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Sustainable Event Classification for the  

EMBA’s Sustainability Challenge 
Final Report 

 

What we sought to accomplish 
 

In seeking classification for our Sustainability Challenge Module, the EMBA program wanted to 
put into practice the very lessons it presented to the class. Our goal was to take a critical look at 
how our modules are run and find areas in which sustainable practices could be implemented. 
We looked towards the Réseau Québécois des femmes en environment and their Conseil 
Québécois des événements écoresponsable (CQEER) to classify our module according to the 
following criteria: 
 

- At least 90% of our suppliers will be located less than 100km away from our module 
location. 

- At least 25% of our suppliers will have a clearly defined sustainability practice. 
- At least 10% of our suppliers will be not for profit. 
- Non-reusable/non-recyclable materials will be limited/or eliminated. 
- Water consumption will be limited. 
- Left-over food will not be wasted and will be redistributed or donated. 
- Non-recyclable/non-compostable waste will be limited to 100g per person, per day. 
- At least 80% of the module’s residuals will be re-used, composted or recycled. 
- CO2 emissions will be limited and the module’s footprint will be calculated and 

offsetted. 
 
Each of these criteria corresponds to a number of points (see Appendix 2). We were aiming for 
a minimum of 300 points, to achieve a level 3 certification. 
 
 

What we accomplished 
  

We were successfully classified as a level 3 sustainable event by accumulating a total of 350 
points (see Appendix 3). Below is a breakdown of our accomplishments: 

 
  



 Category  Points 
Obtained 

Max. 
Points 

1 Choice of Suppliers Head office less than 100km away 30 30 
Supplier less than 100km away 20 20 
Sustainability Practice 15 30 
Non-Profit 14 20 

Sub-Total 77 100 
2 Materials and Energy Types of materials 55 62 

Water consumption 10 10 

Type of energy used 28 28 
Sub-Total 93 100 

3 Waste and residuals 
management 

Food surplus redistribution 20 20 
Sorting (compost/trash/recyc.) 80 80 

Sub-Total 100 100 
4 Food Choices Local Produce 0 60 

Organic or Fair-Trade certified 0 40 
Sub-Total 0 100 

5 Carbon Emissions (Transport) EMBA team and profs 20 30 
Participants 60 70 

Sub-Total 80 100 
TOTAL 350 500 

 
 

Our key learnings 
 

Trying something new can often lead to great things. 
From the beginning, the entire team was on board and we received a tremendous amount of 
help and support from the staff at the McGill Executive Institute. They were receptive and open 
to implementing new things, such as composting and using condiments in bulk in order to 
reduce packaging waste. The student aides were also instrumental in finding innovative ways to 
cut waste. The classification further enforced how embracing change can lead to interesting 
innovations. For example, the creation of online module evaluations not only reduced the need 
for printing, but they also made result tabulation easier and much quicker.  

 
Small changes matter.  
This key learning was evident in all areas of the module. Using salt and pepper shakers can 
dramatically reduce the amount of residuals. Using reusable plasticized signs can reduce 
printing. Carpooling with colleagues can mean up to 75% fewer cars on the road. When all 
these small changes are added together, the impact is significant. 
 



Issues of sustainability affect everyone.  
Most participants work for or had worked for companies that implemented sustainability 
practices. Some were even currently working on sustainability projects. At several points 
throughout the module, sustainability was described as a mobilizer, creating a common interest 
across age groups and hierarchies in companies.  
 
Certain factors will remain outside of our control. 
It is very difficult to have a no impact module. There are certain factors that will remain outside 
of our control, such as the water and energy consumption levels of the buildings. There is 
sometimes no other option for guest speakers to travel other than flying, which greatly 
increases the module’s carbon footprint. In addition, there will inevitably be unforeseen and 
uncontrollable circumstances, such as caterers using individually wrapped food or a guest 
speaker insisting on using handouts. It is important to not dwell on these to focus on the other 
areas we can control. 
 
Participants, faculty and staff are very receptive to the adoption of more sustainable 
practices.  
The ease with which everyone adapted to the many changes during the module really 
illustrated a desire to learn more about the issues of sustainability and an openness to changing 
to more sustainable habits and practices. The student aides certainly learned a great deal about 
what can and cannot be composted and recycled, while the participants were very receptive to 
our transition to a paperless module. In the end, much of the push-back we expected to 
encounter never occurred. This suggests that we (and other programs at McGill) could be more 
aggressive in pursuing a sustainability agenda. 

 
 

Our challenges / failures, how they were addressed, and our 
recommendations  

 
The unknown 

The first challenge was the unknown. The program had never done anything like this 
before and in order to organize the module, much preparation was needed, as 
illustrated by the following examples. We needed to meet with the caterers to discuss 
their food sources and sustainability practices. We had to organize and set-up compost 
bins, something that was never done before at the McGill Executive Institute. We also 
had to obtain information on the water and energy consumption of the Bronfman 
building.  
 

Time 
The second challenge was time. The EMBA program has modules running every month 
and finding extra time to plan this module, along with finding time to prepare for the 



eco-friendly classification was very difficult. While planning this module every year will 
always require effort, we will benefit from existing contacts in the years to come. 

 
The carbon footprint  

We also ran into problems on how to limit our carbon footprint. We have 34 
participants scattered around the greater Montréal, South Shore and Québec city 
regions. If each participant took his or her car to the module, we would be looking at a 
very high carbon footprint. In order to address this concern, we made the participants 
aware of the classification process and challenged them to reduce their own carbon 
footprint during the module. This challenge was well-received and participants walked, 
biked, took public transportation and car-pooled to the module. In order to measure our 
carbon footprint, we had the class fill-out an online survey. We were thus able to 
calculate our carbon footprint for the module: 1.44 tonnes, which is very low for the 
number of participants. 

 
Going Paperless 

Going paperless was another challenge for the module. While the program has always 
limited the amount of paper thanks to the use of iPads, we have never gone completely 
paperless for a module. In order to accomplish our goal, we had to inform all 
participants and professors that readings, handouts and slides would not be printed. 
Instead, we made them all available electronically on iPads. In addition, we created an 
online module evaluation form which replaced the paper evaluation forms.  

 
 

Looking Forward 
 
The EMBA program’s first Sustainability Challenge was a great success and we are very happy 
with the module’s level 3 sustainable event classification. The bilan de la gestion (see Appendix 
2) from the CQEER has also provided us with a concrete understanding of what can be 
improved should we decide to not only apply for classification for next year’s Sustainability 
Challenge Module, but to surpass this year’s 350 points. Here are some areas in which we could 
improve: 

- Use more suppliers that have a clearly defined sustainability practices, or encourage 
existing vendors to develop sustainability practices. 

- Consider involving more non-profits in the module. 
- Further encourage walking or bicycling as a means of transportation to and from the 

module. 
- Eliminate the use of no.6 plastic containers (such as yogurt containers) as they are not 

recyclable. Use washable glassware instead. 
- Favor larger containers rather than individual ones, especially fo drinks.  
- Consider the double-offsetting of our module’s carbon footprint. 
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Appendix 3 – Classification certificate



Appendix 4 – Certificat de compensation 
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