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An Economy Based on Fossil Fuels: Who Benefits? Who Doesn’t?

Alexandra Risley Schroeder

A footprint is something you leave behind when 
you step in wet sand or mud.

Your “carbon footprint” is the amount of 
carbon dioxide (also called “greenhouse gas”) you 
leave in the atmosphere when you travel, heat 
your home, eat, and participate in daily life. 

How large is your carbon footprint? Do you 
think it’s possible to reduce your carbon footprint?

To find out, you can go online to calculate 
your carbon footprint. Here’s a list of online car-
bon calculators you can use.  Most of these require 
that you have some information ready (like utility 
bills, estimations of the miles you drive, etc.). You 
might try a couple and compare the results. These 
are not exact calculations, but they will give you 
an idea of where you might be able to reduce your 
greenhouse gas emissions.

The Nature Conservancy 
<www.nature.org/initiatives/climatechange/calculator/>

This is an easy-to-use calculator requiring little in 
the way of information ahead of time from utility 
bills or other sources. Each of the areas that the 
calculator looks at (including home energy, flying 
and driving, eating, and recycling) offers tips on 
how to have less of a footprint. And it is easy to 
understand.

EPA Personal Emissions Calculator
<www.epa.gov/climatechange/emissions/ind_calculator.html>

Put together by the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency, this calculator requires numbers from 
utility bills, but it is straightforward and includes 
a running total. I like this one the best because it’s 
easy to use and also lets you see activities you can 
do to reduce your carbon footprint. 

Redefining Progress Calculator
<www.myfootprint.org/en/visitor_information/>

This calculator has lots of detailed questions that 
prompt you to think of ways you can reduce your 
footprint. It is very informative. There is a nice 
graph at the end visually describing your carbon 
footprint as compared to the country average.

Global Footprint Network
<www.ecofoot.org>

This calculator has the visual appeal of a video 
game and can be answered either with great detail 
or more generically. Both kinds of responses yield
visual displays that explain the size of your foot-
print, including how many planets needed if ev-
eryone were to live the way you do. 

Really interested in all of this? Try putting your 
family on the Low Carbon Diet. (See article by 
Loie Hayes on p. 50.)
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