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THE CARBON FOOTPRINT STORY OF INDIA

Nihar Ranjan Acharya

When the world discusses
climate change, one
important question often
gets overlooked: how much
does an average person
actually contribute to carbon
emissions?

A 2024 comparison of
per-capita CO2 emissions
provides an interesting
perspective. According to
the data shown in the
accompanying graphic,
India’s per-capita CO,
emissions were about 2.2
tonnes, significantly below
the global average of 4.73
tonnes. The figures were
much higher for several
major economies: around
14.2 tonnes in the United
States, 13.42 tonnes in
Canada, 12.29 tonnes in
Russia, 11.29 tonnes in
South Korea and 8.66
tonnes in China.

These figures do not
mean that India has no
environmental responsibility.
They tell us something more
specific: the average Indian’s
territorial CO, footprint is
considerably lower than that

of many high-income and
industrialised countries.

Why does this distinction
matter?

India has a population of
more than a billion people
and is still developing its
infrastructure, cities,
industries and energy
systems. Its total emissions
are therefore large even
though its emissions per
person remain
comparatively low. This
distinction is important in
international climate
discussions.

Per-capita emissions
divide a country’s emissions
by its population. A country
with a large population can
therefore have substantial
total emissions while still
recording a comparatively
low average per person.

India’s development
journey is also different from
that of countries that
industrialised much earlier.
Millions of Indians are still
moving toward higher
incomes, better housing,
greater mobility and
improved access to energy.
The challenge is to achieve
these improvements without
repeating the most carbon-
intensive  stages of
development followed by
many industrialised
economies.

That is where India has a

unique opportunity.“Instead
of asking only whether India
is polluting less than others,
we should ask:

Can India grow while
keeping its future carbon
footprint under control?

The answer depends on
choices made today.

Expanding renewable
energy, improving public
transport, increasing energy

CARBON FOOTPRINT
STORY« JDIA

WHO'S REALLY

efficiency, promoting electric
mobility, developing green
hydrogen, protecting forests

and wetlands, reducing
waste and encouraging a
circular economy can help
India combine economic
growth with environmental
responsibility.

The number
context

The 2.2-tonne figure must
also be understood

needs

correctly. Per-capita
territorial CO, emissions do
not represent the entire
environmental footprint of a
person or country. They do

not capture every
greenhouse gas, nor do they
necessarily include

emissions embodied in
imported goods. Land-use
change and other
environmental pressures
also require separate
consideration.

Therefore, India’s lower
per-capita CO, emissions
should be seen neither as a
reason for complacency nor
as a reason for guilt. They
should be seen as context—
and as an opportunity.

India can point to its
relatively low per-person
carbon footprint while
simultaneously accepting
the responsibility to make its
future development cleaner.

The climate crisis is
global. No country can solve
it alone, and no country can
simply shift responsibility to
another. High-emitting
economies must accelerate
reductions, while developing
countries need
technological and financial
space to improve living
standards sustainably.

India’s environmental
story, therefore, should not
be reduced to the question
of who pollutes more.

The bigger question is:

What kind of

development do we
choose?

If India can expand
prosperity, improve living
standards and create jobs
while reducing the carbon
intensity of its economy, it
can demonstrate that
development and
environmental responsibility
need not be opposing
goals.

India may be developing
rapidly—but the opportunity
is to develop differently: with
cleaner energy, smarter
cities, efficient resource
use and greater respect for
nature.

The message is simple

India is not the highest
per-capita CO, emitter. But
being a relatively low per-
capita emitter does not
remove our responsibility.

Our goal should be clear:

Let India grow in
prosperity—while its carbon
footprint grows more slowly,
and eventually declines.

A greener India is not a
contradiction to
development. It could be
the next chapter of
development.

Scientific Officer, Indian
Climate Congress

Ph. 8249775817
E-Mail: nihar.acharya1973@gmail.com
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