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Living Planet Report 2008
Media summary

WWF’s Living Planet Report has been published every two years since 1998 and has become accepted as a leading statement on the planet’s health.  It combines the Living Planet Index (LPI) - compiled by the Zoological Society of London (ZSL)  - which uses animal numbers as an indicator of the state of nature, with a series of Global Footprint Network (GFN) comparisons of Ecological Footprint and available Biocapacity at global, national and individual levels. For the first time it also includes new measures of global, national and individual water footprints.

The recent downturn in the global economy is a stark reminder of the consequences of living beyond our means. But the current  financial recession pales in comparison to the looming ecological credit crunch. Whether we live on the edge of the forest or in the heart of the city, our livelihoods and indeed our lives depend on the services provided by the Earth’s natural systems.

 The Living Planet Report 2008 tells us that we are consuming the resources that underpin those services much too fast – faster than they can be replenished. Just as reckless spending is causing recession, so reckless consumption is depleting the world’s natural capital to a point where we are endangering our future prosperity.
Living Planet Index

The Global Living Planet Index  (LPI) -  a measure derived from long term studies of nearly 5000 populations of 1686 species – shows an almost 30 per cent decline over the 35 years 1970-2005.  The 2006 Living Planet Report reported a decline of less than a quarter in the Global LPI for 1970-2003.

This is the overview, and it is alarming enough.  A closer focus shows much more vividly where the losses are occurring with the Temperate LPI showing a six per cent increase 1970-2005, while the Tropical LPI has declined by 51 per cent, the LPI for terrestrial species generally down by 33 per cent, the Freshwater LPI down 35 per cent and the Marine LPI down 14 per cent.
The Tropical Forest LPI is down 62 per cent, the Drylands LPI is down 44 per cent, and the Grasslands LPI down 36 per cent.  The Bird LPI is down 20 per cent and the Mammal LPI down 19 per cent.

These dramatic losses in our natural wealth are being driven by deforestation and land conversion in the tropics, the impact of dams and water diversions, over-grazing, pollution, over-fishing and destructive fishing.  Climate change impacts are also becoming significant, with warmer sea temperatures and reduced rainfall and stream flow affecting many species.

Humanity’s footprint and Earth’s capacity

Our global footprint now exceeds the world’s capacity to regenerate by about 30 per cent. If our demands on the planet continue at the same rate, by the mid-2030s we will need the equivalent of two planets to maintain our lifestyles. And this year’s report captures, for the first time, the impact of

our consumption on the Earth’s water resources and our vulnerability to water scarcity in many areas.

These overall trends have very concrete consequences, and we have seen them this year in daily headlines. Global prices for many crops have hit record highs, in large part due to surging demand for food, feed and biofuels, and, in some places, dwindling water supplies. For the first time in recorded history, this past summer the Arctic ice cap was surrounded by open water – literally disappearing under the impact of our carbon footprint.

Carbon emissions from fossil fuel use and land disturbance are the greatest component of humanity’s footprint, underlining the key threat of climate change.  Overall GFN’s analysis of Ecological Footprint -  the area required to produce our resources and capture our emissions expressed in Global (average) hectares of productive land or sea – produces a figure of 2.7 global ha per  person.  The area actually available – per capita Biocapacity is 2.1 global ha.

The highest five national footprints per person are the United Arab Emirates, the United States of America, Kuwait, Denmark and Australia and the lowest five are Bangladesh, Congo, Haiti, Afghanistan, Malawi.

Biocapacity is unevenly distributed, with eight nations – the United States, Brazil, Russia, China, India, Canada, Argentina and Australia - containing more than half the world total.  Population and consumption patterns make three of these countries ecological debtors, with footprints greater than their national biocapacity -  the United States (footprint 1.8 times national biocapacity), China (2.3 times) and India ( 2.2 times). Regionally, only Non-EU Europe, Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean remain within their biocapacity.
The ecological credit crunch is a global challenge. The Living Planet Report 2008 tells us that more than three quarters of the world’s people live in nations that are ecological debtors – their national consumption has outstripped their country’s biocapacity. Thus, most of us are propping up our current lifestyles, and our economic growth, by drawing (and increasingly overdrawing) upon the ecological capital of other parts of the world.

The USA and China have the largest national footprints, each in total about 21 per cent of global biocapacity, but US citizens each require an average of 9.4 global ha (or nearly 4.5 Planet Earths if the global population had US consumption patterns) while Chinese citizens use on average 2.1 global ha per person (one Planet Earth). 
This can be contrasted with the Congo with the seventh highest per person biocapacity of 13.9 global ha per person and an average footprint of just 0.5 global ha per person – but facing a future of degrading biocapacity from deforestation and increased demands from a rising population and export pressures.  

Water demand, availability and stress

The new water footprint measures show up the significance of water traded in the form of commodities with, for example, a cotton T-shirt requiring 2,900 litres of water in its production, a kilogram of cane sugar about 1500 litres and a kilogram of beef some 15,500 litres.  These water footprint measures are a considerable advance over previous figures of direct water consumption only..

On average, each person consumes 1.24 million litres (about half an Olympic swimming pool) of water a year, but this varies from 2.48 million litres per person a year (USA) to 619,000 litres per capita annually (Yemen).  On the measure of water footprint per person, five of the top ten nations are the Mediterranean countries of Greece, Italy , Spain and Portugal and Cyprus – an area facing greater and greater water stress.  

The impact of a water footprint depends entirely on where and when water is extracted.  Water use in an area where it is plentiful is unlikely to have an adverse effect on society of the environment, whereas in an areas already experiencing water shortages the same level of water use could result in the drying up of rivers and the destruction of ecosystems, with associated loss of biodiversity and livelihoods. 

Around 50 countries are currently facing moderate or severe water stress and the number of people suffering from year-round or seasonal water shortages is expected to increase as a result of climate change.  

Responding to the challenge

The good news is that we have the means to reverse the ecological credit crunch – it is not too late to prevent an irreversible ecological recession setting in. This report identifies the key areas where we need to transform our lifestyles and economies to put us on a more sustainable trajectory.

The scale of the challenge at times seems overwhelming, which is why we have introduced the concept of “sustainability wedges” to tackle ecological overshoot across different sectors and drivers. This wedge analysis enables us to break down the various contributing factors of overshoot and propose different solutions for each. 
For the single most important challenge – climate change – , the WWF Climate Solutions Model uses a wedge analysis to show that a range of efficiency, renewable and low emissions “wedges” could meet projected energy demands to 2050 with reductions in carbon emissions of 60 to 80 per cent.  Bringing an ecosystems approach into consumption, development and trade considerations would go a long way to protecting the world's vital living resources.

Success requires that we manage resources on nature’s terms and at nature’s scale. This means

that decisions in each sector, such as agriculture or fisheries, must be taken with an eye to broader ecological consequences. It also means that we must find ways to manage across our own

boundaries – across property lines and political borders – to take care of the ecosystem as a whole.

It is nearly four decades since the Apollo 8 astronauts photographed the famous “Earth Rise”, providing the first ever view of Planet Earth. In the two generations since, the world has moved from ecological credit to ecological deficit. 
The human species has a remarkable track record of ingenuity and problem solving. The same spirit that took man to the moon must now be harnessed to free future generations from crippling

ecological debt.

About WWF
WWF is one of the world's largest and most respected independent conservation organizations, with almost 5 million supporters and a global network active in over 100 countries.  WWF's mission is to stop the degradation of the earth's natural environment and to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by conserving the world's biological diversity, ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable, and promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.
About ZSL

Founded in 1826, the Zoological Society of London (ZSL) is an international scientific, conservation and educational charity: our key role is the conservation of animals and their habitats.  ZSL runs ZSL London Zoo and ZSL Whipsnade Zoo, carries out scientific research in the Institute of Zoology and is actively involved in field conservation in over forty countries worldwide. www.zsl.org
About GFN

The Global Footprint Network promotes a sustainable economy by advancing the Ecological Footprint, a tool that makes sustainability measurable.  Together with its partners, the network coordinates research, develops methodological standards, and provides decision makers with robust resource accounts to help  the human economy operate within the Earth’s ecological limits. www.footprintnetwork.org 
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