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~ Sustainable Living

- Keeping your feet on the ground

By Sharon Ditchburn

Sharon Ditchburn is a qualified Company Secretary and CPA (Australia) who delivers
Corporate Governance and Sustainable Business strategies to companies. More
information is available at www.CapitalAdvantage.ae

ow big is your footprint? Feel free to make o guess. Most provides a simple Earth Doy Footprint Quiz to determine your per-
would say anywhere from a petite 1 50cmi2 oo hekty sonal footprint, Simply choose your nearest couniry, and answer o
500cm2. What if the answer was 5 Earths? series of questions regarding your living style.
“Amazing,” you would most likely reply, “1 don't believe youl” According to the Global Footprint Network there are only 1.8 bic-
logically productive global hectares per person. This is inclusive of
Let's restate the question: haw much of the Earth da you personally the total ameount of biologically productive land and water area that
need to maintain your current lifestyle? How many biclogically the population requires to produce the resources it consumes and
praductive hectares would you require as an individual to provide absorb the waste it generates, using current technology.

your food, shelter, mobility and other goods and services?
It's embarrassing to admit, but | personally require a whopping
The Global Faotprint Network (www.footprintnetwork.org) 17.8 hectares to maintain my current lifestyle. That is, if everyone
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lived like me we would require 9.9 planetsl MNow, the region is
gensrating engineering marvels on a daily basis, but as one of my
friends clearly skated, we're not quite up to building new planets in

a big hurry.

Living in the GCC clearly results in several lifestyle changes, but the
result was pariicularly shocking given that my previous footprint in
Australia of 5.9 hectares (3.3 planets) was lass than the average
Australian footprint of 7.6 hectares.  This compares to the average
footprint from 2002 data for the UAE of 10.5 hactares, which wos
more than double its neighbour Saudi Arabia’s average of 4.5
heciares [now 4.1 ha according to the Quiz). Given the recent
UAE boom, its average is likely to have skyrocketed even further.

The key culprits for the tripling of my already excessive
demand on the earth appeared to be:

# Air travel is o huge consumer of energy and physical resources,
Reducing annual air travel from 100 hours te nil would save a
huge 10 heciares, or 5.5 planets.

# Driving significantly longer distances per day in larger cars as
spposed fo cycling to work and teleconferenced mestings.

# Food is puckoged, repackaged, and over packaged|

# Houses are larger and do not ufilize power saving foals such as
solar water heaters, water collection and reeycling, or

environmentally friendly housing materials.

Mone of these faciors should be surprising, although the sheer
value in terms of rescurce usage is. Given that we have to
generate basic items like water, living in the Middle East certainly

empowers us fo consider the real environmental cost of living.

Sustainable living is measurable, manageable and internationally
comparable. The 2005 Environmental Sustainability Index Report
released by Yale and Colombia Universities
(http://www.yale.edu/esi/ESI2005_Main_Report.pdf)
has ranked the UAE at 110 out of 148 countries, followed by
Soudi Arabia |136) and Kuwait [138] but preceded by couniries
such as Mexico [25) and India (101,

Chvigusly, this region will lose aut on many natural resource
endowments, but there is litle excuse for low scores on
environmental management and the capocity of the society to

improve its performance. One only has to consider how Oman
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achieved o score of 83 os an example of what is possible on the

same facting.

So it is not just about your footprint, but alse how well you manage
it. Generally, ragional Governments have yet to actively encourage
effective sustainability measures targeting all aspects of our
ecansumpficn from production to disposal. The region is parficularly
weak at the back end, that is, the absarption of waste. This is due
both ta the lack of environmental "sinks” [ecological systems which
can naturally absorb waste, such as forests) and manmade systems.
‘We also have a propensity far destroying what is less ebwvious, such

a3 oCean l-'Jl'Id mounfain s}rsfams.

Social campaigns can be equally effective as regulatory measures,
but lecally the tidal wave of social opinion is enly just gathering
moementurm. The cases for recycling, water contral, aliernative
power sources, and improved infrastructure have already been
moderately cavered in the media. Add fo those the more difficult
and political aspects of global warming, the Kyota Protocel, and

rescurce utilization by developing countries.

On the wider scale, are sotellite communities, dormitary suburbs
and urban sprawl an appropriate future for the Middle East?
Should we be building different housing styles with different
materials? Should individual buildings, be they hauses ar office
blocks, be regulated for more energy conscious methods such as
phofovoltaic power cells and water heating?  Should public
transport initiatives be fasttracked, and appropriate facilities for
alternate commuting methads be installed in workploces?

Mozt impartantly, we have to change eur individual offitudes. Yes,
the “tone from the top” is important in terms of government

initiatives, but we exercise sustainable living choices as individuals

avery day. You are literally “paying the Earth” every time you fy.

What can be done immediately, and what would have
longer term benefits?

A few cbvious tips include:

# Mast significantly - fly and drive less, adopt better technelogy for
communication and a REAL paperless office,

# Consider the real costs of living far from work.

# Buy fresh, unpackaged food where possible.

# Install @ solar system for power and water,

# Recycle effectively.

# Improve house materials and design for sustainable living.

7=PAGE—







