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Balancing the G20’s Global Impact



G20

Leading the environmental impact race: On a per capita 
consumption basis, Australia’s environmental indicators rank first 
or second among the G20 countries (see radar diagram and table). 
Four of the indicators (emissions, scarce water, land footprint, and 
material flow) are twice the G20 average, while the biodiversity 
indicator (animal species threats) is four times the average. 

The inequality measure is below the G20 average, revealing good 
social outcomes based on an efficient system of transfer payments 
and health support. The jobs requirement is two thirds above 
average, ranking first ahead of the UK and Japan with a large and 
lower paid workforce overseas supplying imports to Australian 
consumers. GDP per capita is twice the G20 average, ranking 
second behind the USA and ahead of the UK and Germany. Per 
capita net international debt is first ranking and is over four times 
the average of the G20’s debtor nations.

Historic philosophies still rule the day: Australia’s signature 
on the radar diagram is driven in a long term sense by resource 
endowments, development windfalls and institutional resilience. 
European settlement in 1788 brought with it colonial attitudes, 
political structures, economic principles and social conservatism 
still in play today, and also evident across the English speaking G20 
countries such as the UK, Canada and USA.

The high emissions indicator, second behind USA, is due to high 
income driving high consumption levels. Coal fired electricity and 
a large transport task elevate the domestic baseline. Exports of 
greenhouse emissions, mainly in commodities (Japan, USA, China 
and Korea) are balanced by imports of manufactures and services 
(China, USA, Thailand and India). The settlement patterns imposed 
on a dry and erratic climate underpin a high scarce water indicator, 
second behind Saudi Arabia. 

Exports of scarce water in commodities (Japan, China, India, USA) 
equal the domestic consumption, while imports (China, India, USA) 
represent one fifth of domestic consumption. 

Development pressures on endangered animals: Threats to 
endangered animal species rank first within the G20 on a per capita 
basis. Export activities represent one quarter of these, mainly crop 
and animal commodities to Asian trading partners. Imports into 
Australia threaten similar numbers in aggregate for Papua New 
Guinea, Malaysia, Thailand, Indonesia, Fiji and New Zealand. This 
high ranking pattern continues for the land footprint (second behind 
Canada) and material flow (first ahead of Canada). In whole-
economy versus per capita terms, the absolute rankings align with 
the size of the economy. Large and/or populous economies (USA, 
EU24, China and India) have the highest absolute impact.

High rates of population growth: From nearly four million people at Federation in 1901, Australia’s population of 23.4 million 
today is projected to reach 37.6 million by 2050 based on a net overseas migration of 240,000 yearly and maintenance of current 
birth rates. The current median age of 37 years sits at the lower end of most developed economies and will increase to 41 years 
in 2051. People over 65 years will expand from one in six today to one in four in 2050 but the working age population will grow 
above 16 million for that period and beyond. Thus concern for population ageing is overstated relative to the problem, given 
expanding pension fund stocks at $1.7 trillion currently. Unemployment is around 6% (youth 13%) and participation rates are high 
(65%). One in eight of Australians in 2014 are estimated to live below the poverty line.

While well endowed with stocks of most minerals, coal, gas and uranium, there is an emerging oil security issue due to rapidly 
declining domestic oil stocks and closures of refinery capacity. There are large stocks of coal seam and shale gas. Large land 
areas of average quality soils with highly variable climate ensure food security in most food groups. The relative infertility of 
marine resources (lack of upwelling zones) sustain moderate production and domestic consumption has increasing reliance on 
imports of commodity fish mostly from Asia.
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Benchmarking Australia’s per capita consumption

AUSTRALIA

  High  GDP and external debt
  Low inequality, high jobs
  High environmental impacts

Diagram interpretation on back page

High income, external debt and environmental impact AUSTRALIA



    A large external servant class: While the 
inequality measures rank in the lower half of the 
G20 countries, it has trended upwards from a 
low of 0.25 in the mid 1970s, possibly mimicking 
the UK and USA situations where market 
efficiencies dominate social policy. The jobs 
indicator, ranked first ahead of the UK, reveals 
eleven million external workers are required 
to underpin domestic consumption. Except for 
USA, the wage levels for these workers in China, 
Indonesia, India, Thailand and Vietnam are one 
seventh of domestic wages, thus explaining the 
rapid de-industrialisation and continuing loss of 
basic jobs. Each Australian requires nine tenths 
of one full time worker to sustain their lifestyle, 
split almost evenly between home and abroad. 
This trickle down to less developed economies 
brings them development and income but also 
hollows out the capability of domestic industry 
and commerce to function, should regional 
disputes arise or transport links be severed. 

Can jobs be reclaimed? With nearly three million 
of working age unemployed, underemployed 
or receiving disability allowances, whether 
reshoring of external jobs is possible should 
be assessed. One third of imports from China 
has limited scale and sophistication and might 
re-shore if price points and quality can be 
satisfied. Some opportunities exist in Thailand 
(whitegoods, food), Vietnam (food, fish, 
furniture), Indonesia (pipes, food, wood) and 
India (chemicals, textiles, metal products).

External bankers believe in Australia: Nearly 
half of net external debt ($744 billion, half of 
GDP) is held by banks and one seventh by 
government, giving a first per capita ranking 
and a third absolute ranking. This indebtedness 
is usually justified by the development task 
relative to the internal capital market and the 
latter’s lower appetite for risk. Government’s 
external funding requirement is increasing with 
insufficient taxation receipts to meet outgoings 
and a low capacity for meaningful reform. 
Reliance on external debt to develop resource 
extraction with uncertain market futures and low 
employment multipliers is questionable, but “this 
is Australia” since the first gold rushes. 

A shopping-driven economy: Moderating 
Australia’s consumption levels is a priority, but 
difficult in a shopping-driven economy. Water 
policy has been radically restructured but 
climate change will constrain repair. Greenhouse 
mitigation has positives (rooftop solar, wind 
farm developments, renewable electricity target) 
but is vulnerable to the influence of strategically 
powerful fossil fuels groups. Biodiversity policy 
has reputable species’ recovery plans but 
industry frequently trumps conservation needs 
for suburban and mining development. The 
land footprint and material flow indicators are 
locally relevant but are less important within the 
continental scale.

External jobs serving Australia 11.1 million full time equivalents

Consumption indicators for Australia: per capita values and rankings

INDICATOR PER CAPITA VALUE PER CAPITA RANK ABSOLUTE VALUE

CO2-e: tonnes 24.1 2 543 m

Scarce water use: litres 652,800 2 14,573 GL

Species threats: per million 
people

31 1 600

Land footprint: globally-       
averaged hectares 

3.9 2 87 m

Material usage: tonnes 34.6 1 740 m

Inequality (Gini) -- -- 0.32 (rank 13)

Jobs: worker full time        
-equivalents 

0.90 1 19.9 m

Net Debt USD (nominal) 32,715 1 (of 13) 744 bn

GDP constant USD (2005) 40,720 2 925 bn

 In per capita consumption terms, Australia ranks first or second in the G20 for the 
environmental impacts presented here. Whether policy and business choose to drive 
future development and employment opportunities into a strategic cul-de-sac is uncertain. 
Bountiful resource endowments could pay for the material and energy transformations 
required across cities, industries and farmlands. Currently, Australians are captivated by 
the here-and-now, so imminent transformational change seems unlikely. 



Interpreting a Radar Diagram

A radar (or spider-web) diagram is used to display data from a 
wide range of sources and allow complex interactions to be simply 
displayed. This G20 study explores the tension between of economic 
production, social returns and environmental impact through reporting 
on global value chains and personal consumption (i.e. what a country’s 
citizens actually consume rather than its territorial production). There are 
five environmental indicators (emissions, water, endangered species, land 
footprint and material flow). These are balanced by two economic indicators 
(gross domestic product and net international debt) and two social indicators 
(employment footprint and the Gini coefficient or inequality footprint). All data 
are on a per-capita basis apart from the Gini coefficient which reports on 
income distribution nationally.

Two phases of data normalisation are used in this G20 study. Firstly, a 
‘simple mean’ or average for all G20 countries is computed for each of the 
nine indicators. Secondly, each country’s value is divided by that mean to 
give a ratio number. In the radar diagram the G20 average (equals 1.0 by 
definition) is shown by the red dashed line equidistant from the centre of 
the web. The blue solid line shows how much each country’s indicator is 
bigger or smaller than the G20 average. The overall pattern or signature 
of each country is important. There is no inherent right or wrong in being 
inside or outside the G20 average as each country has its own set of special 
circumstances.

Thus for the Australian example above, many of the indicator set are twice 
the G20 average. These twice-average indicators report both better and 
worse outcomes. High net debt and species indicators point to financial 
systems and ecological systems at higher risk. Likewise for land, material 
flow and scarce water indicators. A twice average GDP figure reflects 
beneficial economic management. A lower than average inequality Gini 
points to more equal incomes and benefits across the population. 

Rationale for Indicators
Greenhouse Emissions (CO2-e): The 
emissions footprint for each person’s 
consumption leading to heat gain in 
the atmosphere and oceans and thus 
increasing climate disruption (due to 
accounting uncertainties, the indicator 
excludes land use . land use change 
and biomass burning). Measure: 
Tonnes of CO2 equivalents per capita 
excluding land use change, forestry 
and biomass burning Year 2011, 
Source- Eora Global Database  http://
worldmrio.com/

Scarce Water Use: The scarce 
water use footprint. Over- extraction 
increases threats to human water 
security and river biodiversity in 30 of 
the globe’s 47 most volumetric river 
basins. This scarce water is eventually 
consumed as clothes, food and 
beverages. Measure: litres of scarcity-
weighted water use per capita. Year 
2011. Source-Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com

Endangered Animal Species (Species 
threats): Land clearing and over-
fishing are two of 15 or more drivers 
of accelerated rates of biodiversity 
endangerment. This species threat 
footprint traces endangered animal 
species from the IUCNs ‘Red List’ to 
complex trade networks of threatening 
production activities. Measure: number 
of endangered animal species (species 
threats) per one million of human 
population. Year 2000. Source- Eora 
Global Database http://worldmrio.com/

Land Footprint (Land): The land 
footprint in trade corrected terms or 
consumption terms required for built 
infrastructure, crops, forest, fishing and 
grazing. Same accounting principle as 
the ‘ecological footprint’ but excludes 
energy/carbon land as the emissions 
indicator specifically accounts for that 
impact. Expressed in ‘globally-average 

hectares’ adjusted for productivity 
potential. Measure: Land area in 
globally-average hectares required to 
underpin consumption footprint. Year 
2011 Source- Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com/

Material Footprint (Material usage): 
The material use footprint. Increasing 
material use by developed and 
developing economies poses long term 
threats to sustainability at both ends. 
Limits to resource quality of virgin 
materials and a faster consumption 
lifecycle suggest issues for disposal 
and recycling. Measure: total material 
flow in tonnes per capita. Year 2008. 
Source- Eora Global Database http://
worldmrio.com/

Inequality (Gini coefficient): The 
footprint or production chain measure 
of the distribution or spread of wages 
within a country, across the population. 
A smaller rich elite and a large working 
poor gives a higher Gini coefficient 
while a more equal country has a 
lower value (e.g. South Africa 0.59, 
USA 0.38, Japan 0.29). Measure: Time 
series of Gini footprints computed 
as part of Eora employment studies. 
Data not yet available as part of Eora 
Database. Year 2011

Employment Footprint (Jobs): 
A social indicator measuring the 
domestic and outside workforce 
required to maintain domestic 
consumption and lifestyle. A cascade of 
lower paid workers delivers goods and 
services through complex production 
chains to more affluent consumers. 
Measure: Full time equivalent workers 
(domestically and out-of-country) per 
capita of domestic population. Year 
2011 Source- Eora Global Database 
http://worldmrio.com/

Net Debt (Debt): The extent to which 
a domestic economy is indebted to 
overseas financial loans for productive 

investment and lifestyle consumption. 
Measure: Nominal (not deflated) US 
dollars per capita of IIP or NIIP (Net 
International Investment Position) 
from IMF data repository. Year 2012 
http://elibrary-data.imf.org/public/
FrameReport. aspx?v=3&c=20840396

Gross Domestic Product (GDP): A 
conventional and widely accepted 
economic measure of development 
and progress in each country. This 
is not a footprint or production chain 
measure. Measure: GDP per capita in 
deflated 2005 US dollars from United 
Nations data depository Year 2012 
Source- GDP by Type of Expenditure 
at constant (2005) prices: http://data.
un.org
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