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“An indicator is something that helps you understand where you are, 
which way you are going and how far you are from where you want to be. 
A good indicator alerts you to a problem before it gets too bad and 
helps you recognize what needs to be done to fix the problem.” 

_Maureen Hart 
 
You may want to investigate this site for ideas: 
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ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT ACCOUNTS: 
MOVING SUSTAINABILITY FROM CONCEPT TO MEASURABLE GOAL 
1904 Franklin Street 6th Floor �  Oakland, CA 94612 �  voice.510.444.3041 �  fax.510.444.3191 �  info@rprogress.org 
www.RedefiningProgress.org 
 
The Ecological Footprint Accounts compute sustainability in specific and understandable 
terms by using the best available scientific data. They allow individuals, policy analysts, 
organizations, and governments to measure and communicate the economic, 
environmental, distributional and security impacts of natural resource use. 
 
HUMANITY ’S FOOTPRINT THE EARTH ’S REGENERATIVE CAPCITY  
There are only 1.9 global hectares (4.7 acres) of biologically productive space available 
per person on the Earth. The world average Ecological Footprint of 2.3 global hectares 
(5.6 acres) per person means humanity is currently exceeding the biosphere’s ecological 
capacity by over 20% using 1999 data, the latest available. (Due to population increase, 
the capacity per person decreased by four percent from 1999 to 2002.) Leaving space 
untouched for other species makes the ecological deficit even larger.  
The biosphere needs about one year and two months to renew what humanity 
consumes in one year. Humanity, as a result, is depleting the earth ’s natural capital 
stock. 
In many countries, the demand for ecological capacity exceeds its available biologically 
productive area. These nations are running a national ecological deficit. In this case, the 
country ’s area alone cannot provide sufficient ecological services to satisfy its 
population ’s current patterns of consumption. It must, as a result, rely on foreign 
sources or deplete its own capacity. 
 
CALCULATING THE ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT  
Ecological Footprint Accounts document humanity’s demands on nature. A population ’s 
Ecological Footprint is the biologically productive area needed to produce the resources 
used and absorb the waste generated by that population. Since people use resources 
from all over the world, the Ecological Footprint Accounts calculate the combined size of 
these areas —wherever they may be on the planet. Ecological Footprints (representing 
human demand) can be compared to the biological capacity (representing ecological 
supply) in a specific region or for the entire planet. When human demands exceed 
ecological production, the natural capital (assets on which current and future generations 
depend) declines. This situation is called “overshoot,” or the global ecological deficit. 
Current calculations assess a nation’s consumption in over 60 categories of resources 
by adding imports to, and subtracting exports from, domestic production. Each category 
includes primary products (such as milk or timber) and the manufactured products 
derived from them. Resource use and waste emissions are expressed in global hectares 
(or acres) by calculating how much biologically productive space is required to provide 
these services using current technology. 
 

The average world citizen has an Ecological Footprint of 2.3 global 
hectares (5.6 acres), the average German’s is 4.7 global hectares (12 
acres), and the average American’s is 9.6 global hectares (24 acres). 
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 Glossary of Terms 
 
• Carrying Capacity - the population that can be supported indefinitely by its supporting systems. 
 
• Closed loop system – a system that constantly recycles the same materials over and over again. In 

nature, materials flow in a closed loop in which waste from one form of life becomes nutriment for 
another. 

 
• Commons - the common resources that are owned by everyone 
 
• Community - (ecology) an assemblage of living organisms that interact with each other; (sociology) a 

group of people who live and interact within a specific geographic area. 
 
• Community Capital - the natural, human, social, and built capital from which a community receives 

benefits and on which the community relies for continued existence. 
 
• Community Initiative - a venue where a community can work on issues of common concern. 
 
• Conservation – a system for conserving objects or resources from the past for the future. 
 
• Culture - "the total way of life of a people," "a way of thinking, feeling, and believing," or "a set of 

techniques for adjusting both to the external environment and to other men" 
 
• Develop - to improve or bring to a more advanced state. 
 
• Ecological Footprint - each organism uses resources from the ecosystem to exist, and this essential 

requirement can be expressed as an area of the planet that annually supplies these requirements each 
year and defined as the organism's ecological footprint. 

 
• Ecology - the study of how plants, animals and their environment interact with one another.  
 
• Economy - the way that goods and services are produced, distributed and consumed. 
 
• Environment – the total surroundings and forces that act upon a living thing. 
 
• Geographical boundaries – a defined area that a population of living organisms resides or migrates 

within. 
 
• Green Map – a chart or diagram that shows the places where nature and the human-designed world 

interconnect. 
 
• Infrastructure -as people began to civilize, literally to "gather in cities," they needed constructed 

facilities to support human activities. Infrastructure is the physical facilities which move people, goods, 
commodities, water, waste, energy and information.  

 
 
• Model - a representation of some aspect of reality. The purpose of creating a model is to help 

understand, describe, or predict how things work in the real world by exploring a simplified 
representation of a particular entity or phenomenon. 

 
• Natural capital – a concept that refers to the earth's natural resources and the ecological systems that 

provide vital life-support services to society and all living things. 
 
• Natural capitalism - a new business model that works within four major elements: 



a) Radically increase the productivity of resource use. 
b) Shift to biologically inspired production with closed loops, no waste, and no toxicity.  
c) Shift the business model away from the making and selling of "things" to providing the 

service that the "thing" delivers. 
d) Reinvest in natural and human capital. 

 
• Non-renewable - resources can never be replaced once they are gone. 
 
• Open loop system - a system where resources are extracted at one end, turned into products in the 

middle, and then discarded back to nature in the form of air, water, and land pollutants at the end. The 
system is great for the people in the middle - that's where products are used and profits are extracted. 
But it leaves costs at each end. In the short run, those costs are perfectly affordable. But in the long 
run, they mount until they threaten the economy's foundation. 

 
• Renewable - resources that can be restored and replenished by nature in a reasonable amount of time. 
 
• Sustain - to continue without lessening, to nourish, to allow to flourish. 
 
• Sustainability – a system that uses the available resources to satisfy the needs of a community while 

ensuring that in meeting its own needs, it is not hurting the ability of those in other communities to 
meet their needs. 

• Sustainable Production - the creation of goods and services using processes and systems that are 
nonpolluting; conserving of energy and natural resources; economically efficient; safe and healthful for 
employees, communities, and consumers; and socially and creatively rewarding for all working people. 

 
• System - a set of interrelated components related by flows of energy, material, or information.  
 
• Town center - a compact area with a mix of retail, office and commercial activity and housing that 

serves as a hub of community activity. 
 
• Town meeting –a gathering of a town’s eligible voters, 
 
• Urban sprawl – an endless outward development around major cities. 
 
• Watershed - the area of land that catches rain and snow and drains or seeps into a marsh, stream, river, 

lake or groundwater.  
�


