validates a supplier (or
other stakeholder) as compliant with the criteria of a

certification;

►Third Party : the organisation is audited by an
independent professional organisation who is officially
trained in the certification criteria. A successful audit

leads to successful Third-Party certification of an audit.

All validation types have their uses and are linked to the

objectives of the business.

GSTC ACCREDITED CRITERIA

The Global Sustainable Tourism Council (GSTC) aims to accredit the leading
sustainable tourism certification programmes and ensure that they meet minimum

standards. GSTC does not directly certify any products or services; but it accredits
those that do, according to its own strict and comprehensive criteria.

The GSTC strives to comply with the Codes of Good Practice of the ISEAL Alliance,
which provides guidance to sustainability certification and accreditation organisations

in all sectors.

A GSTC accredited certification is therefore an assurance of quality in sustainability
certification.

CERTIFICATION VALIDATION TYPES

NOTE: For the purposes of upholding transparency and industry aligned 
accreditation, the GDS-Index awards points exclusively for Third Party 

sustainability certification.

https://www.gstcouncil.org/
https://www.isealalliance.org/credible-sustainability-standards/iseal-codes-good-practice
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CONSULTING 

Many consulting organisations are equipped to support to develop and deliver
sustainable tourism and event strategies, although not all consultancies are

accredited to support on delivering sustainability certifications.

Make sure to do your homework, should you choose to work with a Consultant, check
that they are educated, experiences and/or accredited on your choice of certification.

STANDARD APPROACHES

Typically there are two main approaches to certification standards:

A Management Standard such as ISO 20121* or ISO 14001** validates the
management system or framework of processes and procedures used to ensure that
an organisation can fulfil all tasks required to achieve its objectives (i.e. the task of
running a sustainable organisation).

Performance Standards do not focus so much on the processes, rather they stipulate

specific characteristics and/or performance levels that the organisation must achieve
and be able to demonstrate in order to become certified.

*ISO 20121 refers to a Sustainable Event Management System (SEMS)
**ISO 14001 refers to an Environmental Management System (EMS)
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In the following table, we present a list with some of the most relevant and trustworthy sustainability certifications suitable for the tourism and events industry and available globally. 
See the Appendix for the full KPAs (Key Performance Areas) List.

SUSTAINABILITY CERTIFICATIONS

CERTIFICATIONS OVERVIEW METHODOLOGY KPAs WHO CAN APPLY

B Corp Certification is the only certification that 
measures a company’s entire social and 
environmental performance. The B Impact 
Assessment evaluates how your company’s operations 
and business model impact your workers, community, 
environment, and customers. it gives you access to 
support tools.

First Party + Third Party 
Verification

• Credibility / Transparency
• Social and cultural affairs
• Supply Chain
• Water & Energy
• Work Environment

Any type of company

Biosphere develops a private voluntary and 
independent certification system, based on the 
principles of sustainability and continuous 
improvement. Biosphere Tourism is using a GSTC 
Recognised Standard.

Third Party Verification • Environmental Performance
• Social and cultural affairs 

• Destinations
• Events
• Hotels
• Transportation

EarthCheck is the world’s leading environmental 
certification and benchmarking program for the 
travel and tourism industry, used in over 70 
countries. EarthCheck is science-focused, offering 
access to multiple support tools and over 32 
standards. It is using a GSTC Recognised Standard.

Third Party Verification • EarthCheck presentation 
detailing all KPAs

• Destinations
• Hotels and Venues
• Restaurants
• + 32 categories, click 

here for the full list

The EU Ecolabel for Tourist Accommodation provides 
efficient guidelines for hotels and camping sites 
looking to lower their environmental impact while 
offering enough flexibility to allow proper guest 
satisfaction. This is valid only in Europe (widespread 
in France, Italy, Spain, Austria).

Third Party Verification

• Air Quality
• Environmental Performance
• Waste Management
• Water & Energy

• Tourist 
accommodations
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https://bcorporation.net/certification
https://www.biospheretourism.com/en/biosphere-certification/83
https://earthcheck.org/products-services/certification/certification/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hDbjU0h89iY&feature=youtu.be
https://earthcheck.org/media/49345/earthcheck-benchmarking-sectors.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/ecat/hotels-campsites/en
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The Events Industry Council Sustainable Event 
Standards assess events and industry suppliers on a 
wide range of sustainability criteria in support of 
environmental and social responsibility. They replace 
the former APEX/ASTM Environmentally Sustainable 
Meeting Standards and are specifically designed for 
the Events Industry.

Third Party Verification • Environmental Performance
• Social Performance

• Event organiser
• Accommodation 
• Venue
• Destinations
• Food & Beverage
• AV and Production
• Exhibition

Green Destinations works with over 200 destinations 
on both an awards and certification programme. The 
certification features over 100 criteria, and is 
independently verified and GSTC accredited.

First Party + Third Party 
Verification 

• Air Quality
• Environmental performance
• Health and safety
• Social and cultural affairs
• Waste Management
• Water & Energy

• Destinations

The Green Globe certification is a structured 
assessment of the sustainability performance of 
travel and tourism businesses and their supply chain 
partners. Green Globe is using a GSTC Recognized 
Standard.

Third Party Verification • Environmental Performance
• Social and cultural affairs 

• Events
• Hotels
• Restaurants
• Suppliers
• Transportation
• Venues 

Green Key is a voluntary eco-label awarded to more 
than 3,200 hotels and other tourism establishments 
in 65 countries.  It is a leading global standard for 
excellence in the field of environmental responsibility 
and sustainable operation within the tourism 
industry. Please note: Green Key is a different 
organisation to Green Key Global.

First Party + Third Party 
Verification 

• Environmental Performance
• Food & Beverage
• Indoor Environment
• Waste Management
• Water & Energy
• Work Environment 

• Hotels
• Restaurants
• Venues 

Green Key Global is a leading environmental 
certification body that offers standardized programs 
and resources, designed specifically for hotels and 
lodging facilities, and event facilities. Current 
participation includes over 1600 hotels and 350 
venues in 20 countries. Green Key Global is 
particularly strong in North America. 

First Party + Third Party 
Verification 

• Environmental performance
• Indoor Environment
• Social and cultural affairs
• Waste Management
• Water & Energy

• Hotels
• Venues
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https://insights.eventscouncil.org/Sustainability/Sustainability-Standards-and-Registry
https://greendestinations.org/awards-certification/
https://greenglobe.com/green-globe-certification/
https://www.greenkey.global/
http://www.greenkeyglobal.com/
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The EU Eco-Management and Audit Scheme (EMAS) is 
a premium management instrument developed by 
the European Commission for companies and other 
organisations to evaluate, report, and improve their 
environmental performance. EMAS is open to every 
type of organisation eager to improve its 
environmental performance. It spans all economic 
and service sectors and is applicable worldwide. 

Third Party Verification • Credibility / Transparency
• Environmental Performance

Any type of organisation

TourCert has developed its own internationally 
recognised consultancy and certification system for 
the tourism sector. TourCert integrates criteria from 
the GSTC destinations standard.

First Party • Companies
• Destinations

The Travelife certification programme provides 
a state of the art and affordable certification 
standard to evaluate, prove and communicate 
sustainability achievements. Travelife integrates 
criteria and approaches from GSTC, ISO14001, 
ISO26000 and GRI

First Party + Third Party 
Verification

• Air Quality
• Environmental Performance
• Heath & Safety
• Supply Chain Management
• Waste Management
• Water & Energy
• Work Environment

• Tour Operators and 
Travel Agencies

ISO 14001:2015 is intended for use by an organization 
seeking to manage its environmental responsibilities 
in a systematic manner that contributes to the 
environmental pillar of sustainability. It helps an 
organization achieve the intended outcomes of its 
environmental management system, which provide 
value for the environment, the organization itself 
and interested parties.

First Party + Third Party 
Verification 

• Environmental Performance Any type of organisation

ISO 20121:2012 specifies requirements for an event 
sustainability management system for any type of 
event or event-related activity, and provides 
guidance on conforming to those requirements. 

First Party + Third Party 
Verification 

All • Events
• DMOs

8 NOTE: Another great source for sustainability certifications is the online directory EcoLabel Index, tracking 457 ecolabels in 199 countries, and 25 industry sectors.

https://ec.europa.eu/environment/emas/join_emas_en.htm
https://www.tourcert.org/en/services/
https://www.tourcert.org/en/services/companies/
https://www.tourcert.org/en/services/destinations/
https://www.travelife.info/index_new.php?menu=certification&lang=en
https://www.iso.org/standard/60857.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/54552.html
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/
http://www.ecolabelindex.com/ecolabels/


5

PRINCIPLES OVERVIEW METHODOLOGY KPAs WHO CAN APPLY

A call to companies to align strategies and operations 
with 10 universal principles on human rights, labour, 
environment and anti-corruption, and take actions 
that advance societal goals.

The UN Global Compact is the largest corporate 
sustainability programme in the world with over 
12,000 participants in 160 countries.

First Party

• Human Rights
• Labor
• Environment
• Anti-Corruption 

• SMEs and Corporations
• Academic institutions
• Business associations
• Cities and municipalities
• Civil society 

organizations
• Foundations
• Labour organizations
• Public sector 

organizations
• corporate social 

responsibility 
organizations

The Events Industry Council working with industry 
stakeholders has created the EIC Principles for 
Sustainable Events.

The four EIC Principles align and address all 17 of the 
United Nations Sustainable Development Goals

Organisations can choose to endorse and support 
the adoption of the Events Industry Sustainability 
Principles, as a foundation to sustainable event 
practices. You can find the pdf here.

First Party + Third Party 
Verification

• Conservation of resources
• Waste management
• Carbon Emissions
• Responsible Purchasing
• Biodiversity Preservation
• Human Rights
• Labour Practices
• Safety & Security
• Collaborations & Partnerships
• Transparency
• Responsible Governance 

• Event Organisers
• Suppliers 
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PRINCIPLES

https://www.unglobalcompact.org/participation
https://www.eventscouncil.org/Sustainability/Sustainability-Pledge
https://www.eventscouncil.org/Portals/0/EIC%20Documents/Sustainability/Principles%20for%20sustainable%20events.pdf?ver=2019-01-18-123244-787
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INITIATIVES OVERVIEW AND SCOPE METHODOLOGY WHO CAN APPLY

GRI helps businesses and governments worldwide understand and communicate their 
impact on critical sustainability issues such as climate change, human rights, governance 
and social well-being, among others. This motivates real action to stimulate social, 
environmental and economic benefits for everyone. 

The Global Reporting Initiative is an extremely comprehensive reporting framework, 
enabling all types of businesses to use the same system to demonstrate their progress in 
all aspects of environmental, social, economic areas.

First Party Any type of business can 
use the GRI framework

This guide aims to help companies of all sizes to prioritize SDG targets to act and report 
on, set related business objectives, and measure and report on progress.

It follows an approach aligned with the Ten Principles of the UN Global Compact, the UN 
Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, and the GRI Sustainability Reporting 
Standards. It guides businesses to conduct a principled prioritization of relevant SDGs and 
targets for their business.

First Party Any type of business can 
report on the SDGs

CDP runs the global environmental disclosure system. Each year CDP supports over 8400 
companies, 800 cities, and 120 states and regions to measure and disclose their risks and 
opportunities on climate change, water security and deforestation. They do so at the 
request of more than 515 investors with US$106 trillion in assets.

They focus investors, companies and cities on taking action to build a truly sustainable 
economy by measuring and understanding their environmental impact.

First Party Any city, government or 
company
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REPORTING INITIATIVES

https://www.globalreporting.org/Pages/default.aspx
https://sdghub.com/project/integrating-the-sdgs-into-corporate-reporting-a-practical-guide/
https://www.cdp.net/en


Vertical Certifications: Adding credibility and focus

Other than the general sustainability certifications, a wealth of certificates, stamps
and seals are also available for the Key Performance Areas (i.e. Energy Management,

Emissions Management, Sustainable Food and Accessible Tourism).

In many cases these individual labels and programmes are managed and approved
locally, ensuring that the most prominent impacts for the specific region are

addressed among the criteria.

Should your destination have a specific interest in one of these “verticals”, the GDS-
Movement recommends researching the best local solution to highlight your best

practice. Do not hesitate to contact us for further advice.
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Appendix: Key Performance Areas

Here’s the full list – with a brief explanation of the Key Performance Areas

mentioned in the Sustainability Certifications Table.

• Air quality: air pollution, emissions, carbon neutral/negative

• Circularity: any process related to circular economy

• Credibility/transparency: accountability, integration, innovation,

organizational processes etc.

• Environmental Performance: everything related to the preservation and

management of ecosystems

• Health & Safety
• Indoor Environment

• Social and cultural affairs

• Waste Management: it refers to any type of waste

• Supply Chain: from procurement, to suppliers’ selection, to the type of

products and services chosen (Natural, organic, fair trade, etc.)

• Water & Energy

• Work Environment: staff involvement and management
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About the GDS-Movement
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The GDS-Movement unites and enables destination management professionals to create flourishing and resilient places
to visit, meet and live in. Our mission is to co-create sustainable and circular strategies, mindsets and skill sets that will
enable destinations of the future to thrive, and society and nature to regenerate.

The GDS-Movement serves to accelerate the transformation from destination marketing at whatever cost, towards
destination management and stewardship with shared value.

Visit our website gds.earth

One of the key objectives of the GDS-Movement is to accelerate the number
of businesses and destinations with independent third-party sustainability
certification. A good certification programme drives business performance,
builds brand value and improves socially and environment impacts.

Guy Bigwood, 
Chief Changemaker and Managing Director, GDS-Movement

https://www.gds.earth/



