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1E NEED TO KNOW Climate hand-print and 
What if scenarios 

In 1D we learned that a climate footprint provides a snapshot of the negative impacts on 
the climate either as a school community or as individuals.  This is our mark on the world. 
 
Here we are introducing two concepts: 

1. Climate handprint - this shows how individuals and organizations can have a 
positive impact on the climate, by reducing, avoiding, or capturing GHG emissions. 

2. What if scenarios –allow us to envision what positive steps we can take to “do 
good” rather than “do less bad”.    

Climate Handprint 
If the climate footprint shows us the “bad” we are doing, the climate handprint shows the 
“good” we can do.  Car-sharing is a good example of a solution that reduces emissions. 
Biking instead of using a car is a good example of how to avoid emissions. Planting trees 
and practicing regenerative agriculture fixes more carbon than it releases and is a good 
example of capturing GHG emissions. 
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https://climatechangeconnection.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Ecological-Handprint-2018.pdf 
 
You don’t have to know your climate footprint to think about your climate handprint.  You 
simply start to make decisions that make a positive difference; essentially you are leaving 
your handprint behind representing the good you are doing.   
 
Focusing on a handprint rather than a footprint makes more sense when you already have 
a small climate footprint, or simply want to take climate action quickly.  However, a 
climate footprint helps you understand your starting point.  The handprint and what-if 
represent the path you can follow and where you can go in what timeframe. 
 
What-if scenarios 
What-if scenarios allow us to compare different actions we can take.  If we know where the 
most good can come from then we can make those actions a priority.   
 
For example, a school that serves many meals with meat could decide to replace half of 
that meat in one year with plant-based alternatives and half this meat consumption again 
the following year. Because meat has up to 20 times the climate footprint of a plant-based 
equivalent, the replacement of meat by plant-based food will make a big difference in a 
school’s climate footprint.  
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Without reducing the number of meals or quantity of food served, the food climate 
footprint of can be reduced by 70-80%. The what-if in this scenario is, "What if I reduced 
my meat consumption by half in the first year of the carbon-free campus program? And 
what if I halve my meat consumption again in the second year?" 
 
Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) 
One of the best handprints we can leave is passing on our knowledge to someone else who 
can use it well. We want our positive handprints to cover many, many walls, and we can’t 
do it alone. And we don’t want our handprints to be a one-time thing. Education is central 
to sustainability. Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) considers the crucial 
questions of whether specific changes are locally relevant and culturally appropriate. 
Components of ESD (pictured below) include:  

• Improving Basic Education 
• Reorienting Existing Education 
• Developing Public Understanding 
• Providing Training to Master Trainers  

 

 

Source: https://www.rcenetwork.org/portal/sites/default/files/My%20Carbon%20Footprint%20VS%20Handprint-2.pdf 

Ideally, we as climate custodians become teachers to others. So when we move on, our 
fellow students are left with our knowledge and they themselves can in turn become 
teachers to the next generation.  

 


