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Qatar’s ecological 
footprint 

challenge

In 2014, Qatar 
was dislodged 
from its top 
position by 
Gulf neighbour 
Kuwait as the 
country with the 
largest ecological 
footprint in the 
world. while this 
is a movement 
in the right 
direction, it 
ostensibly will 
remain some 
time before 
Qatar’s standing 
reaches that of 
its biodiversity 
ranking, which 
is a far more 
respectable 
66th out of 152 
countries.
by Sybrandus 
Adema, a 
South african 
environmental 
journalist.

atar’s environmental impact, per 
person, remains a concern, The 
World Wildlife Fund (WWF) Living 
Planet Report 2014 has found. 
Slipping from the number one 
position it held in the last report 
in 2012, Qatar’s footprint is now 
the second highest in the world, as 
Kuwait has overtaken it to become 

be attributed to its flourishing 
oil and gas industry, an 
increase in desalination plants, 
the presence of hundreds 
of landfills, excessive use of 
water, energy and goods, a 
huge expatriate population 
and the absence of concrete 
environmental conservation 
initiatives.

Of the 25 countries with the 
largest per capita ecological 
footprint, most were high-
income nations. For virtually 
all of these, carbon was the 
biggest component, in Qatar’s 
case 70 percent. Carbon, 
specifically the burning of fossil 
fuels, has been the dominant 
component of humanity’s 
footprint for more than half 
a century, according to WWF; 
in 1961, it formed 36 percent 
of the total footprint, but by 
2010, this had increased to 53 
percent. 

In terms of Qatar’s 
biocapacity, the country ranks 
66th globally in terms of its 
biocapacity per capita and 
its fishing grounds make up 
92 percent of that total. As 
in other Gulf region states, it 
can operate with an ecological 
deficit by importing products, 
thus using the biocapacity 
of other nations, and/or, by 
using the global commons; 
for instance, by releasing 
carbon dioxide emissions from 
fossil fuel burning into the 
atmosphere, states the report.

Qatar’s heavy reliance 
on gas and oil, its subsidised 

the worst offender of the 152 countries that were measured in 
terms of the goods and services used by an average person, and 
the efficiency with which resources are utilised in providing these. 

Third was the United Arab Emirates, with Saudi Arabia, the 
world’s largest oil producer, in 33rd position. 

The biannual report investigates biodiversity and ecosystems, 
as well as the demands on natural resources, and what this means 
for humans and wildlife. According to it, if all people on the planet 
had the per capita ecological footprint of the average resident of 
Qatar, 4.8 planets would be needed to sustain the total population.

By comparing the total footprint with the planet’s biocapacity 
– its capacity to generate an ongoing supply of renewable 
resources and to absorb waste – the report, based on 2010 data, 
concludes that the average human’s per capita footprint already 
exceeds the planet’s capacity by 1.5. Qatar’s footprint, measured 
in global hectares (gha), is 8.5, but down from 11.6 in the 2012 
report. 

Only Kuwait fared worse, with a footprint of over 10. Given the 
countries’ small size, however, as the measure is based on per 
capita figures, their total impact is still relatively small and indeed  
are perhaps not an accurate reflection theoreof, given the massive 
contributions from much larger countries such as China or the 
United States.

Nevertheless, there is clearly work to be done. Alman Zafar, 
founder of ecoMENA, an organisation that promotes sustainable 
development in the Middle East, blames the situation on, among 
other things, a lack of environmental awareness among the local 
population, lavish lifestyles and a strong dependence on fossil 
fuels. “The huge influx of workers from across the world has also 
put tremendous strain on already stressed natural resources. 
Migrant workers, who make up a huge chunk of the population, 
remain in the country for a limited period of time and are not 
motivated enough to conserve natural resources and protect the 
environment,” he says.

As for Kuwait, Zafar adds the growing ecological footprint may 
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Qatar’s position 

on the 2014 WWF 
environmental 

footprint ranking.

water and electricity, and 
the huge amount of energy 
needed for water desalination 
and air-conditioning make 
it unlikely that the country’s 
per capita standing in terms 
of the ecological footprint will 
improve much in 2015. 

On top of this, huge building 
projects form part of the run-
up to the 2022 FIFA World Cup. 
Salman Shaban from the metal 
recycling company Lucky Star 
Alloys, regards the report 
as only highlighting Qatar’s 
current rapid development. 
“It is not fair to come to any 
conclusions at this stage when 
the construction, transport 
system and population boom 
is taking place. Any place that 
will go through such a fast 

development will initially have 
its impact on the ecological 
systems.” 

He foresees a gradual 
carbon footprint reduction 
once the construction 
and development phase is 
completed. 

“Having said that, it 
is still every resident and 
citizen’s moral responsibility 
to conserve energy and 
protect the environment,” 
added Shaban emphatically. 
“Recycling should be a 
standard part of every 
household culture.”

Although Qatar has initiated 
plans to reduce its footprint 
and live more sustainably, 
the latest electricity demand 
figures from Qatar General 

Electricity and Water Company 
show a 12 percent rise over 
the past year. This is in line 
with the country’s population 
growth, meaning that there 
has been no reduction in 
the per capita consumption, 
which is still under the top 
15 countries in the world. Its 
water consumption per capita 
is also one of the highest in the 
world. 

According to Zafar, grass-
root level environmental 
education, the removal 
of subsidies on water and 
energy, sustainable waste 
management practices, 
effective laws, awareness 
programmes and mandatory 
stakeholder participation are 
some of the measures that may 
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12%
rise in 

electricity 
demand in 
Qatar from 

2013 to 
2014.

4.8
the number 

of earths 
needed to 

survive if the 
whole world 

had the same 
ecological 

footprint as 
Qatar. 
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improve the environmental 
scenario in Qatar.




