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Taking stock of communicating about 
contrails 



Communicating contrails – or is it 
chemtrails?



Some interest in contrails from the media



Source: Google Trends interest of time in web search for “contrails”, March 14, 2023, to March 14, 2025.

Google Trends interest for the search term “Contrails” over the past two 
years
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Source: Google Trends interest of time in web search for “chemtrails”, March 14, 2023, to March 14, 2025.

Google Trends interest for the search term “Chemtrails” 
over the past two years



Source: Google Trends interest of time in web search for “contrails” vs “chemtrails”, March 14, 2023, to 
March 14, 2025.

Google Trends interest for the search terms “Contrails” (BLUE) vs “Chemtrails” (RED) 
over the past two years

The conspiracy theory of 
chemtrails is 6-7 times more 
popular as a search term 
than the science of contrails.



Source: Google Trends interest of time in web search for “contrails” vs “chemtrails”, March 14, 2023, to 
March 14, 2025.

Kuwait parliament 
chemtrails discussion

Jan 14, 2024

Google Trends interest for the search terms “Contrails” (BLUE) vs “Chemtrails” (RED) 
over the past two years

Tennessee passes law 
against chemtrails

Mar 26, 2024
Republican lawmakers 

in 15 US states introduce 
25 bills against chemtrails



• Conspiracy theory • Science
• Created by “them”
• Do not exist
• Popular Google search
• Secret, dark, exciting
• No proof
• But easy to communicate

• Created by physics
• Exist and have a climate impact
• 85% less searched for
• Needs to be explained
• Plenty of proof
• But harder to communicate

Chemtrails    Contrails



What do people know?

Source: "Contrails: an opportunity in plane sight", KPMG Ireland, Jan 30, 2024

• 2/3 are not really familiar 
with contrails

• But when given more 
information about contrails 
and their climate impact, 2/3 
are now positive towards 
airlines adopting contrails 
mitigation



What do people know?

Source: 180 DC survey, fall 2024

• 317 respondents, mainly younger, mainly from the US West Coast, mainly in higher 
education

• Only 1 of 3 (37%) knew what contrails are
• 97% of respondents reported having seen a contrails
• When guessing why contrails form, 83% guessed correctly

• UC Berkeley consultancy, 180 DC, conducted a survey, commissioned by 
Contrails.org



What do people know?

Source: 180 DC survey, fall 2024

• Similar levels of concern 
from people who knew 
about contrails 
beforehand and people 
who did not know.
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Lesson 1: Don’t be scared of talking about 
contrails • What do you see? 

⚬ White lines in the sky
⚬ Human made or artificial clouds

• Are they bad?
⚬ At least as bad as CO2

• How do they form?
⚬ Atmospheric conditions
⚬ Particles + water = crystals. 
⚬ Cooling vs warming effect

• What can we do and when?
⚬ Targeted problem
⚬ Adjust flight path 
⚬ CO2 penalty vs climate benefits 

• How much does it cost?
⚬ Cheap



Lesson 1: Don’t be scared of talking about 
contrails

Blanket of 
contrails

Cobweb of 
contrails

Suffering planet wrapped by contrails



Lesson 1: Don’t be scared of talking about 
contrails



Lesson 2: Focus on the positive





Lesson 3: Reframing uncertainty
•  The climate impact of contrails 

carries a high degree of 
uncertainty (± 70%).

• Despite these uncertainties, there 
is a scientific consensus that 
contrail warming has a significant 
net-warming climate impact.

• Reframe to: “It is certain that 
contrails are warming, the 
question is by how much”.

• Action is therefore beneficial: 
worst case, we burn 1% more 
fuel. Best case, we reduce global 
warming by 2%. 



Should we tap into chemtrails to give more
visibility to contrails? 



Lessons learned

• 2-minutes is all you need 

• Make it visible

• Use metaphors

Don’t be scared 

• Low hanging fruit 

• Solution-oriented communication

Focus on the positive

• Contrails are warming. By how 

much? 

Reframe the uncertainty
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Tools
Want to understand the science behind contrail formation and non-CO2 effects?



Tools
Want to know where contrails form around the world? 



Tools
Want to understand contrail impact per airline? 



Tools
Want to understand which airlines are acting on contrails?

Source: bluelines.org/airline-index, visited March 14, 2025.

https://www.blue-lines.org/airline-index


Tools



Thank you




