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United Kingdom: 
Balancing the G20’s Global Impact



G20

Globalisation outsources physical impacts: The Thatcher era’s 
economic renewal accelerated the UK’s globalisation, already 
well established from the days of Empire. From a per capita 
consumption perspective, one half of the UK’s emissions and more 
than two thirds of its scarce water, species threats, land footprint 
and material use are embodied in imports from its trading partners 
(see radar diagram and table). While territorial emissions have 
steadily declined over four decades due mainly to the ‘rush to gas’, 
consumption emissions have risen by two thirds since the Thatcher 
era. China, USA and Germany are leading suppliers of emissions in 
global value chains, mainly from embodiment of electricity and heat 
and transport in manufactured items, chemicals, fertilisers and food.

China, Russia, USA and tropical countries are the leading suppliers 
of the 285 animal species threats imported by the UK. The dominant 
threat driver is climate change, followed by pollution and agriculture.

Both the scarce water and land footprints are dominated by 
cropping imports with Pakistan, India and USA the leading supplier 
of scarce water and USA, France and Nigeria leading suppliers of 
the land footprint. Rice, wheat, oilseeds, sugar and prepared foods 
are the main components of both scarce water and land footprints.

The material use account at 24 tonnes per capita or 1,500 million 
tonnes in absolute terms ranks the UK as sixth in the G20 in per 
capita terms, just below its economic ranking. One half of materials 
use come from  production chains related to construction with 
leading suppliers being China, India, France and Italy. 

Highly liquid debt poses a critical uncertainty: London’s financial 
hub offers a safe haven for large financial flows avoiding individual 
country turmoil or volatile market conditions. The net debt reported 
here of $825 per capita ranks the UK as tenth of thirteen indebted 
countries in the G20. 

An eightfold reduction in net debt over the last two years is due 
primarily to safe haven financial flows which could reverse equally 
quickly. The International Monetary Fund notes the critical risk of 
the UK’s gross debt level of four times its GDP, with half held by its 
private banks.

The GDP per capita is well above the G20 average with UK ranking 
fourth behind USA, Australia and Germany. It requires nine tenths 
of one full time equivalent worker to deliver goods and services to 
the UK consumer, ranking second in the G20 behind Australia and 
ahead of Japan. Mirroring the UKs physical impacts, more than one 
half of its jobs are in external countries, many of them for lower 
wage manufacturing and food production. Inequality is close to the 
G20 average with a ranking of eleventh, now higher than its lowest 
point of 0.26 in 1976.

The catalyst of North Sea oil is slipping: At the peak of the second British Empire in 1800, the UK had over 12 million people 
and today there are 64 million residents with a median age of 40 years. Based on net immigration assumptions of more than 
150,000 yearly, population will continue to grow through 73 million with a median age of 43 years in 2050. A working age 
population of 40 million will be maintained out to 2100. However, continuing high immigration rates are not assured politically. 
Unemployment nationally is around 6% (youth 20%) with high participation rates. The south of the country is particularly 
advantaged with French workers commuting daily by Eurostar fast train due to better job prospects.

The energy independence created by North Sea oil has underpinned the economic renaissance since the Thatcher years. 
Conventional oil and gas production peaked in 2000 and stocks are now 80% depleted while the cost of new development has 
quadrupled per barrel of oil in the last decade. Norway, Algeria and Nigeria are now key oil suppliers. Future gas independence 
now seems assured with planned development of Bowland and Jurrasic shale basins containing 400 years of gas requirements 
at current consumption rates. Electricity generation is still mainly fossil (68%) with nuclear (19%), hydro (2%), wind (6%) and 
biomass (16%). Eleven new nuclear plants over five sites will go online by 2030. Wind energy has 10,500 MW of installed capacity 
with nearly 2,000 MW built in the last year. 
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Benchmarking the United Kingdom’s per capita consumption

UNITED KINGDOM

  High GDP, low net debt
  High jobs
  Average inequality
  Moderate physical impacts

Diagram interpretation on back page

Advanced globalisation embraces uncertaintyUNITED KINGDOM



     Inequality rising while youth need jobs: In spite 
of low official unemployment rates, civil society 
groups report one in five live below the poverty 
line. London has a divided rich and poor class, 
the top tenth nationally earn 39% of the income, 
privileged origins still get the top jobs and this 
generation will be the first to be worse off than 
their parents. Policies to re-shoring some of the 
external 28 million jobs (see pie diagram to left) 
could create opportunity for nearly one million 
16-24 year old youth unemployed. One in six 
companies are now re-shoring production, citing 
as reasons, closeness to customers, quality 
issues, transport costs, delivery speed and 
breaks in production chains. Barriers include 
energy costs and skills shortages.

A legislated commitment to 80% greenhouse 
reduction by 2050: Considering purely territorial 
emissions (half of total consumption emissions), 
pathways to deep decarbonisation depend on a 
threefold reduction in energy intensity per unit 
of GDP, a total decarbonisation of electricity 
supply and a doubling of electrical end uses 
by household, industry and service sectors. 
Electricity generation will double by 2050 built 
on one third each from nuclear, gas with carbon 
sequestration and wind with other renewables. 
Wind will use one quarter of the easily available 
resource while CO2 from gas turbines is stored 

in depleted oil and gas fields in the North Sea. 
Electric cars will rapidly infuse the vehicle fleet 
from 2030 but truck freight will require diesel 
and some compressed gas. Higher rates of 
wind and other renewables are technically and 
financially feasible if carbon storage fails.

Climate change promises more heavy rainfall 
events: Climate analyses suggest a shift to 
wetter winters, increased numbers of heavy 
rainfall events with flooding, as well as drier 
summers, increased soil moisture deficits and 
low river flows. Adaptation policies require 
responses to flooding and high summer 
temperatures.

Ecologically coherent reserves on land and 
at sea: Over 7,000 protected areas covering 
one tenth of land, and large marine and wetland 
reserves, offer a base for species and habitat 
conservation. However one third of species 
and one half of habitats are still declining. 
Revamped policy settings focus on population 
effects, climate change and ecosystem services 
and call for a coherent, bigger, better, more and 
joined reserve network on land and at sea. The 
conservation status of the 1,150 priority species 
has continued to decline over assessment 
intervals.

External jobs serving the United Kingdom: 28.6 million full time equivalents

Consumption indicators for the United Kingdom: per capita values and rankings

INDICATOR PER CAPITA VALUE PER CAPITA RANK ABSOLUTE VALUE

CO2-e: tonnes 15.1 6 923 m

Scarce water use: litres 232,115 14 14,565 GL

Species threats: per million 
people

7.3 10 427

Land footprint: globally-       
averaged hectares 

2.4 7 151 m

Material usage: tonnes 24.5 6 1,504 m

Inequality (Gini) - - 0.36 (rank 11)

Jobs: worker full time        
-equivalents 

0.89 2 55.1 m

Net Debt USD (nominal) 825 10 (of 13) 52 bn

GDP constant USD (2005) 37,560 4 2,389 bn

 The City of London’s superior but volatile financial services sector pays for  
 the United Kingdom’s over-reliance on outsourced physical services of food  
 production, energy transactions and manufactures. Concurrently, inequality is  
 creeping upwards, youth unemployment is high and the next generation may  
 be the first to be worse off than their parents. Constraining global value chains  
 to increase domestic activity can create good jobs for youth and decrease  
 unseen global impacts. The days of subsidy by Empire are gone.



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 United Kingdom example above, the indicators map mostly 
above the G20 average. These outcomes report beneficial and less-beneficial 
outcomes. The above average indicator for CO2 equivalents, material usage 
and land footprint leave little room for complacency. The above average jobs 
indicator is good but half of these are external to the country. Lower than 
average net debt is a positive and high GDP per capita reflects an economy 
and social system operating well for its citizens but highest opportunities 
remain in the South East.

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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