


2   

NATURE IS THE BASIS OF OUR WELL-BEING AND OUR PROSPERITY. 
BIODIVERSITY HAS DECLINED GLOBALLY BY AROUND 30 PER CENT 
BETWEEN 1970 AND 2008; BY 60 PER CENT IN THE TROPICS. DEMAND 
ON NATURAL RESOURCES HAS DOUBLED SINCE 1966 AND WE ARE 
CURRENTLY USING THE EQUIVALENT OF 1.5 PLANETS TO SUPPORT 
OUR ACTIVITIES. HIGH-INCOME COUNTRIES HAVE A FOOTPRINT FIVE 
TIMES GREATER THAN THAT OF LOW-INCOME COUNTRIES. AREAS OF 
HIGH BIODIVERSITY PROVIDE IMPORTANT ECOSYSTEM SERVICES SUCH 
AS CARBON STORAGE, FUEL WOOD, FRESHWATER FLOW AND MARINE 
FISH STOCKS.THE LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY AND RELATED ECOSYSTEM 
SERVICES PARTICULARLY IMPACTS THE WORLD�S
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POOREST PEOPLES WHO RELY MOST DIRECTLY ON THESE SERVICES 
TO SURVIVE. �BUSINESS AS USUAL� PROJECTIONS ESTIMATE  
THAT WE WILL NEED THE EQUIVALENT OF TWO PLANETS BY 2030  
TO MEET OUR ANNUAL DEMANDS. NATURAL CAPITAL � BIODIVERSITY, 
ECOSYSTEMS AND ECOSYSTEM SERVICES � MUST BE PRESERVED  
AND, WHERE NECESSARY, RESTORED AS THE FOUNDATION OF  
HUMAN ECONOMIES AND SOCIETIES. WWF�S ONE PLANET 
PERSPECTIVE PROPOSES HOW TO MANAGE, GOVERN AND SHARE 
NATURAL CAPITAL WITHIN THE EARTH�S ECOLOGICAL LIMITS. WE  
CAN REDUCE OUR FOOTPRINT BY PRODUCING MORE WITH LESS,  
AND CONSUMING BETTER, WISER AND LESS.



4   

©
 S

im
on de Trey-W

hite / W
W

F-U
K

x
Women cutting grass, Khata, Nepal.





2   

Within the vast immensity of the 
universe, a thin layer of life encir-
cles a planet. Bound by rock below 
and space above, millions of diverse 
species thrive. Together, they form 
the ecosystems and habitats that  
we so readily recognize as planet 
Earth – and which, in turn, supply 
a multitude of ecosystem services 
upon which people, and all life,  
depend.

Ever-growing human demand 
for resources, however, is putting 
tremendous pressure on biodiver-
sity. This threatens the continued 
provision of ecosystem services, 
which not only further threatens 
biodiversity, but also our own future 
security, health and well-being.

At our current rate of consumption, 
the Earth needs 1.5 years to produce 
and replenish the natural resources 
that we consume in a single year. 
The Living Planet Report 2012 re-
ports an alarming rate of biodiver-
sity loss – in total 28 per cent global 
reduction between 1970 and 2008. 
The Living Planet Report high-
lights that current trends can still 
be reversed, through making better 
choices that place the natural world 
at the centre of economies, business 
models and lifestyles.

SEVEN BILLION EXPECTATIONS, ONE PLANET
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Living Planet Report 2012
This booklet provides a summary of the ninth edition of 
WWF’s Living Planet Report (LPR) – a biennial publication 
that documents the “state of the planet”:  the changing state 
of biodiversity, ecosystems and humanity’s demand on 
natural resources; and explores the implications of these 
changes for biodiversity and humanity. The full report, and 
its far more comprehensive treatment of the subject matter, 
can be downloaded from wwf.panda.org/lpr
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Figure 2: The Tropical and Temperate 
Living Planet indices
The global tropical index shows a decline of 
around 61% between 1970 and 2008. The 
global temperate index shows an increase 
of around 31% over the same period (WWF/
ZSL, 2012).

+31%

-61%

 

Researcher and a polar bear.

Camera trap photo of Sumatran Rhinoceros.
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Rangers attach ring to a baby brown booby.

 
 

 
Monitoring biodiversity
A wide variety of monitoring 
techniques are required to 
gather information on wildlife 
population trends. The Living 
Planet Index includes data col-
lected in a wide variety of ways, 
ranging from counting indivi-
duals in a population to camera 
trapping, to surveys of nesting 
sites and monitoring animal 
traces such as footprints.Whale shark tagging Philippines.
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The Ecological Footprint tracks 
humanity’s demands on the bio-
sphere by comparing the renewable 
resources people are consuming 
against the Earth’s regenerative 
capacity, or biocapacity: the area of 
land actually available to produce 
renewable resources and absorb 
CO2 emissions. 

Both the Ecological Footprint 
and biocapacity are expressed in a 
common unit called a global hec-
tare, in which one gha represents a 
biologically productive hectare with 
world average productivity. 

The Ecological Footprint 
shows a consistent trend of over-
consumption (Figure 3). In 2008, 
the Earth’s total biocapacity was 
12.0 billion gha, or 1.8 gha per per-
son, while humanity’s Ecological 
Footprint was 18.2 billion gha, or 
2.7 gha per person. The amount of 
forest land needed to sequester car-
bon emissions, is the largest com-

ponent of the Ecological Footprint 
(55 per cent).

This discrepancy means that 
we are in an ecological overshoot 
situation: it is taking 1.5 years for 
the Earth to fully regenerate the 
renewable resources that people 
are using in a single year. Instead of 
living off the interest, we are eating 
into our natural capital.

If all of humanity lived like an 
average resident of Indonesia, 
only two-thirds of the planet’s 
biocapacity would be used; if 
everyone lived like an average 
Argentinean, humanity would 
demand more than half an ad-
ditional planet; and if everyone 
lived like an average resident of 
the USA, a total of four Earths 
would be required to regener-
ate humanity’s annual demand 
on nature.
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THE ECOLOGICAL FOOTPRINT

Figure 3: Global Ecologi-
cal Footprint by compo-
nent, 1961-2008 
The largest component of the 
Ecological Footprint is the 
carbon footprint (55%) (Glob-
al Footprint Network, 2011). 

Key

Built-up land

Fishing

Forest

Grazing

Cropland

Carbon



7

���������
Represents the amount 
of cropland used to grow 
crops for food and fibre 
for human consumption 
as well as for animal feed, 
oil crops and rubber.

���������
Represents the amount 
of cropland used to grow 
crops for food and fibre 
for human consumption 
as well as for animal feed, 
oil crops and rubber.

�������
Represents the amount of forest land that 
could sequester CO2 emissions from the 
burning of fossil fuels, excluding the 
fraction absorbed by the oceans which 
leads to acidification.

�������������
Represents the 
amount of grazing 
land used to raise 
livestock for meat, 
dairy, hide and 
wool products.

�����
��������
Represents the amount of land covered by 
human infrastructure, including 
transportation, housing, industrial 
structures and reservoirs for hydropower.

����
��
Represents the amount 
of forest required to 
supply timber products, 
pulp and fuel wood.

��
	����������
�
Calculated from the estimated primary 
production required to support the fish 
and seafood caught, based on catch 
data for marine and freshwater species. 

THE COMPONENTS 
OF THE ECOLOGICAL 
FOOTPRINT
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Figure 4: Ecological Footprint 
per country per person
This comparison includes all coun-
tries with populations greater than 
1 million for which complete data 
are available (Global Footprint 
Network, 2011).

DIFFERENT COUNTRIES, DIFFERENT FOOTPRINTS

World average Ecological Footprint per person was 2.7 gha in 2008

On a global scale, both population 
and the average per capita footprint 
have increased since 1961. However, 
the relative contribution of each 
to the overall increased Ecological 
Footprint is different in different re-
gions. The available biocapacity per 
person nearly halved in the same 
time (Figure 5). 

Since the 1970s, humanity’s annual 
demand on the natural world has 
exceeded what the Earth can renew 
each year.  Similar to overdrawing 
a bank account, eventually the re-
sources will be depleted. At current 
consumption rates some ecosys-
tems will collapse even before the 
resource is completely gone. 
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The per capita Ecological Footprint 
of high-income nations dwarfs that 
of low- and middle-income coun-
tries (Figure 7).  

The Living Planet Index for 
high-income countries shows an 
increase of 7 per cent between 1970 
and 2008 (Figure 8). This is likely 
to be due to a combination of fac-
tors, not least of which being that 
these nations are able to purchase 
and import resources from lower-
income countries. 

In stark contrast, the index 
for low-income countries has de-
clined by 60 per cent. This trend is 
potentially catastrophic, not just for 
biodiversity but also for the people 
living in those countries. While eve-
ryone depends ultimately on eco-
system services and natural assets, 
the world’s poorest people feel the 
impact of environmental degrada-
tion most directly. Without access 
to land, clean water, adequate food, 

HIGH INCOME COUNTRIES MAKE DISPROPORTIONATE DEMANDS 
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fuel and materials, vulnerable peo-
ple cannot break out of the poverty 
trap and prosper.

Figure 8: Living Planet Index by 
country income group
The index shows a 7% increase in high-in-
come countries, a 31% decline in middle-
income countries and a 60% decline in 
low- income countries between 1970 and 
2008 (WWF/ ZSL, 2012).

Figure 7: Changes in the Ecologi-
cal Footprint per person in high-, 
middle- and low-income countries 
between 1961 and 2008 
The black line represents world average 
biocapacity in 2008 (Global Footprint 
Network, 2011).
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The carbon storage service provided 
by the world’s forests is vital for 
climate stabilization. The amount 
of carbon stored in different for-
ests varies: Tropical forests store 
the most carbon. Almost half of 
this above-ground carbon is in the 
forests of Latin America, with 26 
per cent in Asia, and 25 per cent in 
Africa. 

The vast northern boreal 
conifer and broadleaved forests are 
also important carbon stores. Tem-
perate forests have been decimated 
over the centuries, but are now ex-
panding in Europe and the United 
States, and so are building carbon 
stores. In some parts of the world, 
forests grow on peatlands, where 
there can be more carbon in the soil 
than in the forest.

Europe and the United States aside, 
however, the world’s forests are be-
ing cleared and degraded through 
human activities, releasing green-
house gases, especially CO2, into 
the atmosphere. Globally, around 13 
million ha of forest were lost each 
year between 2000 and 2010. De-

forestation and forest degradation 
currently account for up to 20 per 
cent of global anthropogenic CO2 
emissions – the third-largest source 
after coal and oil. This makes for-
est conservation a vital strategy 
in global efforts to drastically cut 
greenhouse gas emissions.

FORESTS: IMPORTANT FOR CARBON STORAGE 
AND CLIMATE STABILIZATION

DEFORESTATION AND FOREST DEGRADATION 
DRIVE CLIMATE CHANGE 
CLIMATE�CHANGE IN TURN CAN DAMAGE 
FORESTS AND THE SERVICES THEY PROVIDE
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Fisherman hanging nets to dry. Papua New Guinea.
















