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Sustainability 
 

Introduction to this lesson 

This lesson is the beginning of a whole range of material concerning sustainability in different ways.  

In this part you will learn what sustainability means. You will get information on scans that can be 
used to measure your level of sustainability.  

You will also learn about climate change and carbon footprint, also how to calculate your carbon 
footprint as a consumer and how to reduce it personally.  

1. Sustainability 
No one knows what the future holds. But suppose you were to be a step closer, you could make 
preventive adjustments to become one of the better salons in the near future. 
Were you already thinking about the profile of the hairdresser anno 2030? What will be expected of 
you?  
To be sure, the focus will be on sustainability, digitalization and entrepreneurship.  
But what do you already know about these topics and how can your know-how help us to write the 
correct profile? 
With this educational material, we will find out together. Keep in mind that it’s not only the beauty 
of the hair you need to see, but also the beauty of our planet. 
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1.1. The concept: What does “sustainability” mean? 

In the broadest sense, sustainability refers to the ability to maintain or support a process 
continuously over time. In business and policy contexts, sustainability seeks to prevent the depletion 
of natural or physical resources, so that they will remain available for the long term. 

The idea of sustainability is often broken down into three pillars: economic, environmental, and 
social—also known informally as profits, planet, and people. 

In that breakdown, the concept of "economic sustainability" focuses on conserving the natural 
resources that provide physical inputs for economic production, including both renewable and 
exhaustible inputs. 

The concept of "environmental sustainability" adds greater emphasis on the life support systems, 
such as the atmosphere or soil, that must be maintained for economic production or human life to 
even occur. In contrast, social sustainability focuses on the human effects of economic systems, and 
the category includes attempts to eradicate poverty and hunger, as well as to combat inequality. 

In 1983, the United Nations created the World Commission on Environment and Development to 
study the connection between ecological health, economic development, and social equity. The 
commission, then run by former Norwegian prime minister Gro Harlem Brundtland, published a 
report in 1987 that has become the standard in defining sustainable development. 

That report describes sustainable development, or the blueprint for attaining sustainability, as 
"meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs." 

In business contexts, sustainability refers to more than just environmentalism. Harvard Business 
School lists two ways to measure sustainable business practices: the effect a business has on the 
environment, and the effect a business has on society, with the goal of sustainable practice being to 
have a positive impact on at least one of those areas. 

This view of responsibility encourages businesses to balance long-term benefits with immediate 
returns, and the goal of pursuing inclusive and environmentally sound objectives. This covers a broad 
array of possible practices. Cutting emissions, lowering energy usage, sourcing products from fair-
trade organizations, and ensuring their physical waste is disposed of properly and with a smaller 
carbon footprint would qualify as moves toward sustainability. 

Companies have also set sustainability goals such as a commitment to zero-waste packaging by a 
certain year, or to reduce overall emissions by a certain percentage. 

The push for sustainability is evident in areas such as energy generation as well, where the focus has 
been on finding new deposits to outpace the drawdown on existing reserves. Some electricity 
companies, for example, now publicly state goals for energy generation from sustainable sources 
such as wind, hydropower, and solar. 

Because these policies tend to generate public goodwill, some companies have been accused of 
"greenwashing," the practice of providing a false impression that makes a business seem more 
environmentally friendly than it is. 

In addition to the social benefits of improving the environment and elevating human needs, there 
are also financial benefits for companies that successfully implement sustainability strategies. Using 

https://www.investopedia.com/investing-for-sustainability-impact-5210477
https://www.investopedia.com/articles/investing/040915/investing-green-technologythe-future-now.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/t/triple-bottom-line.asp
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/greenwashing.asp
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resources sustainability can improve the long-term viability of a business concern, just as cutting 
waste and pollution can also help a company save money. 

For example, using more efficient lighting and plumbing fixtures can help a company save on utility 
bills, as well as improve its public image. There may also be government tax incentives for companies 
that adopt certain sustainability practices. 

Sustainability can also make a company more attractive to investors. A 2019 HEC Paris Research 
paper showed that shareholders value the ethical dimensions of a firm so much that they are willing 
to pay €70 more to purchase a share in a firm that gives a euro or more per share to charities. The 
study also revealed a loss in valuation for firms perceived as exercising a negative social impact. 

Based on interviews with senior executives across 43 global investing firms, Harvard Business 
Review has argued that the perception among some business leaders that environmental, social, and 
governance issues are not mainstream in the investment community is outdated. 

The "sea change" in investor attitudes described by Harvard Business Review draws on the increased 
commitments of investors. The Principles for Responsible Investment, a United Nations-supported 
effort to bring these issues into investing, had 63 investment companies with $6.5 trillion in assets 
under management that committed when it launched in 2006. In 2018, it had 1,715 companies with 
$81.7 trillion in assets. 

Many corporations are seeking to integrate sustainability practices into their core business models. 
Companies can adopt sustainability strategies in the same way that they develop their other strategic 
plans. 

The first step to integrating sustainability practices is to identify a specific weakness shortcoming. For 
example, a company might determine that it generates too much waste, or that its hiring practices 
are causing harm to the surrounding communities. 

Next, the company should determine its goals, and identify the metrics it will use to measure its 
achievements. A company might set an ambitious target for reducing its carbon footprint, or set a 
specific percentage goal for diversity hiring. This will allow the company to determine objectively if 
its goals have been met. 

The final step is to implement the strategy and assess its results. This requires continuous re-
evaluation, as a company's goals may change as the company grows. 

There are some common pitfalls for companies aiming for sustainability. One of them is the 
knowledge-action gap: even though many executives set sustainability as one of their core business 
values, few of them take concrete actions to accomplish sustainability objectives. 

Another is known as the compliance-competitiveness gap. While improving sustainability metrics can 
make a company more competitive in the market, these goals should not be confused with the 
mandatory compliance requirements that a company must adhere to. While sustainability is 
desirable, compliance is mandatory. 

The principles of sustainability refer to the three core concepts of environmental, social, and 
economic sustainability–sometimes broken down as "people, planet, and profits." This means that in 
order to be considered sustainable, a business must be able to conserve natural resources, support a 

https://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0612/the-importance-of-strategic-planning.aspx
https://www.investopedia.com/financial-edge/0612/the-importance-of-strategic-planning.aspx
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healthy community and workforce, and earn enough revenue to remain financially viable for the 
long-term. 

Many sustainable businesses seek to reduce their environmental footprint by using renewable 
energy or by reducing waste. Companies may also be more sustainable by promoting diversity and 
fairness in their workforce, or enacting policies that benefit the local community. 

Economic sustainability refers to a company's ability to continue its operations over a long-term 
horizon. In order to be economically sustainable, a company must be able to ensure that it will have 
adequate resources, workers, and consumers for its products into the distant future. 

As consumers become more environmentally conscious, more companies and businesses are finding 
ways to reduce their impacts upon the planet and their community. Sustainability practices allow 
companies to highlight their social benefits while continuing to attract customers. 

 

What do you think “sustainability” means being a hairdresser? Write down words or short 
sentences on the assignment paper.  

 

Would you be able to give a definition to the word “sustainability”? Write it down on the 
assignment paper.  

1.2. When are you sustainable? 

Sustainable living is a lifestyle and philosophy, sustainable living is as popular a term as it is nuanced. 
It is encouraged by renowned activists, NGOs, and lifestyle blogs and used in marketing and 
advertisements from cotton t-shirts to water-efficient showerheads.  

But what does it really mean? Broadly, sustainable living comes down to choices and behaviors that 
focus on living within our means to encourage human and environmental health. Practicing 
sustainability in our household (like compositing), community and lifestyle ensure we prioritize the 
use of renewable resources without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs. 

But sustainable living is not just about the individual. Much like it is wide-reaching, sustainable living 
can mean different things to different people. 

Picked up by revenue-seeking companies and brands, sustainable living trends are an opportunity 
to greenwash products and enter the eco-market. 

For conscious people and their communities, values of sustainability are culturally 
entrenched. Though not all traditions can be generalized, the basic environmental knowledge 
derived from historical traditions and experiences of a group is defined as traditional ecological 

https://theecohub.com/what-is-compostable/
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knowledge (TEK). Acknowledging the ecological effects of biodiversity, and the ways in which human 
activity can impact the carrying capacity of an environment, TEK is the blueprint for what we 
recognize today as sustainable living. 

And for others, sustainable living can have no cultural significance at all, but instead, be a type of 
lifestyle that depends on their socioeconomic status. Making sustainable choices and investments 
can be expensive, and depending on one’s existing needs and means, a sustainable lifestyle is not 
always accessible.  

Simply put: sustainable living is not a perfect system. Rather, the shift towards sustainability in our 
homes, communities, and lifestyles is a process of change that looks different for everyone. 

Sustainable living highlights individual actions to lessen our impact on the planet, but do our 
choices actually make a difference? The simple answer is yes, but there’s more to it. 

Addressing sustainability challenges related to climate change and environmental degradation, 
individual choices don’t make the difference, but they do make a difference. 

Individual actions are a part of the collective, they are valuable contributions to a larger, stronger 
movement aimed to reduce human impact on the environment. Similarly, in living a sustainable 
lifestyle, the benefit goes beyond your own household - the community, economy, and environment 
thrive. 

When you chose to buy products from your local farmer as part of an effort to eat a more plant-
based diet, you are 1, reducing your risk for chronic illness by eating cleaner; 2, contributing to the 
community economy by shopping local; and 3, reducing greenhouse gas emissions by limiting the 
travel required for the produce to get to you. Sustainable living goes beyond the self, and individual 
actions do make a difference. 

But it is important to note that the onus is not exclusively on the individual. Over half of global 
industrial emissions since 1988 can be traced to just 25 corporate and state-producing entities - 
nearly 500 gigatonnes of CO2 over the past 30 years. This startling dichotomy has been the source of 
a contentious debate among the international community. Why advocate for individuals to adopt a 
sustainable lifestyle when there is a widespread lack of accountability among governments and top 
polluters?  

The answer to this question rejects the question itself! 

Debating individual versus collective action is an unfortunate mistake in the conversation 
surrounding climate action and environmental protection. Advocating for individual behavior 
changes does not distract from the necessary political and systemic action needed to address the 
planet’s environmental crisis. Rather, individual, collective, and political actions are self-reinforcing, 
working together to strengthen, deepen and expand the environmental movement. There is no zero-
sum game in environmental activism. 

As we said, sustainable living is a multifaceted process and can look different for everyone. There is 
no such thing as a have-to-do or strict rules when it comes to making environmentally conscious 
choices and lifestyle changes. With this in mind, we can organize sustainable living actions, choices, 
and behaviors into five easy-to-follow categories. 

https://theecohub.com/how-to-increase-biodiversity/
https://theecohub.com/sustainable-living-tips/
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Reducing your consumption, and changing the way you do consume, is - much like sustainable living - 
open-ended. The word consumption is all-encompassing, we consume food, energy, water, and 
material things like clothing, electronics, and lifestyle accessories - it’s hard to know where to start. 

Reducing our energy use means more than turning off the lights when we leave the room. Investing 
in energy-efficient appliances can make a significant impact in saving energy and money.  

While 70% of the world is covered by water, only 2.5% of it is fresh water, and of that only 1% of it is 
easily accessible for human use. Adding to that scary statistic, global water use has increased more 
than twice the rate of population growth in the past century. By living a sustainable lifestyle, we can 
change the way we use water and effectively reduce our overall consumption. 

And it’s not just about shorter showers, turning off the tap when brushing your teeth, and letting the 
grass grow brown, you can also save water just by changing your consumer behavior. For example, it 
takes approximately 2,700 liters of water to make a single cotton t-shirt. Instead, next time you stain 
your favorite white t-shirt beyond repair, try shopping at a local thrift store or an ethical fashion 
brand, it's also asking yourself what ethical and sustainable fashion means? 

The part-two to reducing our consumption is reducing our waste - the less we consume, the less we’ll 
waste! Living zero waste is not easy, and it seems that no matter what we try to keep our trash 
empty, there will always be excess packaging, food that goes bad, or a pair of headphones that 
break. When trying to reduce our waste a great place to start is learning how to recycle. Check out 
your local municipality's guide on what can be recycled and where.  

For non-recyclable products, avoid purchasing single-use plastics and explore new ways to repurpose 
items before throwing them in the trash.  

Given that approximately 60% of landfilled materials are organic matter, composting is a great 
alternative to throwing out food in the trash. 

Tackling the challenge to find new and sustainable ways to produce, create, and substitute products 
and services that you would otherwise purchase encourages self-sufficiency while lessening our 
impact on the environment. 

When and where you can change the way you shop. Much like other sustainable living measures, 
some choices and behaviours are more accessible and realistic than others depending on your 
financial flexibility. While shopping locally is more ethical and less taxing on the environment, it can 
be expensive and difficult to stock your kitchen with locally produced goods. Instead, look for 
legitimate fair trade certifications at the grocery store and do your research into the ethics and 
business practices of brands you frequently buy from.  

When it comes to material things, we’ll keep this short and sweet: shop less and shop with purpose 
rather than impulse. Consider purchasing goods that are well-made and less likely to have a high 
turnover rate. If you’re in need of new clothes, try thrift stores or a local clothing swap before 
looking for something brand new.  

But if you are buying something new, try to support brands that have adopted sustainable practices 
in their businesses. 

Offsetting your emissions is simpler than you think. When you choose to take public transportation, 
car-pool, walk, or bike as a means of transportation, you are effectively offsetting your daily carbon 

https://theecohub.com/sustainable-living-tips/
https://theecohub.com/sustainable-clothing-brands/
https://theecohub.com/sustainable-clothing-brands/
https://theecohub.com/what-is-compostable/
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/americans-willing-to-buy-or-boycott-companies-based-on-corporate-values-according-to-new-research-by-cone-communications-300459220.html
https://theecohub.com/how-to-sell-used-clothes-best-places-sell-clothes-online/
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emissions. Walking 2.5 km will release 75% less greenhouse gas emissions when compared to driving 
the same distance in the city; driving less is healthier for our bodies and the environment. 

If you’re a frequent flyer, this is likely the largest contributing factor to your carbon footprint. When 
distances allow, opt for a less carbon-emitting means of travel, such as taking the train or traveling 
by direct flight - 25% of airplane emissions come from landing and taking off procedures. But when 
changing the way you travel isn’t always an option, consider purchasing carbon offsets when you fly. 
Carbon offsets offer a way to counter pollution by investing in projects that reduce emissions of 
carbon dioxide or other greenhouse gasses.  

The core beliefs of sustainable living go beyond our homes and communities, and we have a 
responsibility to continue educating ourselves in the conversation surrounding the environment. 
Familiarize yourself with local sustainable initiatives in your community and find ways to contribute 
to your household - but don’t stop at the local level. Pay attention to national and international 
environmental and climate events and causes and learn how your individual actions might have 
international reactions. 

Engage and start a conversation with friends, family, coworkers, and neighbors about making 
sustainable and environmentally conscious choices and behaviors. Promoting environmental 
awareness is an important part of being an environmental steward, and we can all learn something 
from one another. 

Donate to sustainability initiatives. Not everyone is in the position to donate, however, charitable 
contributions to local and international environmental initiatives and causes dedicated to improving 
sustainability can have a tangible impact on local human and environmental health. If you can’t 
donate financially, don’t fret - donate your time instead! 

While it might feel like an overwhelming feat for environmental causes, we have power in our voice 
and our vote. Hold public servants, governments, and corporations accountable, and advocate for 
environmental protection in your community and country. 

Sustainable living, and all its working parts, mean much more than saving the planet. Sustainable 
actions, choices, and behaviors positively contribute to your lifestyle, home, and community. A 
sustainable community - and the world - is one that supports itself and its natural surroundings, and 
encourages both human and environmental health. 

 

Make a list of actions you can use to become more sustainable at home.  

 

Find a salon that is working in a sustainable way. Make a presentation. Use the guidelines.  

https://pacinst.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/21/2013/02/driving_vs_walking3.pdf
https://flight.nasa.gov/pdf/18_jung_green_aviation_summit.pdf
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1.3. Scans on sustainability 

Smaller companies often find the step to a certifiable environmental care system too big in the first 
instance. During the preparation of the project on sustainability a workbook has been drawn up 
especially for these companies to improve the practical environmental care step-by-step.  

This practical environmental care system is being developed in the context of a European 
collaborative project called: Future skills for a better life in Sustainable Salons. This project is 
subsidized by the Erasmus+ program of the EU: grant no 2020-1-NL01-KA202-06451. 

The participating organizations want an environmentally friendly and safe working environment for 
all workers and students in the hairdressing industry and at the schools. This is why this 
environmental care system has been established and can be introduced and used in salons and 
schools free of charge. This publication contains background information and a method to assess and 
improve the status of environmental care in a salon and school. This publication contains practical 
measures aimed at environmentally friendly working.  

The ISO 14001 standard has several parts: 

 

In the first column the practical translation in accordance with the ISO norm standard is mentioned. 
The 2-3-4-5th column shows the phases the company goes through using the plan-do-check-act 
method. The improvement mechanism from 'not present'(red) to a company 'improvement cycle 
present'(blue). 
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One of the main goals of the Project Future skills for a better life in Sustainable Salons is to develop 
self-assessment tools on environment in the school and salon. We have developed 4 tools: 

• two awareness tools for school and salon 

• one extended tool to map the status of the environment in the school or salon 

• one tool on the organizational aspects on environment. 
  
The tools are internet based and work on telephone, tablet or PC. The languages of 3 self-assessment 
tools: English, Dutch, Italian, Spanish.  
 

• Awareness scan schools: https://zelfscan.eu/awareness_schools   

• Awareness scan salons: https://zelfscan.eu/awareness_salons 

• Extended self-assessment scan: Is your company/school sustainable? 

• Scan Organization context of a sustainable salon (only in English) 

 

 

We will divide in 3 groups to take the scans and process the results. 
 

• First group: You will take the awareness scan from 5 different teachers at 3 different 
hairdressing schools. You keep a good record of the results of the scans to create a clear 
overview in charts later. 

• Second group: You will take the awareness scan in 15 different salons, preferably across 
the country. You keep a good record of the results of the scans to create a clear overview 
in charts later. 

• First group + second group: You will take the extended scan in 5 different salons, 
depending on the need and the results of the awareness scan.  

• Third group: You will take the scan on organization context of a sustainable salon from 5 
recently opened businesses (up to 1 year) and 5 salons that are already open for more than 
1 year, but less than 5 years and 5 salons that are open for more than 5 years.  
 

When making up goals for the future, you need to be aware of two different ways to do so. You can 
plan goals on a short term and you can plan goals on a long term. For each principle it is best to use 
the PDCA-circle, where the P stands for PLAN, the D stands for DO, the C stands for CHECK and the A 
stands for ACT.  
 
The PDCA- cycle is a four-step model for carrying out change. Just as a circle has no end, the PDCA 
cycle should be repeated again and again for continuous improvement. The PDCA cycle is considered 
a project planning tool. 
 
 

https://zelfscan.eu/awareness_schools
https://zelfscan.eu/awareness_salons/
https://zelfscan.eu/sustainable/
https://zelfscan.eu/sustainable_salon/
https://asq.org/quality-resources/continuous-improvement
https://asq.org/quality-resources/project-planning-tools
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The Plan-do-check-act procedure 

1. Plan: Recognize an opportunity and plan a change. 
2. Do: Test the change. Carry out a small-scale study. 
3. Check: Review the test, analyze the results, and identify what you’ve learned. 
4. Act: Take action based on what you learned in the study step. If the change did not work, 

go through the cycle again with a different plan. If you were successful, incorporate what 
you learned from the test into wider changes. Use what you learned to plan new 
improvements, beginning the cycle again. 

 

 
We divide into two groups. 

• Group 1: Make up a short term plan to achieve the goals set in the discussion. 

• Group 2: Make up a long term plan to achieve the goals set in the discussion. 
Use the template in the teacher’s toolkit, including the PDCA-principles.  
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2. Climate change 
To determine climate, we look at the 30-year average of temperature, humidity, air pressure, wind, 
cloud cover and precipitation. Daily and annual variations and how often extremes occur are also 
important. Examples of extremes are heat waves and heavy rain with flooding or inundation. 
It’s important to know how the climate works. 
 
The sun heats the earth. Part of the solar radiation bounces back, while another part is converted 
into heat. Greenhouse gases such as water vapour and carbon dioxide trap some of the thermal 
radiation from the ground. Without this warm blanket effect, the earth would be much colder. 
 
Wind and ocean currents play an important role in distributing heat around the Earth. These heat 
transports ensure that the temperature difference between the tropics and the poles is not much 
larger than observed. The relationship between the atmosphere, the ocean, the land surface, snow 
and ice, and the biosphere (trees, plankton, etc.) is of great importance. 
 

 
Look at the picture. Give a concrete example for the given changes. Fill in the grid from the 
teacher’s toolkit.  
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2.1. Definition 

Climate change refers to long-term shifts in temperatures and weather patterns. These shifts may be 
natural, such as through variations in the solar cycle. But since the 1800s, human activities have been 
the main driver of climate change, primarily due to burning fossil fuels like coal, oil and gas. 
Burning fossil fuels generates greenhouse gas emissions that act like a blanket wrapped around the 
Earth, trapping the sun’s heat and raising temperatures. 
 
Examples of greenhouse gas emissions that are causing climate change include carbon dioxide and 
methane. These come from using gasoline for driving a car or coal for heating a building, for 
example. Clearing land and forests can also release carbon dioxide. Landfills for garbage are a major 
source of methane emissions. Energy, industry, transport, buildings, agriculture and land use are 
among the main emitters. 

And emissions continue to rise. As a result, the Earth is now about 1.1°C warmer than it was in the 
late 1800s. The last decade (2011-2020) was the warmest on record. 

Many people think climate change mainly means warmer temperatures. But temperature rise is only 
the beginning of the story. Because the Earth is a system, where everything is connected, changes in 
one area can influence changes in all others. 

The consequences of climate change now include, among others, intense droughts, water scarcity, 
severe fires, rising sea levels, flooding, melting polar ice, catastrophic storms and declining 
biodiversity. 

Climate change can affect our health, ability to grow food, housing, safety and work. Some of us are 
already more vulnerable to climate impacts, such as people living in small island nations and other 
developing countries. Conditions like sea-level rise and saltwater intrusion have advanced to the 
point where whole communities have had to relocate, and protracted droughts are putting people at 
risk of famine. In the future, the number of “climate refugees” is expected to rise. 

In a series of UN reports, thousands of 
scientists and government reviewers agreed 
that limiting global temperature rise to no 
more than 1.5°C would help us avoid the 
worst climate impacts and maintain a livable 
climate. Yet policies currently in place point 
to a 2.8°C temperature rise by the end of 
the century. 

The emissions that cause climate change 
come from every part of the world and 

affect everyone, but some countries produce much more than others. The 100 least-emitting 
countries generate 3 per cent of total emissions. The 10 countries with the largest emissions 
contribute 68 per cent. Everyone must take climate action, but people and countries creating more 
of the problem have a greater responsibility to act first. 

Many climate change solutions can deliver economic benefits while improving our lives and 
protecting the environment. We also have global frameworks and agreements to guide progress, 
such as the Sustainable Development Goals, the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change and 

https://www.unep.org/interactive/six-sector-solution-climate-change/
https://wedocs.unep.org/bitstream/handle/20.500.11822/36991/EGR21_ESEN.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/2021/08/09/ar6-wg1-20210809-pr/
https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/2020-was-one-of-three-warmest-years-record
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/resources/press/press-release
https://www.ipcc.ch/assessment-report/ar6/
https://www.unep.org/resources/emissions-gap-report-2022
https://www.climatewatchdata.org/ghg-emissions?end_year=2018&source=CAIT&start_year=1990
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/17-goals-to-transform-our-world
https://unfccc.int/process-and-meetings/the-convention/what-is-the-united-nations-framework-convention-on-climate-change
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the Paris Agreement. Three broad categories of action are: cutting emissions, adapting to climate 
impacts and financing required adjustments. 

Switching energy systems from fossil fuels to renewables like solar or wind will reduce the emissions 
driving climate change. But we have to start right now. While a growing coalition of countries is 
committing to net zero emissions by 2050, about half of emissions cuts must be in place by 2030 to 
keep warming below 1.5°C. Fossil fuel production must decline by roughly 6 per cent per year 
between 2020 and 2030. 

Adapting to climate consequences protects people, homes, businesses, livelihoods, infrastructure 
and natural ecosystems. It covers current impacts and those likely in the future. Adaptation will be 
required everywhere, but must be prioritized now for the most vulnerable people with the fewest 
resources to cope with climate hazards. The rate of return can be high. Early warning systems for 
disasters, for instance, save lives and property, and can deliver benefits up to 10 times the initial 
cost. 

Climate action requires significant financial investments by governments and businesses. But climate 
inaction is vastly more expensive. One critical step is for industrialized countries to fulfil their 
commitment to provide $100 billion a year to developing countries so they can adapt and move 
towards greener economies. 

2.2. Unhealthy planet 

We all know about the climate changes and we all know that it’s really time to be taking care of our 
precious planet. The clock is ticking … and it’s ticking fast. 

Human life is well-adapted to our planet. A healthy environment is essential to optimal health and 
well-being. Conversely, disease and early death are often due to environmental agents called 
pathogens, both biological and physicochemical. Climate change, heatwaves, floods, land 
degradation, and the loss of biodiversity also threaten human health in a variety of ways, both direct 
and indirect. 

Pollution causes or worsens respiratory illness, cancer, accidents, and deaths. Today, up to 7 million 
early deaths occur because of air pollution, outdoor and indoor. Polluted drinking water causes 1.7 
million deaths. 

Shortages of safe water, as well as flooding, have led to the displacement of over 24 million people 
worldwide in almost 120 countries in 2016. 

The rising temperatures predispose to heat-related morbidity like heat cramps, heat exhaustion, and 
strokes. Productivity goes down, food poisoning increases; kidney disease risk increases, as do crime 
rates and sleeplessness. Cardiovascular disease worsens as does the number of workplace accidents. 

Changes in agricultural practices and clearing land for farming are often associated with outbreaks of 
debilitating disease. These include Guinea worm infestation, schistosomiasis, and malaria, which 
infect 10 million, 200 million, and almost 300 million people every year, respectively. Other illnesses 
transmitted via a contaminated water system include dengue, filaria, and African river snail disease 
(up to 60 million, 90 million, and 20 million infected annually). 

Four million children and babies die of diarrheal diseases from contamination of their food or water. 
Hundreds of times this number have intestinal parasites and debilitating diarrhea. It is estimated that 
over a million die of malaria every year, worldwide, among over 260 million cases. Most of these are 
children less than five years old. 

https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/paris-agreement
https://iea.blob.core.windows.net/assets/5ae32253-7409-4f9a-a91d-1493ffb9777a/Renewables2021-Analysisandforecastto2026.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/net-zero-coalition
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg3/resources/press/press-release
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/worlds-governments-must-wind-down-fossil-fuel-production-6-year
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/raising-ambition/climate-finance
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In fact, up to a fifth of all deaths in the Europe region of the World Health Organization (WHO) map is 
attributed to environmental factors that strain human health. 

Environmental vs Population Health 

It is widely accepted that a huge explosion occurred in population growth around the world, whereby 
the population increased over five-fold from 1800 to 1990. Today there are eight billion people on 
the planet, up from 5 billion in 1990. 

This has put enormous demands on the supply chain for food, water, clothing, education, jobs, and 
medical/social care. The resulting shortfalls, caused largely by human greed rather than actual 
shortages of resources, have reduced living conditions to critical levels in satellite towns and cities. 
Poor sanitation and hygiene facilities, lack of drinking water, and noise pollution are just some of the 
vicious cycles taking place as a result. 

The lack of open spaces for recreation and exposure to natural elements, such as large parks with 
trees, bushes, and walking paths, as well as playgrounds and bike trails, is an important element in 
promoting ill-health and reducing the quality of life. 

It is possible to take steps that bring down infant and child mortality while also improving healthcare 
for mothers, and making more education and employment opportunities available to them. All 
measures that raise the standard of living and reduce the mortality rates, among women and 
children also encourage global human and environmental health. 

Environmental Degradation 

Global environmental issues that directly impact health include acid rain; ozone depletion; 
greenhouse gas emission; hazardous waste disposal; ocean degradation; and endangerment of 
biodiversity. 

Industrial Pollution 

Industrialization is associated with the contamination of air, water, and land by multiple pollutants 
that have toxic effects on the lungs, brain, bone marrow, nerves, kidneys, and skin. Industrial 
accidents lead to the release of dramatically large amounts of pollutants into the environment, killing 
plant and animal life on a large scale. 

Hazardous chemicals build up in the environment from industries, agriculture, household chemicals, 
and improper waste disposal. Some such chemicals accumulate at successive layers up the food 
chain and persist for decades. These cannot, therefore, be reduced rapidly even by immediately 
reducing the production or release of such chemicals. 

Resource Depletion 

Even in developed countries, without excessive population growth, consumeristic lifestyles have 
been promoted by the governments for many decades to foster economic growth, burdening the 
finite supply of non-renewable resources like fossil fuels, wildlife, trees, water, and soil resources. In 
addition, greenhouse gases add their toxic effects to the mix, leading to the exacerbation of global 
warming and the formation of ozone holes. 

As developing populations join the rat race to acquire more and more consumer goods, natural 
resources are likely to be exploited in an unsustainable manner. This jeopardizes both human 
survival as well as that of other living species on earth. Instead of identifying unsustainable levels of 
consumption as indicators of prosperity and development, therefore, it is necessary to understand 
health as being free of disease and in a position of strength as regards one’s life and community 
development. 
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Today’s lifestyle involves ever-expanding exposures to chemicals, in terms of variety and volume, as 
well as over a larger range of time, including critical periods of life such as fetal development, 
pregnancy, and old age. 

Acid Rain 

Fossil fuel combustion products released high into the atmosphere via tall chimneys change into 
acids formed from sulfur and nitrogen oxides, to fall as acid rain or snow, destroying forests and 
acidifying lakes and soils. The acids may leach metals from pipes, soils, and solder, all of which could 
end up in human drinking water and food. 

Ozone Depletion 

The ozone layer in the stratosphere is undergoing damage from various chemicals such as 
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) in aerosols, refrigerants, halons, and organic solvents of various types. 
This could allow ultraviolet radiation to reach the earth’s surface at higher levels, predisposing to skin 
cancer, cataracts of the eye lens, and general aging. 

Air Pollution 

Fossil fuels represent the greatest source of air pollution, almost three-quarters of its use being in 
developed countries, who use it for power, industrial processes, transport, and heating homes. Coal 
plus biomass combustion contribute a major chunk of human disease due to energy production. This 
is because the latter is used to heat and cook by half of the world’s population. Household air 
pollution is severe in most low-income homes in the South. 

The resulting pollution includes smoke, lung irritants, cardiovascular toxins, and carcinogens. Air 
pollution in cities is above WHO guidelines for 90% of urban-dwellers. 

 

Global Warming 

Moreover, greenhouse gases like carbon dioxide build-up in the atmosphere, causing global warming 
and a rise in the average sea level. Over half of this is due to carbon dioxide from burning fossil fuels, 
while another quarter comes from CFCs. 

The rise in global temperatures is already 0.8 to 0.9 °C higher than that before the Industrial 
Revolution and heading to 1.5 °C in less than a decade. This has led to almost a decade of the 
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warmest years ever, putting thousands of millions of people at risk for potentially fatal heat stroke 
and heat stress even in snow-bound countries in Northern Europe and Canada. 

Other impacts include heavy rains and flooding, drought and desertification, changes in vector 
habitat and distribution, with increasing areas being affected by scourges like malaria, filariasis, and 
dengue. 

Hazardous Waste 

The dumping of hazardous wastes from highly industrialized countries in developing countries is 
another issue that could endanger the health of those living near the site of disposal, especially as 
this is unlikely to be properly regulated in such regions. Run-off from such heavily polluted dumps 
can pollute rivers, lakes, and oceans. 

Ocean Pollution 

Ocean pollution occurs most heavily near the coast, especially with large bays and seas. Both 
biological and chemical pollution can occur, contaminating and eventually killing off fish and beach 
species. This can cause seafood poisoning and epidemics of foodborne diseases. 

Melting glaciers have raised the sea level, while rising water temperatures, loss of aquatic species 
including coral reefs, and low oxygenation, add to the ocean pollution. Fishing is endangered by such 
pollution, increasing the occupational danger for fishermen as they sail unfamiliar waters, while 
many aquatic species face extinction. 

Unhealthy coastal and ocean water could leave over a billion coast-dwellers unemployed, while over 
3 billion people who use fish as a primary dietary constituent will experience food insecurity. 
Vanishing coral reefs and dying fisheries will lead to the loss of approximately $280 billion, with the 
jobs of up to 120 million being jeopardized. 

Water Pollution 

Meanwhile, freshwater resources have been impacted by the change in precipitation patterns and 
the melting of glaciers, changes in the water table, and the buildup of antibiotics, toxins, pollutants 
like micro-and nano-plastics, nutrients, and biological or infectious agents. Unregulated industrial 
development leads to water pollution by the release of industrial effluent. 

Agricultural chemicals are another major source of water pollution. The use of excessive amounts of 
fertilizer and pesticide affects the food chain, contaminates the groundwater and other aquatic 
resources, leading to algal blooms, and health hazards, including the death, of land and aquatic 
animals. The result is that water bodies cannot deal with biodegradable waste, or dilute non-
biodegradable wastes. 

The greatest impact is felt in developing countries, due to poor regulation of all these sources of 
pollution. Poverty is associated with poor hygiene, which further exacerbates environmental 
pollution by contamination of water and food with sewage, both human and animal. Pollution of 
water sources further worsens access to safe and clean water for drinking and washing. 

Loss of Biodiversity 

The threat to biodiversity has never been so great as in the last couple of centuries when species 
disappear before our very eyes. The extinction of a species can cause humans to lose a source of 
food, medicines, and/or pest control. Worse, it reverberates at multiple levels, with the loss of 
genetic matter, organisms, or whole ecosystems. 

Maintaining a habitat friendly to other species is crucial to keeping an ecological balance since 
human life depends on the presence of adequate numbers of multiple other species. Environmental 
degradation that endangers plant and animal life will, inevitably, reduce the quality of human life, as 
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seen above in the case of ocean and freshwater pollution that compromises the availability of 
seafood. 

Again, global warming allows insect vectors of infectious disease to expand their habitat, increase in 
numbers, and form a greater proportion of the total insect population. 

Wild animal hosts that harbor many pathogens capable of infecting humans and causing zoonotic 
disease may also be brought into more frequent and closer proximity with humans via such 
encroachment of humans into their habitat in the name of development. 

Reduced biodiversity also threatens the availability of traditional medicines and foods from plants, 
which are the greatest and least expensive source of both. It also reduces the ability of natural 
environments such as croplands and fisheries to fight against pests, replenishes soil nutrients, and 
nurture plant pollinators for healthy crops. The spread of invasive species that occurs as a result, 
along with the increasing smuggling of wildlife, timber, and seafood, contribute to the loss of 
biodiversity.  

Measures to improve health may lead to the inadvertent loss of species, such as the widespread use 
of insecticides to reduce mosquito numbers and thus control mosquito-borne diseases. 

Land Degradation 

Land is being degraded, transformed from natural forest, plains, marsh, or delta to artificial farming 
systems, and polluted. An example is the way in which land is switched to growing meat, eggs, and 
milk-producing animals instead of grains, pulses, and vegetables that could feed many times the 
number of people with the same amount of land and other inputs. 

While more food is being produced today than ever before, a large proportion of the global 
population remains underfed and malnourished, susceptible to disease and early death, unable 
either to grow or to buy enough food. As the soil loses its fertility, pollinators die out (due to the loss 
of habitat, pesticide use, and parasitic infestation), and topsoil is lost to winds and floods, farming 
systems may soon reach the tipping point. 

As the sea level rises, coastal populations are being flooded out and/or lose their means of 
livelihood. Environmental plastic pollution leads to the ingestion and concentration of microplastics 
in animals and humans, affecting a variety of physiological pathways. 

Sound Policy is Fundamental 

A failure to use sustainable development policies, in growing enough food, manufacturing goods, 
disposing of waste, obtaining raw materials, or transporting people and goods, leads to the 
breakdown of natural systems. This endangers both current health and survival, as well as leaving 
behind an increasingly fragile and toxic world to future generations. 

 

 

Read the article  by clicking on the link https://www.theactuary.com/features/2021/10/07/unhealthy-

planet-unhealthy-people or ask your teacher to get the text on paper. Answer the questions on the 
sheet.  

 

https://www.theactuary.com/features/2021/10/07/unhealthy-planet-unhealthy-people
https://www.theactuary.com/features/2021/10/07/unhealthy-planet-unhealthy-people
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2.3. Climate conferences and sustainable development goals 

The United Nations Climate Change Conferences are yearly conferences held in the framework of 
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC). They serve as the formal 
meeting of the UNFCCC parties (Conference of the Parties, COP) to assess progress in dealing 
with climate change, and beginning in the mid-1990s, to negotiate the Kyoto Protocol to establish 
legally binding obligations for developed countries to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions. 

Starting in 2005 the conferences have also served as the "Conference of the Parties Serving as the 
Meeting of Parties to the Kyoto Protocol" (CMP); also parties to the convention that are not parties 
to the protocol can participate in protocol-related meetings as observers.  

From 2011 to 2015 the meetings were used to negotiate the Paris Agreement as part of the Durban 
platform, which created a general path towards climate action. Any final text of a COP must be 
agreed by consensus.  

The first UN Climate Change Conference was held in 1995 in Berlin. 

An overview of the most important Conferences of the Parties 

1997: COP 3, Kyoto, Japan 

COP 3 took place on 1-11 December 1997 in Kyoto, Japan. After intensive negotiations, it adopted 
the Kyoto Protocol, which outlined the greenhouse gas emissions reduction obligation for Annex I 
countries, along with what came to be known as Kyoto mechanisms such as emissions trading, clean 
development mechanism and joint implementation. 

In a separate decision of the Conference of Parties, countries agreed to a range of national security 
exemptions which stated that bunker fuels and emissions from multilateral military operations would 
not be part of national emissions totals and would be reported outside of those totals.  

Most industrialized countries and some central European economies in transition (all defined as 
Annex B countries) agreed to legally binding reductions in greenhouse gas emissions of an average of 
6 to 8% below 1990 levels between the years 2008–2012, defined as the first emissions budget 
period. The United States would be required to reduce its total emissions an average of 7% below 
1990 levels; however Congress did not ratify the treaty after Clinton signed it. The Bush 
administration explicitly rejected the protocol in 2001. 

2000: COP 6, The Hague, Netherlands 

COP 6 took place on 13–25 November 2000, in The Hague, Netherlands. The discussions evolved 
rapidly into a high-level negotiation over the major political issues. These included major controversy 
over the United States' proposal to allow credit for carbon "sinks" in forests and agricultural lands 
that would satisfy a major proportion of the U.S. emissions reductions in this way; disagreements 
over consequences for non-compliance by countries that did not meet their emission reduction 
targets; and difficulties in resolving how developing countries could obtain financial assistance to 
deal with adverse effects of climate change and meet their obligations to plan for measuring and 
possibly reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

In the final hours of COP 6, despite some compromises agreed between the United States and some 
EU countries, notably the United Kingdom, the EU countries as a whole, led by Denmark and 
Germany, rejected the compromise positions, and the talks in The Hague collapsed. Jan Pronk, the 
President of COP 6, suspended COP-6 without agreement, with the expectation that negotiations 
would later resume. It was later announced that the COP 6 meetings (termed "COP 6 bis") would be 
resumed in Bonn, Germany, in the second half of July. The next regularly scheduled meeting of the 
parties to the UNFCCC, COP 7, had been set for Marrakech, Morocco, in October–November 2001. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_Nations_Framework_Convention_on_Climate_Change
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conference_of_the_parties
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Climate_change
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paris_Agreement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_United_Nations_Climate_Change_Conference#Durban_Platform
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/2011_United_Nations_Climate_Change_Conference#Durban_Platform
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyoto
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyoto_Protocol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bunker_fuels
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Hague
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Developing_countries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Effects_of_climate_change
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jan_Pronk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marrakech,_Morocco
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2001: COP 6, Bonn, Germany 

COP 6 negotiations resumed on 17–27 July 2001, in Bonn, Germany, with little progress having been 
made in resolving the differences that had produced an impasse in The Hague. However, this 
meeting took place after George W. Bush had become the President of the United States and had 
rejected the Kyoto Protocol in March 2001; as a result the United States delegation to this meeting 
declined to participate in the negotiations related to the Protocol and chose to take the role of 
observer at the meeting. As the other parties negotiated the key issues, agreement was reached on 
most of the major political issues, to the surprise of most observers, given the low expectations that 
preceded the meeting. The agreements included: 

1. Flexible mechanisms: The "flexibility mechanisms" which the United States had strongly 
favored when the Protocol was initially put together, including emissions trading, joint 
implementation (JI), and the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) which allows 
industrialized countries to fund emissions reduction activities in developing countries as an 
alternative to domestic emission reductions. One of the key elements of this agreement was 
that there would be no quantitative limit on the credit a country could claim from use of 
these mechanisms provided domestic action constituted a significant element of the efforts 
of each Annex B country to meet their targets. 

2. Carbon sinks: It was agreed that credit would be granted for broad activities that absorb 
carbon from the atmosphere or store it, including forest and cropland management, and re-
vegetation, with no over-all cap on the amount of credit that a country could claim for sinks 
activities. In the case of forest management, an Appendix Z establishes country-specific caps 
for each Annex I country. Thus, a cap of 13 million tons could be credited to Japan (which 
represents about 4% of its base-year emissions). For cropland management, countries could 
receive credit only for carbon sequestration increases above 1990 levels. 

3. Compliance: Final action on compliance procedures and mechanisms that would address 
non-compliance with Protocol provisions was deferred to COP 7, but included broad outlines 
of consequences for failing to meet emissions targets that would include a requirement to 
"make up" shortfalls at 1.3 tons to 1, suspension of the right to sell credits for surplus 
emissions reductions, and a required compliance action plan for those not meeting their 
targets. 

4. Financing: There was agreement on the establishment of three new funds to provide 
assistance for needs associated with climate change: (1) a fund for climate change that 
supports a series of climate measures; (2) a least-developed-country fund to support 
National Adaptation Programs of Action; and (3) a Kyoto Protocol adaptation fund supported 
by a CDM levy and voluntary contributions. 

A number of operational details attendant upon these decisions remained to be negotiated and 
agreed upon, and these were the major issues considered by the COP 7 meeting that followed. 

2010: COP 16/CMP 6, Cancún, Mexico 

COP 16 was held in Cancún, Mexico, from 28 November to 10 December 2010.  

The outcome of the summit was an agreement adopted by the states' parties that called for the 
US$100 billion per annum "Green Climate Fund", and a "Climate Technology Centre" and network. 
However the funding of the Green Climate Fund was not agreed upon. Nor was a commitment to a 
second period of the Kyoto Protocol agreed upon, but it was concluded that the base year shall be 
1990 and the global warming potentials shall be those provided by the IPCC. 

All parties "Recognizing that climate change represents an urgent and potentially irreversible threat 
to human societies and the planet, and thus requires to be urgently addressed by all Parties". It 
recognizes the IPCC Fourth Assessment Report goal of a maximum 2 °C global warming and all parties 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bonn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kyoto_Protocol
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flexible_Mechanisms
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joint_Implementation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joint_Implementation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clean_Development_Mechanism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carbon_sink
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Canc%C3%BAn
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Green_Climate_Fund
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IPCC_Fourth_Assessment_Report
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should take urgent action to meet this goal. It also agreed upon greenhouse gas emissions should 
peak as soon as possible, but recognizing that the time frame for peaking will be longer in developing 
countries, since social and economic development and poverty eradication are the first and 
overriding priorities of developing countries. 

2015: COP 21/CMP 11, Paris, France 

The COP 21 was held in Paris from 30 November to 12 December 2015. Negotiations resulted in the 
adoption of the Paris Agreement on 12 December, governing climate change reduction measures 
from 2020. The adoption of this agreement ended the work of the Durban platform, established 
during COP17. The agreement will enter into force (and thus become fully effective) on 4 November 
2016. On 4 October 2016 the threshold for adoption was reached with over 55 countries 
representing at least 55% of the world's greenhouse gas emissions ratifying the Agreement.  

2022: COP 27/CMP 17/CMA 4, Sharm El Sheikh, Egypt 

Set against a difficult geopolitical backdrop, COP27 resulted in countries delivering a package of 
decisions that reaffirmed their commitment to limit global temperature rise to 1.5 degrees Celsius 
above pre-industrial levels. The package also strengthened action by countries to cut greenhouse gas 
emissions and adapt to the inevitable impacts of climate change, as well as boosting the support of 
finance, technology and capacity building needed by developing countries. 
 
Creating a specific fund for loss and damage marked an important point of progress, with the issue 
added to the official agenda and adopted for the first time at COP27. 
 
Governments took the ground-breaking decision to establish new funding arrangements, as well as a 
dedicated fund, to assist developing countries in responding to loss and damage. Governments also 
agreed to establish a ‘transitional committee’ to make recommendations on how to operationalize 
both the new funding arrangements and the fund at COP28 next year. The first meeting of the 
transitional committee is expected to take place before the end of March 2023. 
 
Parties also agreed on the institutional arrangements to operationalize the Santiago Network for Loss 
and Damage, to catalyze technical assistance to developing countries that are particularly vulnerable 
to the adverse effects of climate change. 

 

Check the website: https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/paris-agreement and name the 3 key 
elements of the Paris Agreement. 

 

Sustainable Development Goals 

The Sustainable Development Goals are a call for action by all countries – poor, rich and middle-
income – to promote prosperity while protecting the planet. They recognize that ending poverty 
must go hand-in-hand with strategies that build economic growth and address a range of social 
needs including education, health, social protection and job opportunities, while tackling climate 
change and environmental protection. 

Of the 17 goals, number 13 calls for urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts. But all 
of the goals influence climate change – and vice versa. We will make little progress on climate action 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Poverty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Developing_countries
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paris
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paris_Agreement
https://unfccc.int/cop27/auv
https://unfccc.int/cop27/auv
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/paris-agreement
http://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/climate-change/
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without accelerating achievement of Goal 7 on affordable and clean energy, for instance, or Goal 12 
on responsible consumption and production. Climate solutions can support the goals such as through 
a just transition to renewable energy centred on providing decent work, the focus of Goal 8, or 
through developing resilient infrastructure under Goal 9. 

The United Nations' Agenda 2030 for Sustainable Development poses a challenge to many 
governments. Agenda 2030 represents an integrated approach to the various dimensions of 
sustainable development, with no fewer than 17 objectives and 169 sub-objectives. Goals that are 
also interlinked. 

 

Look at the small video on YouTube https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6qPnu82OVU 
and answer the key questions. 

3. Carbon footprint 

Your carbon footprint is the amount of carbon dioxide released into the air because of your own 
energy needs. You need transportation, electricity, food, clothing, and other goods. Your choices can 
make a difference. 

When talking about climate change, footprint is a metaphor for the total impact that something has. 
And carbon is a shorthand for all the different greenhouse gases that contribute to global warming. 

Reducing your carbon footprint is important because it mitigates the effects of global climate 
change, improves public health, boosts the global economy, and maintains biodiversity. When we cut 
carbon emissions we help ensure cleaner air, water, and food for our generation and for generations 
yet to come. 

3.1. Definition 

Today, the term “carbon footprint” is often used as shorthand for the amount of carbon (usually in 
tonnes) being emitted by an activity or organization. The carbon footprint is also an important 
component of the Ecological Footprint, since it is one competing demand for biologically productive 
space. Carbon emissions from burning fossil fuel accumulate in the atmosphere if there is not 
enough biocapacity dedicated to absorb these emissions. Therefore, when the carbon footprint is 
reported within the context of the total Ecological Footprint, the tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions 
are expressed as the amount of productive land area required to sequester those carbon dioxide 
emissions. This tells us how much biocapacity is necessary to neutralize the emissions from burning 
fossil fuels. 
 
Measuring the carbon footprint in land area does not imply that carbon sequestration is the sole 
solution to the carbon dilemma. It just shows how much biocapacity is needed to take care of our 
untreated carbon waste and avoid a carbon build-up in the atmosphere. Measuring it in this way 
enables us to address the climate change challenge in a holistic way that does not simply shift the 
burden from one natural system to another. In fact, the climate problem emerges because the planet 
does not have enough biocapacity to neutralize all the carbon dioxide from fossil fuel and provide for 
all other demands. 
 
This framework also shows climate change in a greater context—one which unites all of the 
ecological threats we face today. Climate change, deforestation, overgrazing, fisheries collapse, food 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b6qPnu82OVU
https://www.footprintnetwork.org/2017/11/09/ecological-footprint-climate-change/
https://www.footprintnetwork.org/2017/11/09/ecological-footprint-climate-change/
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insecurity, and the rapid extinction of species are all part of a single, over-arching problem: Humanity 
is simply demanding more from the Earth than it can provide. By focusing on the single issue, we can 
address all of its symptoms, rather than solving one problem at the cost of another. Also, it 
makes the self-interest to act far more obvious. 
 
The carbon Footprint is currently 60 percent of humanity’s overall Ecological Footprint and its most 
rapidly growing component. Humanity’s carbon Footprint has increased 11-fold since 1961. Reducing 
humanity’s carbon Footprint is the most essential step we can take to end overshoot and live within 
the means of our planet. 

Paris Climate Agreement 

The climate pact approved in Paris in December 2015 represented a huge historic step in re-
imagining a fossil-free future for our planet. It is nothing short of amazing that nearly 200 countries 
around the world—including oil-exporting nations—agreed to keep global temperature rise well 
below 2 degrees Celsius and, to the surprise of many, went even further by agreeing to pursue 
efforts to limit the increase to 1.5 degrees above pre-industrial levels. 
 
These bold moves suggest an end to fossil fuel use well before 2050. That is within 31 years— within 
many of our lifetimes. The math is simple: we know from IPCC’s 2014 report that a concentration of 
greenhouse gases in the atmosphere of 450 ppm CO2equivalent gives us a 66% chance to comply 
with the Paris Agreement’s 2-degree Celsius (2°C) goal. In contrast, the National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration of the United States Department of Commerce (or NOAA) reports that in 
2020 we were already at 504 ppm CO2equivalent. This confirms the need to rapidly end emitting 
carbon from fossil fuel, while also scaling up sequestration. 
 
In contrast, the pledges submitted by each nation are projected to result in a temperature rise of 
between 3 and 7 degrees Celsius, exceeding the 2-degree limit or “global handrail” acknowledged by 
the agreement. The final agreement requires countries to return every five years with new emission 
reduction targets. Whether this essential requirement will be sufficient to catalyze more action 
remains to be seen. 
 
The agreement itself implies that committing to the 2-degree limit will involve far more than just a 
transition to clean energy; managing land to support many competing needs also will be part of the 
solution. If we truly move out of fossil fuel fast and furiously, demand for substitutes—for instance 
forests as a fuel source—could place tremendous new pressures on our planet if not managed well. 
At the same time, the agreement references reducing emissions through “sustainable management 
of forests and enhancement of forest carbon stocks in developing countries.” The agreement also 
says it “aims to strengthen the global response to climate change…in a manner that does not 
threaten food production.” 
 
The combination of all these forces—consumption, deforestation, agriculture and food, emissions—
underscores more than ever the value of a comprehensive measure like the Ecological Footprint that 
takes into account all competing demands on the biosphere, including CO2 emissions and the 
capacity of our forests and oceans to absorb carbon. 

https://www.footprintnetwork.org/2017/11/09/ecological-footprint-climate-change/
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Renewable Energy 

Still, transitioning to renewable energy is one of the most powerful ways for a country to reduce its 
Ecological Footprint. Many countries still have a long way to go on that front. 
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3.2. The Consumer Footprint Calculator (general) 

The carbon footprint is a very important means to understand the impact of a person’s behavior 
on global warming. This is why someone who effectively wants to contribute to stopping global 
warming, at least on an individual scale, needs to measure and keep track of their personal carbon 
footprint. 
 
And here is where online calculators come in. For instance, by using the carbon footprint calculators 
from WWF or the UN you’ll be asked to provide pieces of information such as: how you commute to 
work, what your usual diet is, how much you drive or fly, the size of your household, or what type of 
electricity the grid provides you. 
 
The result you’ll get won’t be perfect or very much accurate – and there are several reasons why. 
First, because carbon footprint calculators use standard values that aren’t always right for a multiple 
of possible situations. For instance, when you type how many miles you drive on average, a certain 
reference value for the CO2/emissions/mile will be multiplied by your miles and then by 12 months. 
However, both numbers are estimations: sometimes you drive more than you actually told the 
calculator, and perhaps you drive a 4×4 truck and not an SUV as the calculator is expecting. 
 
The same can happen for how much impact your diet has: eating meat is on average very carbon 
polluting, but it also depends on where you buy it (if it’s local it has fewer emissions from 
transportation) or how cows are fed. Another reason is also that these estimations usually forget 
(because it’s very hard to find numbers) to account for goods and services purchased. 
In the end, the truth is that an exact number is hard to find. Still, these calculators are the best there 
is and there’s no excuse for not getting your carbon footprint and working on how to improve it. 
 
The Consumer Footprint Calculator allows you to calculate the environmental impacts of your 
consumption pattern, as well as to evaluate how changes in your lifestyle may affect your personal 
footprint. It considers five areas of consumption, namely food, mobility, housing, household 
appliances, and household goods. 
 
The tool is based on a life cycle thinking approach, meaning that it considers the impacts occurring 
along the entire life cycle of the products and the energy that you consume. 
 
The Consumer Footprint calculator covers 16 environmental impact indicators related to emissions 
generated into soil, water, and air as well as to resource use. These 16 indicators are those adopted 
in the European Commission Product Environmental Footprint method and can be aggregated into a 
single score. This Calculator allows you to evaluate the impacts of your consumption, to help achieve 
SDG 12 on responsible consumption, and many other Sustainable Development Goals. 

 

How big is your consumer and carbon footprint  and what can you do to improve it? Underneath 
there are different tests you can do on the internet.  

• https://knowsdgs.jrc.ec.europa.eu/cfc 

• https://footprint.wwf.org.uk/#/  

• https://eplca.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ConsumerFootprint.html  

• https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/carbon-footprint-calculator/  

• https://footprintcalculator.henkel.com/en  

https://footprint.wwf.org.uk/#/
https://offset.climateneutralnow.org/footprintcalc
https://eplca.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sustainableConsumption.html
https://eplca.jrc.ec.europa.eu/sustainableConsumption.html
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC129382
https://eplca.jrc.ec.europa.eu/uploads/EF_categories_description.pdf
https://footprint.wwf.org.uk/#/
https://eplca.jrc.ec.europa.eu/ConsumerFootprint.html
https://www.nature.org/en-us/get-involved/how-to-help/carbon-footprint-calculator/
https://footprintcalculator.henkel.com/en
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3.3. How to reduce your personal carbon footprint?  

As we can tell from above, it’s hard to get someone’s exact carbon footprint. Besides this, in order to 
accurately reduce CO2 emissions, it’s also important to use numbers that approximately mirror 
someone’s local reality. 
 
If you think about it, the calculator is likely to assume that whether you have an American SUV from 
brand A being driven in New Zealand or a light Japanese car from brand B driven in Japan – they both 
have the same emissions. 
 
However, at least for now, estimations like these need to be made so we can get to something 
specific to work on. And the fact is that even though there is the chance that your car pollutes less 
than the average value used, or that the beef you buy is less polluting than the average: they’re still 
great sources of CO2 emissions, which means general guidelines still apply.  
 
In this way, and in compliance with the World Health Organization suggestions, there are 5 main 
areas you can work on to improve your carbon footprint: 
 

1. TRANSPORTATION – EXAMPLES OF GOOD & SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIORS 

• Avoid polluting car journeys (each liter of fuel burnt in a car engine emits over 2.5 kg of CO2) 
and favor walking, cycling or using public transport, especially trains; 

• If you are driving, share the ride with others and don’t speed as it uses more petrol and 
therefore, emits more CO2; 

• Avoid flying, the world’s fastest-growing source of CO2 emissions. If you do it, consider 
offsetting your emissions. 
 

2. FOOD – EXAMPLES OF GOOD & SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIORS 

• Reduce the number of animal products consumed; 

• Eat local and seasonal produced food: short trips mean less pollution from transportation; 

• Recycle/ compost organic waste. Otherwise, methane will be released by the decomposing 
biodegradable waste in landfills. In the EU, these emissions account for ~3% of GHG 
emissions. 
 

3. WATER USE – EXAMPLES OF GOOD & SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIORS 

• Use the washing machine and dishwasher only when they are full; 

• Boil only the water you will need and cover your pots while you cook: you’ll save plenty of 
energy and the process will be faster; 

• Collect the cold water from the first seconds of your shower to water your garden or plants; 

• Harvest rainwater if you have access to a rooftop as an alternative to groundwater; 

• Raise hand pumps to protect drinking-water from flood contamination. 
 

4. ENERGY USE – EXAMPLES OF GOOD & SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIORS 

• Be mindful of the temperature of your house: just 1ºC less reduce emissions (and your 
energy bill) by 5-10%; 

• Turn down air-con for the cold – they are super energy expensive. Use a fan instead; 

• Program your energy devices so that they’re on only while you are (about to get) home; 
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• Improve your house’s insulation so that less heat gets out when it’s cold and less heat comes 
in when it’s warm, reducing the need to use other devices; 

• Mind the settings you choose: maybe your fridge doesn’t have to be in the coolest setting 
and your water cylinder thermostat doesn’t have to be set higher than 50ºC; 

• Unplug your cellphone’s charger as it still drains electricity even when it is not connected to 
the cellphone; 

• Switch off the lights when you don’t need them and use energy-saving lights such as LED; 

• Change your electricity supplier for a greener one that provides more green (renewable) 
energy so help low carbon energy sources are strengthened. 
 

5. WASTE MANAGEMENT – EXAMPLES OF GOOD & SUSTAINABLE BEHAVIORS 

• Refuse what you don’t need, reduce what you need; reuse it as many times as you can, re-
purpose if you’re not using it anymore and recycle or compost it and something reaches the 
end of its lifecycle; 

• Avoid buying new bags to transport your shopping back home by reusing your shopping bag; 

• Choose products with little/no packaging: this ultimately cuts down production costs. 

 

 
 
Let’s finish of this chapter with a creative assignment. You will work in pairs. 
You will start up a campaign (poster, flyer) to make hairdressers aware of the impact of their 
carbon footprint and how to be as sustainable as possible. Make sure you tick of all the criteria 
given on the evaluation form. 

4. Conclusion  

You’ve got an introduction on sustainability. You should know by now whether you are sustainable 
yourself or not and how you can improve this. You also know what climate change means and what 
the consequences are for our precious planet Earth. Good to know there are climate conferences 
and sustainable development goals that will lead the world towards a better and more sustainable 
future. Keep up the good results by calculating your carbon footprint now and then and implement 
some actions to reduce your personal carbon footprint.  
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