
Environmental footprints across the World

All of us have an environmental footprint. It is a way of measuring the 
impact each of us has, and each nation has, on the environment. One of 
the most important is our carbon footprint – how much CO2 we emit in our 
daily  activities.  Much  of  what  we  emit  comes  from  simply  living,  our 
biological  activity  but  we  also  cause  CO2 emissions  by  burning  fossil 
fuels. We also damage the environment in other ways, such as allowing 
harmful chemicals into the atmosphere, the soil and rivers, lakes and seas. In the UK, we 
have moved from being a heavily industrialised society to one were service industries, 
leisure  activities,  tourism  and  eating  out  predominate.  This  is  similar  to  most  other 
advanced  economies  and  has  been  driven  by  the  rise  in  personal  incomes.  One 
consequence is that we have continued to deplete natural resources in our own country 
but increasingly in other countries that supply us with goods and materials. Along with this, 
we still  pollute our atmosphere with dangerous gases and we overeat,  especially high 
sugar, high salt and to some extent, high salt foods. The pollution and poor diets harm our 
health. A number of studies have shown that ecological stresses have risen as incomes 
have risen. In countries such as Indonesia and Pakistan where technological development 
has been slower but incomes have risen, the impact has been greater because people are 
able to afford traditional energy resources such as coal, fossil fuels and crude oil.

With  increasing  wealth  in  a  country,  urbanisation  increases,  which  threatens  the 
environment. As more people move into towns and cities, more buildings are constructed 
and this uses natural resources. In particular, the manufacture of cement requires plentiful 
supplies  of  gypsum  which  is  converted  into  cement  creating  huge  amounts  of  CO2. 
Countries have followed this pattern in the pursuit of economic progress but in doing so 
have caused significant environmental harm. In addition, there is an increasing negative 
impact of data centres and computing technology generally. And whilst the use of natural 
resources is detrimental, there is also the challenge of waste disposal. With more people 
living together in close proximity, more waste is produced and many countries are poorly 
equipped to manage that waste. In some cases it is cheaper to simply pile it up or bury it. 
This creates another source of pollution with ground water being contaminated and even 
the local air quality becoming poorer.

It  has  often  been  assumed  that  the  poorer  sectors  of  society  have  the  greatest 
environmental impact with the largest carbon footprints and in a few cases this may be 
true. However,  recent research has shown that people of higher socioeconomic status 
have the  largest  footprints.  This  is  mainly  due the  their  having  more  larger  cars  and 
travelling by air more frequently than those of lower status. Yet it is these higher groups 
that proclaim to be more concerned about the environment and their carbon footprint. It 
seems that  having money means you can talk about  climate change,  global  warming, 
carbon footprint but actually do very little on a personal basis to reduce the impact.



So whilst  in  many cases it  might  be assumed that  these problems are  mainly  in  the 
developing, may be poorer,  countries of the world,  the G7 countries (Canada, France, 
Germany, Italy, Japan, UK and USA) have the worst records in these respects. These 
countries have burnt the most fossil fuel, have major urbanisation, relatively high incomes 
and plenty of leisure time. To some extent the G7, and other economies, have shifted 
energy  production  away  from  fossil  fuels  towards  renewable  sources.  This  is  to  be 
commended  but  there  is  still  a  long  way  to  go  before  there  are  sufficient  cuts  in 
greenhouse gases, other forms of pollution and environmental degradation. It is clear that 
since the start of this century, the G7 group of countries have cut their ecological footprints 
(Figure 1) but Canada and the USA have still not reached the levels that the other G7 
nations were at in 2000. 

Figure 1. Ecological footprints of the G7 (From Cai, Xingyu, Zhao and Huang, 2025)

In order for countries to reduce harmful emissions of all sorts, there has to be a much 
more concerted effort to use ‘clean’ energy. Cleaner energy helps make economic growth 
more sustainable; it can enhance energy security by reducing the reliance on supplies of 
fossil fuels and moving to more diverse sources; and it can improve access to reliable 
power in areas that are poorly served by existing infrastructure. Yet there is significant 
political push-back against environmentally-friendly policies such as cutting fossil fuel use 
and sustainable energy generation. We see this clearly in the current administration in the 
USA and in some of the UK political parties. Without the continued move away from ‘dirty’ 
power sources and changes in our means of travel, the costs to future generations will be 
substantial and it may possibly be too late to avoid major environmental disaster.

Richard Marshall

We’d love to have some new members with new ideas to support our community. Contact 
the Cold Ash Parish Greening Group chair, Richard Marshall: marshalr@btinternet.com
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