
8.1.1  What are the impacts of increasing consumer 
choice on the global environment?

Consumerism is a social and economic order that encourages the buying of goods and 
services in ever-increasing amounts. As societies develop, richer populations have more money 
to spend on non-essential items and more products are made to feed this demand. As this 
demand increases, so does our impact on the environment; growing the food, transporting it to 
us and the waste that results from this all add to the environmental impact of consumerism. 
This impact can be calculated as an ecological footprint. In 2016, the UK’s ecological footprint 
was 7.93 global hectares per person.

As countries increasingly rely on each other for goods and services (interdependence), there is 
growing evidence that this consumerism has an impact on ecosystems. Local and international 
plants and animals are having their habitats destroyed to produce goods for a global market. 
Many of these goods are a product of monoculture, where one single crop is grown on a large 
area of land.

One measure of consumerism’s impact on the environment is through food miles. Food miles are calculated using the distance that food is transported from the 
producer. As food is grown at ever increasing distances from the consumer, the distance travelled by the delivery lorry or plane has increased dramatically over the 
last few decades. Food miles are measured in the equivalent amount of carbon dioxide emitted during transportation. The increasing demand for out-of-season fruit 
and vegetables has also encouraged companies to look further afield for these products. Agri-businesses in Kenya grow flowers to meet the demand for flowers at 
Christmas in the UK. 

How does 
consumerism 

link to the 
destruction of 

tropical rainforest 
ecosystems in 

Indonesia?

Palm oil is used in foods, cosmetics and biofuels, and 
makes huge profits for multi-national companies. Palm 

oil plantations cover 27 million hectares of the Earth. 
It grows in warm and humid climates. Indonesia is the 

world’s largest producer of palm oil.

Rainforests are increasingly being fragmented, causing 
an irreplaceable loss of biodiversity; most natural 

Indonesian forests will be degraded by 2032.

Forest clearance, 
to make room for 
palm, particularly 

effects the 
orangutan as they 
need large forest 

areas to roam and 
feed.

The Borneo 
elephant and 

Sumatran 
tiger are also 
being pushed 
to extinction 
due to forest 

clearance.

How does 
consumerism link 
to the destruction 

of sub-tropical 
mangrove 

ecosystems in 
China?

Farmed shrimp accounts for 55% of globally produced 
shrimp; it is worth $4.4 billion. Most shrimp aquaculture 
occurs in China, while 90% of the demand comes from 

Europe and the USA.

The removal of mangrove swamps has 
seen the reduction in reptile species, such 

as crocodile and snake.

About 1/5 of sub-
tropical mangrove 
forests have been 
lost since 1980, 
often to provide 
room for shrimp 

farms. This 
reduces wild fish 

stocks.

Organic waste, 
chemicals and 

antibiotics 
from shrimp 
farms pollute 
the coastal 
estuaries 

where shrimp 
farms are often 

located.


