
Our ecological footprint is a measure of the impact each of us has on the environment. It 
includes the amount of land needed each year to provide food, water, energy and services 
per person. Our ecological footprint is measured in global hectares per person (gha). We 
have enough on earth for 2.1 gha each. If this amount increases, our lifestyles will become 
unsustainable.
The more energy we consume, the more travelling we do, and the more natural sites we 
visit, the larger our ecological footprint. The diagram shows the five components of our 
ecological footprint:

Our Ecological Footprint
As the population grows, our desire for more consumer goods grows and therefore our 
footprint also grows. The United Nations (UN) estimates that by 2030 we will need two 
planet Earths to support us. The buying and selling of goods between countries is known 
as global interdependence.

Waste
As consumers we generate huge amounts of waste. This waste often ends up in landfill sites 
or is burnt through incinerators, releasing dangerous greenhouse gases into our atmosphere. 
Often, our waste ends up in our oceans and waterways, damaging wildlife and habitats.

The issue of e-waste
Ever wondered what happened to your old phone, computer or tablet? This waste is 
known as e-waste.
Often e-waste contains many metals including copper, gold and palladium. Recycling this 
material is essential. Not only will recycling reduce our impact on the environment, but also 
provide people with jobs in other parts of the world as e-waste regularly gets transported 
to low income countries (LICs) for recycling. However, some of our e-waste can be 
hazardous. Materials such as mercury, lead and flame retardant chemicals must be carefully 
and correctly disposed of otherwise they will damage environments and threaten the health 
of human beings

Over-fishing
As human beings we consume huge quantities of fish. Our love of fish and chips in the UK 
has put great strain on fish stocks in our seas and oceans.

Cod fishing
In recent years, cod has rapidly 
declined in numbers as improvements 
in fishing technology and illegal fishing 
vessels have dwindled supplies. The North 
Sea is an example of a marine ecosystem 
where supplies of cod have diminished by 
nearly 300 per cent since 1963.

Impacts on the Environment

Tourism places high demand on our world’s water supplies. Water is needed for many things 
including food preparation, cleaning, swimming pools, water features and maintaining gardens. 
In hot dry climates, this puts great strain on local supplies and can lead to over-extraction 
of water from the water table.

Golf
The game of golf thrives in many hot dry climates, despite an apparent lack of water. In 
Dubai, over 700 major golf courses can be found, along with many smaller ones. The 
greens and fairways are in need of constant water which comes at a great cost both 
financially and environmentally. In addition, hotels and clubhouses are built and sometimes 
leisure facilities and retail areas may also be created for the golfers.
Some golf courses have badly affected woodland areas and damaged habitats for many 
species of birds and insects.

The Impacts of Tourism

Consumerisation, global interdependence and ecosystems
Impacts on tropical rainforests
A major environmental impact of increased consumerisation is the deforestation of the tropical rainforests. Global interdependence means demand for wood for furniture, construction and paper 
is forever increasing and these are obvious reasons for chopping down trees - deforestation. However this type of deforestation is called logging and only accounts for about five per cent of 
rainforest destruction. The main reasons for deforestation are:

• Cattle ranching - 70 per cent of the rainforest is now being lost due to cattle ranching. 
Meat is sold globally as well as locally.

• Agri-business - five per cent of the rainforest is being lost due to agri-business. Cocoa 
production and soya beans are being grown in order to generate income for farmers. The 
UK and America import large quantities of both these products.

• Palm oil - in some regions of the world palm oil is extracted from the trees which brings 
great wealth to areas. Palm oil is widely used as cooking oil, which is regarded by many 
consumers as a healthier alternative to other cooking oils.

• Mining - a small percentage of forest is being destroyed for mining. Within the Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC), coltan and gold is mined from within the tropical rainforest. 
Coltan is a material essential for making our mobile phone batteries. The map below shows 
the location of mines, including coltan, within the DRC.

The Impacts of Climate Change
Tropical Coral Reefs
Australia is a vast country where the impacts of climate change are extensive. One of the most vulnerable 
ecosystems in Australia is the Great Barrier Reef. This tropical reef ecosystem is located in the north-east of 
Australia, and it is now affected by a disease known as coral bleaching. This condition occurs when the temperature 
of the seawater rises by over one degree more than average. As a result, the coral turns white, photosynthesis 
ceases and the coral often dies due to disease.

The UK has also experienced many problems as a direct result of global warming:
• Extreme weather events
• Increased flood risk
• Extinction of highland plants
• Species invasion

These are negative impacts of climate change within the UK. However, there are also some positive impacts. If 
temperatures increase and solar radiation increases, then the UK could generate more energy from renewable 
sources such as solar energy. Across the UK, businesses, home owners and farmers have been harnessing the energy 
of the sun to generate electricity. This means that less energy is being produced by greenhouse gases which will 
benefit our planet and reduce the impacts of climate change in the future.

Social impacts
• Many people in coastal communities are at risk from flooding. Whole villages may need to be abandoned due to 

sea levels rising and coastal erosion.

Economic impacts
• Drier, warmer summers may increase income through tourism. However, flood damage, increased insurance 

premiums and increased spending on flood defences may place huge pressures on local and government spending.
Environmental impacts
• A higher risk of extreme storms will flood areas, destroying the land. Species of animals and plants may be lost 

as they move northwards in search of colder climates. New invasive species from the south may also find their 
way to the British shores which may have a negative impact on local habitats.

Alternative Futures

In the future it is likely that people may have to contribute more in taxes in 
order to pay for the increased flood defences and the extra ‘strain’ on the 
health services. Many of the most vulnerable coastal communities may be 
abandoned with people needing to find new houses. Increased insurance premiums 
will also result in some people being unable to afford to protect their homes. 
Farming businesses may also need to change or adapt to new wetter and drier 
periods – some will prosper but many may suffer

Climate Change and the UK



As demand for energy increases, CO2 levels are also increasing. Low income countries 
(LICs) are largely responsible for this due to increasing populations, economic growth and 
urbanisation, however high income countries (HICs) such as the USA and Japan are also 
responsible. As a result, many countries are trying to tackle their own energy insecurity as 
the traditional form of fossil fuel production runs dry.
There are several ways individuals and governments can reduce the impacts of climate 
change.
• Invest in low carbon technologies such as solar panels and tidal energy. This will lead to 

fewer greenhouse gases being emitted into the atmosphere so the effects of 
the greenhouse effect will be reduced.

• Improve fuel standards in cars or buy electric cars, fewer fossil fuels and a reduction 
in CO2 will reduce the greenhouse effect.

• Improve public transport systems and encouraging people to use public transport will 
reduce the number of cars and vehicles on our roads. This will help ease congestion and 
reduce pollution, especially in urban areas.

Reducing the Impacts of Climate Change

In Wales, the new development of Cardiff Central Square is designed to encourage people 
to use public transport. This is achieved by linking the main train station to the bus station 
together with a new taxi rank and cycle routes. The whole area is going to be 
pedestrianised, making it easy and safe for people to get around and to reduce the need for 
a car. Public transport systems across the UK also make the movement into, through and 
around an urban area more favourable than using the car. An example of this can be found 
in Edinburgh, Scotland where the new tram system connects the airport to the city centre.

What can governments do to help?

There are many strategies and technologies which can be used or constructed around our 
home to increase energy efficiency. The graphic shows some of the ways this can be done. 
The benefit of this is that CO2 emissions will be reduced which is good for the 
environment, and also running costs are reduced which is good for the consumer. 
Government incentives can persuade many to switch to energy efficient technologies, but 
often it is the choice of individuals to design and alter the way their home generates 
power.

Increasing Energy Efficiency in our Homes

Supporting local farmers is another way to reduce our impact on the environment as it 
reduces food miles. Much of our food is grown or sourced abroad and often this has to 
travel by rail, road, sea and air before ending up in our local supermarkets - this leads to a 
rise in carbon emissions. In addition, some of the goods we buy from abroad, such as fruit, 
use fertilisers and pesticides which further damage our environment. So not only should we 
buy locally produced food with reduced food miles, but also buy organically produced food in 
which artificial fertiliser and pesticides have not been used. Government adverts and 
messages can help persuade some people to change the way they buy, but often it is the 
individual lifestyles which determine where goods are purchased.

Locally Produced Good

We need to restrict water supplies in areas of the world where water is scarce. Preventing the 
development of large golf courses or encouraging xeriscape (A type of garden landscaping which uses 
plants such as cacti instead of tropical, water hungry plants, which are often more 
desirable.) landscaping are two ways we can reduce our demand for water.

Managing Water Supply

Ethical tourism, responsible tourism and sustainable tourism are three ways we can reduce the harm caused to our 
environment. By staying local, carbon emissions are reduced. If a tourist is responsible while on holiday then local families
and businesses may benefit. Ethical tourists are also highly respectful to the environment, for example snorkelling over 
the coral reefs to learn about the wildlife and how to protect the environment.

Ecotourism is a form of sustainable tourism which benefits local people and conserves the environment. Eco-tourists 
have a low impact on the environment and support the conservation of habitats and wildlife. Often, eco-tourists visit 
locations around the world, volunteer in conservation programmes and learn about local culture.

In Iceland, many people visit the northern fjords to learn about the arctic environment, the Icelandic sagas (traditional 
tales about Iceland) and whales. This is a form of ecotourism which benefits the local economy, conserves the local 
culture and supports local businesses.

Managing Tourism

In Borth, west Wales, Cors Fochno (Borth Bog) is a salt marsh 
ecosystem which is threatened by rising sea levels and human 
developments. This marsh provides natural protection from 
flooding because it stores and filters water. In 2014, £10 million 
was spent protecting the beach at Borth by building new sea 
defences, including an off shore reef. This development was 
intended to not only protect the salt marsh at Cors Fochno, but 
also the sand dunes further along the coast at Ynyslas, which is a 
small scale ecosystem and vital natural defence to the sea.

Restoring Ecosystems
We should do everything we can to restore damage done to ecosystems, and conserve those which are in danger of 
damage.

Managing Tropical Coastlines
In Bangladesh, mangrove forests are often destroyed to make way for other forms of agriculture and tourism. In 
addition, mangrove forests are destroyed so that shrimp farms can be constructed in the ponds which are flooded. 
Unlike fishing at sea, shrimp farms are a form of intensive farming where shrimps are purposely grown, and not 
caught from the sea. Some groups of people argue that this is a more sustainable form of fishing although others 
have major concerns because of the original damage to the mangrove forest.

A better way to make fishing more sustainable is to introduce new laws and legislation. As a result of the near 
collapse of some fish populations, the European Union (EU) introduced regulations to conserve fish stocks.

These regulations include:
• Setting fishing quotas for EU countries and for individual fishing vessels, which limited the amount of each species 

of fish which could be caught. By catching fewer fish, more are left to breed, so in time the population should 
recover.

• Limiting mesh size of the nets. By increasing the size of the holes in nets, only mature, full-sized fish can be caught 
and immature fish can escape and eventually breed, allowing the population to recover.

Tropical rainforests can be managed in the following ways to reduce deforestation:
• Logging and replanting - selective logging of mature trees ensures that the rainforest canopy is 

preserved. This method allows the forest to recover because the younger trees gain more space and 
sunlight to grow. Planned and controlled logging ensures that for every tree logged, another is planted.

• Education - it is important that local people, businesses and politicians understand the true value of the 
tropical rainforest. Once they understand the value of biodiversity, particularly in terms of tourism, they 
will be more likely to want to protect it from deforestation.

• Development ofecotourism - this encourages sustainabletourism that creates jobs for local people whilst 
ensuring that the money generated is used to protect and conserve the tropical rainforest for future 
generations to enjoy.

• International agreements/debt-for-nature swaps - agreements to protect tropical rainforests have 
been made between different countries through debt-for-nature swaps. This is when a country which is 
owed money by another country cancels part of the debt if an agreement is made by the debtor 
country to ensure the conservation of its tropical rainforests.

• Creating national parks - one of the most effective ways to protect a natural area of land is to create 
a national park. National parks are intended to preserve an area of natural beauty and wildlife. Strict 
laws are set up to prevent people altering national parks and any damage done has to be corrected or 
large fines can be implemented. Within these parks, wildlife corridors can be set up to further protect 
the area and encourage wildlife to flourish between different areas of a rainforest.

.

Managing Tropical Rainforests

The Costa Rican government has implemented the following policies to ensure that the tropical rainforest can 
be conserved and enjoyed by future generations:
• Increasing public awareness of the value of tropical rainforests through education.
• Local communities included and involved in forest conservation projects.
• Encouraging use of alternative timber sources such as rubber trees.
• Selective logging of mature and commercially viable trees over a 40-year cycle to ensure that trees 

had time to re-establish themselves. This is known as a Selective Management System.
• Ecotourism promoted and developed in tropical rainforest areas.
• Permanent forest estates have been created by the government where no change of land use is 

allowed.
• Creation of national parks to protect biodiversity.

Case study: Sustainable Management Costa Rica

The Great Barrier Reef became a recognised area of ecological importance when it was declared a 
UNESCO World Heritage site in 1981. Since this public recognition, visitor numbers have been increasing 
virtually year on year. This has put great pressure on the reef and immediately forced the Australian 
government to carefully manage this vital ecosystem.

Today, the Great Barrier Reef is regarded as one of the best managed marine ecosystems in the 
world – but what has been done?

The Great Barrier Reef has been divided into different management zones. Within each zone certain 
restrictions are put in place to prevent the reef being damaged. Some zones permit general use while 
others prevent any human activity at all. This means that while tourists, scientists and other groups are 
still allowed to enjoy the reef, not all the reef is vulnerable to damage at one time. This type of 
zoning provides social, economic and environmental benefits at both local and national levels.

Managing Tropical Coral Reefs

Managing Tropical Coral Reefs Zoning

Social benefits of zoning
People can still enjoy the wonders of the reef and 

experience boat trips, snorkelling and generally learn about 
the biodiversity of the reef.

Economic benefits of zoning
The reef supports many businesses in the local area and provides employment 
for thousands of people indirectly worldwide from local fisherman to travel 
guides, deep sea diving instructors to scientists, conservationists and official 

government ministers.

Environmental benefits of zoning
Not all the reef is open for access by people and industry, this means the reef 
has a chance to replenish naturally and remain undisturbed. These zones are also 
changed from year to year, for instance what may have been a ‘restrictive 
zone’ one year might change to become a ‘general use zone’ the year after.


