
v Visit World Wildlife Fund’s 
Climate Witness Web site www.
panda.org/climatewitness to 
read about the effects of climate 
change witnessed by people all 
over the world. You can also 
learn what people are doing to 
stop climate change from further 
impacting their homelands. 

Activity

v Interview a climate witness.  
Ask an older relative or 
community member to explain 
how climate (temperatures, 
rainfall, long-term weather 
patterns) has changed during  
his or her lifetime.

Take Action!
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“The essence of global issues is a recognition that the 
people of the world are inexorably linked and that, in 
today’s world, that which touches some touches us all.”

— Paula J. Dobriansky, U.S. Undersecretary  of 
State for Global Affairs, 2002

What are  
Global Issues?  
Global issues are significant issues involving most 
or all of the earth. Local issues, on the other hand, 
involve only a single specific location or geographic 
region. Most global issues affect people locally all over 
the world.

An issue is likely to be global if it:
•	 persists	or	is	long-acting
•	 occurs	across	national	and	regional	boundaries
•	 affects	large	numbers	of	people
•	 is	an	underlying	cause	of	events
•	 is	connected	to	other	issues	that	meet	these	

criteria
What are some global issues you have read or heard 
about? Take a look through the newspaper and use 
these criteria to find global issues in the news today.

Climate Change as a Global Issue
Climate change is a good example of a global 
issue. Climate change is a result of both natural 
and human-induced factors. Natural events such 
as volcanic eruptions can contribute to climate 
change. One major way that humans contribute 
to climate change is through activities that release 
greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide and nitrous 
oxide. Greenhouse gases are released into Earth’s 
atmosphere when we burn fossil fuels (such as coal, 
oil and natural gas) for energy to heat our homes or 
run our cars. When greenhouse gases build up in the 
atmosphere, they trap heat from the sun near Earth’s 
surface, causing temperatures on Earth to warm. 
Climate change is persistent and long-acting in that 

it may take many years to be fully felt, and it will 
require similar time frames to be resolved. Climate 
change has proven to be “transnational,” meaning 
that its effects are felt well beyond the borders 
of countries that contribute to it most. Climate 
change can significantly affect millions of people 
and is an underlying cause of many events such as 
desertification (spreading of desert areas), crop failure 
and diminished water supplies. 

Climate change is also interconnected to many other 
issues such as food security and forced migration. For 
example, as sea levels rise, citizens of island nations 
such as the Maldives, Tuvalu and the Solomon Islands 
are moving to areas of higher elevation, abandoning 
low-lying areas. Some of these climate refugees have 
migrated to New Zealand and other larger islands, 
where they must find new homes and jobs.* 

Because climate change is interconnected to other 
issues, efforts to reduce climate change could in turn 
positively impact other issues. For example, reducing 
carbon dioxide emissions through use of more 
sustainable energy sources such as solar power would 
also reduce air pollution and smog.

The Iceberg Model
One model that is helpful for understanding global 
issues is the iceberg model. An iceberg is a large piece 
of ice floating in the ocean. We know that an iceberg 
has only 10% of its total mass above the water while 
90% of it is underwater. But that underwater 90% is 
what the ocean currents act on and what creates the 
iceberg’s behavior at its tip. 
Global issues can be looked at in this same way. If we 
apply the iceberg model to climate change, we would 
say that at the tip, above the water, are “events,” or 
things that we see or hear about happening in the 
world, such as flooding below glacial regions in Nepal 
or increased desertification in Chad. Events we hear 
about in the news often represent the iceberg tip. 

If we look just below the water line, we often start to 
see patterns, or the recurrence of events. This might 
be multiple floods around the world or years of 

worsening desertification. 
Patterns are important 
to identify because they 
indicate that a given event is 
not an isolated incident.

Like the different levels of 
an iceberg, deep beneath 
the patterns are the 
underlying structures or 
root causes that create or 
drive those patterns. For 
example, the flooding of 
New Orleans from Hurricane Katrina may be a 
symptom of a much larger problem of increased 
hurricane frequency and intensity.** These observed 
changes in weather are thought by many to be the 
result of long-term climate change. The devastating 
effect of Hurricane Katrina on the poorest citizens of 
New Orleans also highlights the potential of climate 
change to disproportionately impact the poor.

Finally, at the very base of the iceberg are the 
assumptions and worldviews that have created 
or sustained the structures that are in place. The 
important thing to understand is that in solving 
problems, changing the underlying structure will have 
the greatest effect on the events at its tip.  To reduce 
human contributions to climate change, we will need 
to examine the assumptions and worldviews that have 
contributed to climate change. Can we use cleaner 
sources of energy for electricity? Can we build cities 
in such a way that people can walk or ride their bikes 
more easily? Can governments regulate the amount of 
greenhouse gases released into Earth’s atmosphere?

Tune in on Friday for a more in-depth look at  
climate change and a closer look at solutions to  
this global issue.

1 of  

20

  * Alex Kirby, “Pacific Islanders Flee Rising Sea,” BBC News Online, 
October 9, 2001. http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/sci/tech/1581457.stm 

** P. J. Webster, G. J. Holland, J. A. Curry, and H.-R. Chang, “Changes 
in Tropical Cyclone Number, Duration, and Intensity in a Warming 
Environment,” Science, September 16, 2005, 1844-1846.
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Energy in the 
Sustainability Puzzle
The largest component of the world’s Ecological 
Footprint is energy. As you may recall, an Ecological 
Footprint is the area of land and sea required to 
support a particular human lifestyle. Energy is required 
for everything we do! We need energy to cook, to 
heat our homes and to travel from place to place. By 
learning about the resources required for different 
types of energy use and the kinds of wastes produced, 
we can investigate the sustainability of our energy use.

Energy sources, or fuels, are often categorized as 
renewable or nonrenewable. Renewable sources can 
provide us with energy indefinitely. For example, 
solar energy is a renewable resource because it is 
continuously created by the sun. Coal, on the other 
hand, is a nonrenewable source of energy because it 
can take millions of years for new coal to be produced.

Nonrenewable Energy Sources
Fossil fuels, such as coal and petroleum oil, are energy 
sources that are produced by the decomposition of 
prehistoric plants and animals. Burning fossil fuels has 
many environmental impacts, such as acid rain and 
smog. Also, when we burn fossil fuels, carbon dioxide 
and other gases are released into Earth’s atmosphere. 
Carbon dioxide (CO2) is a greenhouse gas that 
increases temperatures on Earth’s surface by trapping 
the sun’s heat. According to scientists from the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, climate 
change caused by greenhouse gases could lead to 
droughts, rising sea levels and extreme weather events.

Burning fossil fuels is unsustainable not only because 
of its effects on Earth’s atmosphere; fossil fuels are also 
nonrenewable resources. After we use them, they will 
not be replaced in our lifetime.

Renewable Energy Sources
Approximately one-third of all energy in the world is 
used for electricity in buildings, such as homes and 
offices.1  While energy for use in buildings can be 
obtained from nonrenewable sources such as oil or 
natural gas, it can also be obtained from renewable 
sources such as solar, wind, geothermal and water 
resources. These energy sources are renewable because 
they can be replenished when we use them. Because 
they are renewable and produce far fewer greenhouse 
gases than fossil fuels, these energy sources are more 
sustainable than nonrenewable energy sources.

Wind energy is an example of a growing source of 
renewable energy. The U.S. Department of Energy 
reports that wind captured from just 6 percent of 
U.S. land area has the potential to supply more than 
1.5 times the amount of energy currently used in the 
United States! Wind power is clean, abundant and 
inexpensive. 

Transportation accounts for almost 30 percent of 
worldwide energy use.2  Many renewable energy 
sources can help us get around. For example, gasoline-
electric hybrid cars rely partially on a gasoline engine 
and partially on an electric motor. Biodiesel is a 
fuel created from vegetable oil; it can be used as an 
alternative to petroleum-based diesel (a fossil fuel). 
Ethanol is an alcohol made from grains or other plant 
materials; it can be mixed with gasoline to create a fuel 
that produces less CO2 when it is burned.

You may already have guessed that human power is 
also a renewable source of energy. You can get around 
on your skateboard, bicycle or feet without polluting 
the air. 

You Have the Power!
We can all reduce our Ecological Footprint by using 
sustainable sources of energy. One way to promote 

renewable energy resources 
is to purchase “green power,” 
or electricity generated from 
sustainable sources. Purchasing 
green power instead of 
nonrenewable sources of 
energy reduces greenhouse 
gas emissions and supports the development of 
sustainable energy sources. Your household can 
contact your local electricity provider to inquire 
about purchasing green power.

Conserving energy is another way that everyone 
can have a positive impact on the earth right now. 
“Conservation” is the careful use and preservation 
of natural resources, such as forests and water. We 
can conserve energy by making simple changes in 
our lives at home and at school to reduce energy 
use. Did you know that 5 percent or more of your 
home’s electricity is “leaked” from appliances and 
other electronics that are turned off but still plugged 
in? 3  At home, turn off lights, computer equipment 
and appliances when you are not using them to save 
energy.  

Your voice can be a powerful tool for creating 
change. You can teach others about the importance 
of reducing energy use and using renewable energy 
sources when possible. Just think: If you persuade 
just one other person to live more sustainably, you’ll 
have twice the impact that you would alone!

1 Worldwatch Institute, State of the World 2004 
(New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2004), p 32.

2 Worldwatch Institute, p 28.

3 Michael Woods, “Pulling the Plug on Electricity 
Leaks,” Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, May 8, 2005.

Global Issues and  
Sustainable Solutions 

v Think of at least two ways that you can 
reduce your Ecological Footprint by 
altering your energy consumption and 
carbon dioxide emissions. Share your ideas 
with everyone in your home. If you work 
together, you will have an even greater 
impact (plus, you might get a little moral 
support for trying something new)!

Activity

v Visit www.facingthefuture.org and click 
on Fast Facts & Quick Actions under Latest 
News from Facing the Future. Click on 
Energy, then choose one quick action and 
get started. 

v Don’t forget that next Tuesday is Earth 
Day; this is a perfect opportunity to 
celebrate and spread the word about the 
actions you are already taking through 
this newspaper series. Stay tuned for more 
ideas on how you can make your school, 
and your life, more Earth-friendly in the 
weeks ahead! 

Take Action!

A measure of 
sustainability 
considers  the  
areas of 
environment, 
economy,  
and society. 

Design courtesy of The Seattle Times Company.



NIE offers FREE and engaging school programs.  
Chapter locations vary and are posted online  

each day at seattlepi.com/nie. To register  
for NIE, visit us online or call 206/652-6289.

7 of  

20

Seattle P-I  Newspapers In Education Skills for Everyday Living presents

Next:  
Resource Use

Join us on Wednesdays and Fridays for Skills for Everyday Living, a series that goes beyond the 
classroom to prepare students for the many challenges of the real world. Our current topic is  
Global Issues and Sustainable Solutions, developed by Facing the Future. Series ends June 13. 

www.facingthefuture.org

“In making sure that other species survive, we will 
be ensuring the survival of our own.”

 – Wangari Maathai (2004 Nobel Peace 
Prize Laureate and founder of the 

Kenyan Green Belt Movement)

The Source of Our Stuff 
Can you think of anything you use that doesn’t 
come from nature? Even man-made items such 
as laptop computers originally come from the 
earth. Our clothes, food and homes are all made of 
resources that the earth produces. The electricity 
we use to power our homes and the fuel we use 
to power our cars, buses and airplanes also come 
from Earth’s resources.
How we use Earth’s resources affects the present 
and future supply of these resources — or their 
sustainability. Sustainability means using the 
resources we currently need without limiting the 
ability of future generations to have the resources 
they need. The natural environment is one 
important component of sustainability.
Some of Earth’s resources are renewable, meaning 
they can be restored or replenished at basically the 
same rate that we use them. Forests and fish  
are examples of living resources that may be 
renewed through natural processes, careful 
management and conservation. Wind, water, 
tides and solar radiation are examples of nonliving 
renewable resources.
Other resources are nonrenewable, meaning 
they exist in fixed amounts and cannot be 
quickly renewed or restored by natural or human 
processes. Nonrenewable resources include metals, 
minerals (including gold and silver) and fossil fuels 
(such as oil, gas and coal). Resources such as soil 
and water may be considered either nonrenewable 
or renewable, depending on circumstances. For 
example, water is often considered a renewable 

resource. Yet, some underground water reservoirs 
(or aquifers), such as the Ogallala Aquifer in the 
southwestern United States, take over thousands of 
years to replenish. 
The availability and use of renewable and 
nonrenewable resources are important because 
they largely determine how many people the earth 
can support now and into the future. 

The Tragedy of the Commons
“Commons” are those resources that all members 
of a community may use, without payment. 
Examples include rivers and lakes, the air we 
breathe and the vast oceans that no one person can 
own. What commons are you using right now? 

Garrett Hardin was a biologist who came up with 
a concept to describe how humans tend to use the 
natural resources that we share: “The tragedy of 
the commons.” Commons can be destroyed when 
people use or pollute resources so heavily that they 
are no longer available for others to use. There 
are a number of examples of the tragedy of the 
commons: pollution of the air and atmosphere, 
deforestation and overfishing fish stocks in  
global waters. 

Fishy Business 
Fish is a key food source in the world today. One 
billion people rely on fish as their primary source 
of animal protein.1

When there is no catch limit, a fisherman’s best 
short-term interest is to catch as many fish as 
possible before others take home a larger share of 
the total catch. As the total number of available 
fish gets smaller, fishermen compete even more 
intensively to pay for their salaries, boats and 
fuel. Technology also plays a role as faster boats 
and improved fishing technology speed this race 
to a point where the fish stocks become too low 
to support a fishery. At this point, fishermen 

often shift to harvesting other fish species. 
This tragedy of the commons can repeat 
itself until many stocks are diminished or 
overfished. 

A Success Story2

How can we avoid the tragedy of the 
commons with wild fisheries? Sustainable fisheries 
can preserve fish species and provide humans with 
valuable protein. Alaskan fisheries are an example 
of sustainable management of the commons. The 
management of Alaska’s major commercial species 
— salmon, pollock and cod — has been certified 
as sustainable by the Marine Stewardship Council. 
It wasn’t always that way. Alaskans learned about 
sustainability the hard way when salmon were 
overfished in the 1950s. Tough measures that 
limited catches were put in place. Slowly, the 
salmon runs were built up to record levels that 
have continued since the 1990s. 
As a result of these efforts, not all fishermen can 
get a permit or catch as much as they would like. 
But many agree that the regulations have resulted 
in stable catches, increased efficiency and lower 
operating costs to fishermen, higher market 
value for fish and safer working conditions for 
fishermen.  
The lesson from Alaska is that protecting common 
resources ensures that they are available for future 
generations. 

Global Issues and  
Sustainable Solutions 

Like a mobile, global issues are  interconnected. The solutions  
to global issues are often interconnected as  well. 

1 Shunji Sugiyama, et al., FAO Regional Office 
for Asia and the Pacific, “Status and Potential of 
Fisheries and Aquaculture in Asia and the Pacific,” 
2004. http://www.fao.org/docrep/007/ad514e/
ad514e00.HTM. 

2 Information from the Marine Conservation Alliance Foundation (MCAF) 
and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA), Personal 
Communication, September 12, 2007.

v Create a web diagram of all the resources required 
to make your favorite item of clothing. Start by 
drawing the item in the center of a large piece of 
paper. Next, think about the different parts of the 
item. For example, jeans are usually made of cloth 
as well as a zipper or buttons. Write or draw those 
parts surrounding your center picture. Think 
about where those materials come from. A zipper 
is made of metal. Where did that metal come 
from? What resources or vehicles are required to 
obtain, process and transport the metal? Write 
all of the environmental resources used on your 
web diagram. By the end of this activity, you will 
probably have a larger web diagram than you 
would have thought!

Activity

v Join Plant for the Planet’s “Billion Tree 
Campaign,” and be part of a global reforestation 
effort. Visit www.unep.org/treeplanting/
plantfortheplanet/ to learn more.

Take Action!
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How Are We 
Growing? 
Each year there are more and more people on Earth. 
Population projections suggest that by 2050 there 
will be over 9 billion people living in the area where 
6.6 billion of us live now. 1  How and where will 
world population change? With almost half of the 
world’s population under age 25, world population 
will increase by several billion when those young 
people start families over the next few decades.2  
Currently 95 percent of all population growth occurs 
in developing countries. India is expected to soon 
surpass China as the world’s most populous country. 
Meanwhile, shrinking populations are predicted for 
some developed countries such as Japan, Russia and 
the nations of Europe.3  

These population statistics and trends have important 
consequences, especially when combined with other 
global issues such as poverty. Of the 5.2 billion people 
living in developing countries, nearly 60 percent 
do not have basic sanitation, and one-quarter lack 
proper housing. Twenty percent do not have access 
to modern health services, and 20 percent of children 
do not attend school through grade five.4  Given 
these harsh realities, people in poorer countries may 
rely on large extended families to make a living and 
to care for the elderly. For example, in rural areas, 
people need help to gather cooking fuel, carry water, 
grow food and tend livestock. Yet because disease and 
malnutrition (inadequate or unbalanced nutrition) kill 
many children before they grow up, large families are 
often seen as a necessity. This tends to keep fertility 
and population growth rates up, which can have the 
effect of perpetuating poverty, illness and conflict over 
limited resources.

How Many People Can the  
Earth Support?
An important concept in looking at population growth 
is that of Earth’s “carrying capacity.” Carrying capacity 
is the number of people the Earth can support without 
using resources faster than the planet can reproduce 
them. Experts disagree on this number because carrying 
capacity depends on a number of debatable factors: 
the type and quantity of available resources; how these 
resources are distributed; how much of the resource 
each person uses; and people’s relative quality of life. 

Another variable in determining carrying capacity is 
whether or not people believe that areas need to be left 
for plants and wildlife, in addition to providing for 
humans and their immediate needs. 

Sustainable Solutions to the 
Population Puzzle
Population growth and the associated demand for 
resources bring urgency to other pressing global 
issues such as poverty, conflict and environmental 
degradation. Stabilizing population growth could allow 
humans to live within Earth’s carrying capacity and 
improve quality of life for many people. Given that 
people in wealthier countries on average have large 
Ecological Footprints, reducing Footprints in these 
countries is another important way to live within the 
carrying capacity of the planet. 

Personal Solutions
At some time in their lives, most people will need to 
make a decision about family size. Family planning 
is perhaps the most important personal solution to 
population growth and carrying capacity. 

Because of relatively higher rates of consumption of 
the average person in the United States compared to 
many other parts of the world, reducing our Ecological 

Footprint is another possible 
solution to population-related 
issues. Here are a few ideas  
to get you started on shrinking  
your Footprint: 
•	 If	you	or	your	family	is	going	to	

buy a new car, consider getting 
one that is fuel-efficient and minimally polluting. 

•	 Whenever	you	can,	use	your	feet,	a	bicycle,	 
a skateboard or take a bus to get around. 

•	 Eat	one	fewer	meal	including	meat	each	week	
Production of meat requires many more resources 
than production of nonmeat protein sources. 

Can you think of other humane ways in which 
individuals can personally address population growth 
and carrying capacity issues?

Structural Solutions
Many structural actions can be taken to help stabilize 
human population growth. One important step is 
providing primary health care around the world in 
order to lower infant and child mortality, increase 
life expectancies and provide other essential services. 
If families had access to basic health care — which 
prevents most childhood deaths — many families 
would have only the number of children that they 
ideally want. Reproductive health care is an important 
part of primary health care. 

Global Issues and  
Sustainable Solutions 

Like a mobile, global issues are  interconnected. The solutions  
to global issues are often interconnected as  well. 

1 Population Reference Bureau, “2007 World Population Data 
Sheet,” http://www.prb.org/pdf07/07WPDS_Eng.pdf

2 U.N. Population Fund, “State of World Population 2003,” 
http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2003/swpmain.htm. 

3 U.N. Department of Economic and Social Affairs, “World 
Population Prospects: The 2004 Revision,” http://www.un.org/esa/
population/publications/WPP2004/wpp2004.htm. 

4 U.N. Family Planning Association, “The State of World Population  
 2001,” http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2001/english/ch01.html.

v According to the U.S. Census Bureau, 
in 1950, the population of Seattle was 
467,591. Visit www.census.gov to 
find out the population of Seattle in 
2000. Calculate the rate of increase 
from 1950 through 2000. Based on 
your findings, estimate the population 
in the year 2050. Then answer the 
following questions:
•	 How	will	your	life	change	as	a	

result of increasing population? 
•	 In	what	ways	do	you	think	Seattle	 

will look different in 2050?

Activity

v Find alternative uses for materials 
currently being thrown in landfills 
(such as tires, cell phones and 
computers) in your community. 
Develop a project to support the 
reuse of at least one of these items in 
your home, school or community. 

Take Action!
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