
Most of us lead careless lifestyles that keep 
adding to environmental pollution. Carbon 

Footprint: reducing it for a better tomorrow 
takes an in-depth and critical look at our 

day-to-day activities: food habits, lifestyle, 
or mode of transport. It offers solutions and 

measures to reduce our carbon footprint to make 
our homes energy-effi cient, recycle waste, reduce 

greenhouse gases, or gain from the benefi ts of 
using renewable energy. Follow 101 easy ways to 

refashion our lifestyles and emerge as 
“green” citizens.
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From the Desk of Dr R K Pachauri 

Very few among us are aware that our daily activities — travelling, 
buying, dietary choices, and so on — cause emissions of greenhouse 

gases like carbon dioxide? These gases are building up in the Earth’s 
atmosphere, slowly increasing the average global temperature — a 
phenomenon commonly known as “climate change”. 

Carbon footprint is a measure of the impact an individual or group has 
on the environment in terms of the greenhouse gases (especially carbon 
dioxide) they emit. Thus, for the sake of our own and our planet’s future, 
it is imperative that we learn how to effectively lower our carbon footprint. 

“Living green”, or adopting a low-carbon lifestyle, is a trend that is 
gaining popularity across the globe. It involves using certain products 
and taking actions that will have minimal impact on the environment 
in terms of emissions of greenhouse gases. It also means conserving 
resources (such as paper, electricity, and water) and avoiding products 
that are harmful to the environment (plastics, for example). 

There are many other things each of us can do to reduce our carbon 
footprint. All it takes is the willingness to make some changes in our 
lifestyles— some small, others big. For instance, making a small change 
like what we eat everyday and where we buy food from can have a large 
impact. This is because transport of food items contributes signifi cantly 
to emissions of carbon dioxide.  

Considering the enormity of the issue, efforts at an individual 
level might appear too miniscule to make any difference. However, if 
every reader of this book fi nds encouragement in its words to bring 
about positive changes in their lifestyles and consumption patterns, it
will cause a ripple effect that will, surely, ensure our tomorrow is 
prosperous — not wasteful — and self-sustaining. 

R K Pachauri
Director-General,TERI
Chairman, Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
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Carbon Footprint? What's that?

Are we sculpting a careless and wasteful way of life that is slowly choking the Earth? 
Do we insist on a polythene bag after shopping, though deep down we know it is 
harmful for the environment? Are we taking our planet for granted, hoping it will 

miraculously recover on its own from the harm we are inflicting on it?

Chapter 1

Travelling in personal vehicles on an everyday basis, increases not just the pollution levels but the individual carbon 
footprint as well. Using public transport as much as possible is an easy solution to this problem. 



Disturbing questions. The answers are equally disturbing. Every activity of ours leaves 
behind a mark, just like a footprint. A carbon footprint is the estimated amount of 
greenhouse gases—gases that trap and retain Sun’s heat in the atmosphere—produced 
by our day-to-day activities over a period of time (usually a year). It can be measured for 
an individual, household, organization, state, or nation and is typically expressed in tons of 
carbon dioxide-equivalent (CO2-equivalent) per year. This is because of all the greenhouse 
gases emitted due to human activities, the predominant gas is carbon dioxide (CO2). For 
ease of calculation, greenhouse gases other than CO2 are converted into the amount of 
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CO2 that would have the same impact on 
the environment. This is known as CO2-
equivalent. For instance, over a 100-year-
period, 1 g of methane can trap as much heat 
as 21 g of CO2. In other words, emissions of 1 
million metric tons of methane is equivalent 
to emissions of 21 million metric tons of CO2.  

Carbon footprint is usually measured in 
terms of metric tons (1000 kg) of CO2 emitted 
per year for a product, activity, or process. In 
other words, your carbon footprint indicates 
the amount of CO2 emissions caused by each 
of your activities. Thus, if you prefer to drive 
all the time, your carbon footprint would 
be larger but if you choose to walk or cycle, 
you lessen your carbon footprint as none of 
these activities emit harmful gases or lead 
to pollution. 

So, in what ways are we increasing our 
carbon footprint? Let us take an example. 
If you buy apples from the market with 
labels that state the fruits are from New 
Zealand, you will considerably increase your 
carbon footprint. This is simply because 
these apples travelled a long distance in 
an airplane, thereby emitting a number of 
pollutants along the way. Instead, if you 
buy apples grown in Himachal Pradesh or 
Jammu and Kashmir, the carbon footprint 
would be lesser. 

Let us now take another example. Suppose 
a close friend, who stays just 3 km away 
invites you to watch the latest blockbuster 



film at his place. How will you go there? If you choose to take the family car, it will emit 
carbon monoxide (CO), which is a toxic gas. Besides, it will guzzle petrol or diesel that is a 
fast-diminishing resource on our planet. 

But if you cycle down, you can boast of zero emissions, save on fuel and of course 
money, and do your health a favour. More importantly, it will show you are sensitive to 
the environment and may help others follow your example. 

As per the Trends in Global CO
2
 Emissions 2012 Report, the top five CO2 emitting 

countries of the world in 2011 were: China (9,700 million tons), the United States of 
America (5,420 million tons), India (1,970 million tons), the Russian Federation (1,830 
million tons), and Japan (1,240 million tons). Based on per capita emissions, however, 

The principal air pollutant released by thermal power plants is fl y ash that contains small amounts of heavy metals like 
arsenic, lead, and cadmium. 



Australia (19 tons per person per annum) was at the top, followed by the United States 
of America (17.3 tons per person per annum), and Saudi Arabia (16.5 tons per person 
per annum). 

Greenhouse gases
As the Sun’s rays reach the Earth, they heat up the planet’s surface. When the ground 
gets warm, it begins to emit heatwaves as infrared radiation. Some gases in the 
atmosphere, such as CO2, ozone, methane, water vapour, and nitrous oxide, trap the 
heat of the Sun, just like a greenhouse does. These gases are called greenhouse gases. 
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Global Burden of Disease Count
Global Burden of Disease (GBD) is a WHO project that began in 
1990. This global initiative is, in a way, a tool that studies death and 
illness caused due to various reasons, living in states of less than full 
health being one of them. According to the GBD count, air pollution 
is one of the top 10 causes of death worldwide, and the sixth most 
dangerous killer in South Asia.

According to the World Health Organization, pollution levels in rural kitchens in India are 30 times higher than the 
recommended levels. 



As the atmospheric concentrations of these gases are rising due to various human 
activities, increasingly higher amount of heat than required is getting trapped in Earth’s 
lower atmosphere. Consequently, the Earth is becoming hotter. This phenomenon is 
known as global warming.
 While greenhouse gases occur naturally, their proportion in the atmosphere is 
increasing because of activities like burning fuels (such as petrol and diesel), clearing 
of forests to build factories and houses, and cement manufacturing. Nitrogen trifluoride 
(NF3) is one of the most harmful greenhouse gases known to man. It is 17,000 times 
more potent than CO2 and can remain in the atmosphere for 550 years! NF3 is used in 
computer chips, flat screen LCDs, and thin-film solar photovoltaics. Other greenhouse 
gases like hydrofluorocarbons, perfluorocarbons, and sulphur hexafluoride are released 
during industrial operations. Some of these damage the protective ozone layer in the 
Earth’s upper atmosphere that shields life on Earth by absorbing a part of Sun’s harmful 
ultraviolet rays. 

Researchers at the Fraunhofer Institute for Interfacial Engineering and Biotechnology IGB in Stuttgart found a way in 
2012 to power vehicles by turning the methane that comes from rotten fruits and vegetables into fuel.
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