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Getting Sports Events to Go Green

Winslow Townson/Associated Press

Fenway Park in Boston, home to the Boston Red Sox, uses solar panels to heat hot water.
By TOM ZELLER Jr.
Published: August 9, 2009

NEW YORK — “Whenever a person engages in sport there is an

impact on the environment,” states the United Nations Environment

Program, at the Web site of its sports and environment division.

Billie Jean King, the former Grand

Slam tennis champion and, more

recently, ambassador for the United

States Tennis Association’s

environmental efforts, gets more

specific in a public service

announcement.

“Public transportation is a great way to reduce global

warming,” Ms. King said. “Take a simple step to help the planet. Take a subway, train or

bus to get to your next match.”

The latter is an early-stage effort by the association to undertake a comprehensive

greening of its operations — particularly its signature event, the U.S. Open tennis

tournament, which gets under way at the end of this month.
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tournament, which gets under way at the end of this month.

It is also part of a larger trend among teams, sport associations, stadium and facility

managers and other stakeholders in the wide world of spectator sports to pay at least

some attention to the footprint they are leaving on the planet.

Are these efforts just a public relations move? No doubt in some cases. But like

businesses of all kinds in the age of global warming, the sporting industry — in no small

part spurred by environmental organizations that came to see sports as an engine for

driving their agendas — appears to see the writing on the wall.

“Hundreds of millions of people pay attention to sports,” said Allen Hershkowitz, a

senior scientist with the Natural Resources Defense Council — a nonprofit American

environmental group — and head of the organization’s green sports initiatives. “It’s just

astounding to me that for decades the modern environmental movement ignored

professional sports as an arena to mobilize our cause.”

That has clearly changed.

How else to explain the words of Bud Selig, the commissioner of Major League Baseball

in the United States, who has committed to burnishing the league’s environmental bona

fides with the assistance of the council?

“Every club, regardless of its field surface, seeks to create a healthy and pleasant

environment for its players and fans,” Mr. Selig writes in the preface to the council’s

Greening Adviser for Major League Baseball. “This requires attention to a wide array of

environmental issues, including clean air, clean water, fertilizers, pesticides,

transportation, procurement policies and the collection and disposal of waste materials

generated by baseball activities.”

To Mr. Hershkowitz, such words from a major figure in sports are transformative.

“It takes the politics out of the environmental agenda in the quickest way possible,” Mr.

Hershkowitz said. “Clearly, sports has an environmental footprint, and the products it

buys have an environmental footprint.”

Just how big is tough to measure, though a study published last year in the journal

Tourism Economics suggested that even annual events — like the final cup match for

British soccer — can have an enormous environmental effect.

The researchers essentially calculated the total energy and resource use associated with

the match — from energy use and food and drink consumption to travel and waste

generation — and then estimated the area of land that would be required to support such

resource consumption.

How much hypothetical land was needed to produce the food, absorb the emissions and

otherwise provide for the 2004 Football Association Cup final in Britain? Roughly 3,000

hectares, or 7,400 acres — or about one-quarter of Manchester United’s namesake city.

Multiply that by dozens of matches over the course of a football season in Britain — or

apply the same calculus, say, to the hundreds of games played in a season of American

baseball — and the environmental costs loom large.

“You get 30,000 to 50,000 people showing up each time, most of them driving,” Mr.

Hershkowitz said, “and there’s a lot of waste — paper waste, plastic waste, energy,

chemical waste, lot of water use. It’s meaningful.”
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Enough so that many sporting facilities are beginning to take at least small steps toward

efficiency. Fenway Park in Boston, home to the Boston Red Sox, uses solar panels to

heat hot water. Nearly all of the structural steel in a new baseball stadium in New York

is recycled.

The U.N. Environment Program, meanwhile, has worked closely with organizers of the

World Cup soccer tournament, which purchases carbon offsets to counter its greenhouse

gas emissions. The U.N. also gave the Beijing Olympic Games a mild pat on the back in

February after completing a study of whether the city had delivered on environmental

pledges it made during the Olympics bid process.

“They have fulfilled the promise of a Green Games in many areas,” said Achim Steiner, a

U.N. under secretary general and the executive director of UNEP, in a published

statement, “including public transport, waste treatment and green Olympic venues.”

According to James Margolis, a principal at Environmental Resource Management, a

global environmental consulting firm hired last year by the U.S. Tennis Association to

help it hammer out a sustainability strategy for the National Tennis Center in New York,

transportation is by far the biggest generator of emissions for just about any sporting

event.

Indeed, despite the U.S. Open’s proximity to a subway line and year-over-year increases

in public transportation use among those attending the two-week tournament, nearly

half of the more than 700,000 attendees still drive to the event.

Still, the supply chain matters, too — and it is a pressure point where professional sports

leagues and associations, with their lucrative, often multimillion-dollar contracts, can

exert a significant amount of control and influence over the marketplace.

Mr. Margolis and Rita Garza, the director of public relations for the tennis association,

both pointed to napkins by way of example. Some 2.4 million napkins are used over the

course of the two-week tournament, Ms. Garza said — and until 2007, they were made

entirely of nonrecycled paper.

The association approached its concessionaire, Levy Restaurants, and nudged it to track

down a napkin supplier using greater recycled content. It did: SCA Tissue of Wisconsin,

which provides napkins made of 90 percent postconsumer waste.

Just what sort of difference any of these endeavors — in any sport — might make in the

global effort to curb greenhouse gas emissions and otherwise reduce environmental

effects is a fair question. After all, for all their resource indulgence, sports has nothing

on, say, the coal industry, shipping or heavy industry when it comes to emissions and

resource consumption.

But for advocates (and sports enthusiasts) like Mr. Hershkowitz, such comparisons are

don’t matter.

“If you read the science, the status quo — the most probable scenario — is utter

catastrophe,” Mr. Hershkowitz said of the global warming threat. “So do we need

baseball teams to switch from virgin toilet paper to recycled paper? Definitely.”
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