16 Ecological Footprints

How can the demand on the biosphere be calculated? How much land does an individual or community need to sustain themselves, and is this fair?

Film
Mathis Wackernagel: The Ecological Footprint
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=94tYMWz_Ia4
Book
Living Planet Report 2012, WWF 

http://wwf.panda.org/about_our_earth/all_publications/living_planet_report/2012_lpr
An important element in moving towards sustainability is to be able to assess the level of impact that we currently have. 

· The ecological footprint is a way of measuring human pressure on the natural environment. 

· Ecological Footprinting is a visual tool for measuring ‘the load that a given population imposes on nature’.  

· “The ecological footprint of a population is the biologically productive land and water areas required to produce the resources consumed and assimilate the wastes generated by that population using prevailing technology.” (WWF, UNEP, WCMC et Global Footprint Network : 2004).

· The Ecological Footprint tracks humanity’s demands on the biosphere by comparing the renewable resources (plants, animals, land, water, mineral resources) people are consuming against the Earth’s regenerative capacity, or biocapacity: the area of land actually available to produce renewable resources and absorb CO2 emissions.

· The Ecological Footprint measures the amount of biologically productive land and water areas required to produce the resources that an individual, a population, or an activity consumes and absorb the waste generated. This area is expressed in global hectares (gha); hectares with a world-average biological productivity.

· The size of the footprint which is calculated, represents the land necessary to sustain current levels of resource consumption and waste discharge by that population in terms of energy - consumed land - farm land and forest land.

How much land does a community need to sustain itself? In other words, how much land is needed to:

· grow all the food for the community

· manufacture all of the clothes

· cope with the waste

· mine all of the minerals for housing and hospitals

· produce all of the energy to support the community etc. 

The main premise being that everything we do/make/use/eat has a much wider impact than our national boundaries. 

Ecological footprinting was created by two researchers at the University of British Columbia in Vancouver (Canada - M. Wackernagel & W. Rees 1995). The concept was very quickly popularised by numerous environmental NGOs such as the WWF.
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· Humanity’s global ecological footprint has almost doubled over the last 35 years. 

· The consumption of natural resources on Earth is greater that the Earth's long-term biological capacity.

· Humans are overshooting the Earth's regenerative capacity by 1/5. It is now 20% in excess of the biological capacity of the earth.

· There are inequalities between countries.

· On average, the footprint per person is six times as great in high-income countries as in low-income ones. In 10 years, the ecological footprint per person has grown by 8% in rich countries and diminished by 11% in the poorest.

· There is a consistent trend of overconsumption. 

· In 2008, the Earth’s total biocapacity was 12.0 billion gha, or 1.8 gha per person, while humanity’s Ecological Footprint was 18.2 billion gha, or 2.7 gha per person. 

· The amount of forest land needed to sequester carbon emissions, is the largest component of the Ecological Footprint (55 per cent).

· This discrepancy means that we are in an ecological overshoot situation: it is taking 1.5 years for the Earth to fully regenerate the renewable resources that people are using in a single year. Instead of living off the interest, we are eating into our natural capital.

· An Ecological Footprint that is lower than 1.9 global hectares per person, the average bio-capacity available per person on the planet, could indicate sustainability at the global level. ie. only 1.9 global hectares of biologically productive space available for each person on the earth

·  World average Ecological Footprint is 2.3 global hectares

·  Average UK Ecological Footprint is 5.5 global hectares

·  Average USA Ecological Footprint is 9.6 global hectares

[image: image2.wmf]0

2

4

6

8

10

12

USA

Australia

UK

Japan

Brazil

China

Bangladesh

Ecological Footprint (hectares per capita)

Global

Average

(2.3)

Per Capita Ecological 

Footprint

for Selected

 Countries

Earth

’

s

Capacity

(1.9)


[image: image3.emf]
Activity 1.16.1 Your Ecological Footprint

Try completing this quick Ecological Footprint Calculator to see how much of the Earth you need for your lifestyle, and compare it with other people or countries. Try this personal Greenhouse gas Calculator to see how much greenhouse gas your lifestyle emits.

At another time try this more detailed WWF Footprint Calculator.
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The term “carbon footprint” is often used as shorthand for the amount of carbon (usually in tonnes) being emitted by an activity or organisation. 

The carbon component of the Ecological Footprint takes a slightly differing approach, translating the amount of carbon dioxide into the amount of productive land and sea area required to sequester carbon dioxide emissions. This tells us the demand on the planet that results from burning fossil fuels.
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