Ecological Footprints

Our Ecological Footprint is “ ... the area of biologically productive land and water required to produce the resources consumed and to assimilate the wastes generated by the population using prevailing technology.”   Wackernagel, M. and others.  It includes agroeconomic systems, pastures, forests, forest sinks for CO2, coastal and marine systems and urban land.  Figures have been derived from United Nations sources.  To put Ecological Footprints in resources perspective, figures for the current capacity (by country) of productive area are also given.  Some samples are provided below adapted from a table using 1999 figures and 2002 population estimates.  Source www.redefiningprogress.org.

	Country
	Population (2002)

(millions)
	Ecological Footprint  (ha/capita)
	Current Capacity

(ha/capita)
	(Deficit)/Surplus

	World
	6,210.1
	2.3
	1.9*
	(-0.4)#

	
	
	
	
	

	United States
	288.3
	9.6*
	6.0
	(-3.6)

	Scandinavia (averaged)
	24.1
	7.35
	6.55
	(-0.8)

	Australia
	19.7
	6.9
	14.7
	7.8

	
	
	
	
	

	China  ++
	1,284.2
	1.6
	1.1
	(-0.5)

	Indonesia  ++
	217.3
	1.2
	1.9
	0.7

	India   ++
	1,053.4
	0.8
	0.7
	(-0.1)

	Pakistan  ++
	144.8
	0.7
	0.4
	(-0.3)

	Bangladesh  ++
	134.0
	0.6
	0.3
	(-0.3)


A deficit of current capacity for a country indicates that the country is using other country’s surplus capacity (by trade) and/or is running down its natural capital (by soil degradation, cutting more forest than is being regenerated, etc. ... )

This approach is very useful in relating our economic status to actual Earth resources needed to sustain it.  Gross Domestic Product figures are greatly misleading (do not count non-commercial activities, count all activities whether they take us forwards or backwards ...) and do not relate to actual natural resources.

Some observations can be made from the above figures.

· The Earth’s productive resources are very unevenly shared and this imbalance will continue as everyone’s desire to consume as much as the USA will result in a 7.7 hectare per capita deficit (9.6 – 1.9  = 7.7) *

· Some natural capital is already run down # (the collapse of the Grand Banks fishery off Newfoundland ...)

· Reasons for exceeding current capacity (at “prevailing technology”) are high consumer demand* and excessive population levels ++

· The deficit in current capacity is being met in many places by internal migration and large scale clearing (West Irian in Indonesia and the Amazon Basin in Brazil ...) to the detriment of natural ecosystems and biodiversity

· Trends can be followed  - in 1961 humans were using 70% of the capacity of the Earth’s biosphere and in 1999 this was up to 120%

Those who believe that technology can solve all problems might like to read “Nature’s Services” by G.C. Daily. Editor. (State Library NSW).  It points out the high costs, and in many cases the impossibility, of replacing natural services (pollination, waste decomposition, carbon storage ....) with technological “fixes”.  For Ecological Footprints see  Wackernagel, M. and Rees, W.E. (1997) Our ecological footprint. – New Society Publishers, BC Canada and www.redefiningprogress.org.
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