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PART


1


It’s YOUR world


PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS


You’ve probably heard a lot about environmental problems


like climate change, plastic waste, pollution and the


destruction of rainforests. You’ve probably also wondered


what you can possibly do to help. This book will help you


to get a grip on what’s happening and start to make a


difference. There are two eco-hero characters to help you.


Hi! We’re your eco-hero


guides, fighting back to


help the world. Come and


join us!


The world needs you —
it needs you to be an


eco-hero, too. Starting now!


It’s all about stuff


We live in a world with only a fixed amount of stuff, or


resources. We use stuff such as metals, water and oil to make


things, and when we have finished with the things, we throw


them away. This means that we take useful things from the


Earth and often put useless things back. We can also easily


damage the environment during the process of making


things – even though we don’t intend to.
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Suppose each day you took clean things from your drawers,


and in the evening you just put them back. After a while, your


drawers would be full of dirty things and you’d have nothing


left to wear. That’s pretty much what we’re doing right now


but with the Earth’s resources, not clothes! We need to stop


doing it, before the drawers are completely full of dirty


things. That means every single one of us has to change how


we live, including you and me.


You’re the eco-hero!


For a long time, people kept using resources without ever


considering that the resource might run out, or reflecting


on the harm they might cause to the world. Now we know


that this behaviour is causing problems. Young people didn’t


create the problems, but we can all be part of the solution.


How to be an eco-hero


This book will help you to become an eco-hero — or even an


eco-superhero. It’s divided into three parts:


Part one: It’s YOUR world — see how the world works as


a single massive system, and how things are going wrong


which need to be sorted.


Part two: Eco-heroes on a mission — discover lots of


ways you can help solve eco-problems and make the


world a better place to live.


Part three: Smart living — check how you’re doing, plan


to do even better and maybe step up to superhero status.
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THE BIGGER PICTURE


There are two types of resources (things we can use) in the


world. Renewable resources can be replaced. If we cut down


trees to use the wood, we can plant more trees and have


more wood later. Wood is a renewable resource. But other


things get used up, and then they are gone for good. These


are non-renewable resources. There is only a finite amount


of oil in the ground, and when it’s gone, there won’t be any


more for millions of years. Oil is a non-renewable resource.


renewable


non-renewable


renewable, if sustainably


sourced: wood, things made


from plants (cotton, paper),


glass, food made from


cultivated plants and animals


non-renewable: oil, coal and


things made from them –


fuel for vehicles, plastics,


artificial fibres like nylon


and polyester
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The woods and the trees


Although a material like wood is renewable, an environment


like a rainforest isn’t. A rainforest is home to many thousands


of different plant and animal species. There are over 40,000


plant species in the Amazon rainforest alone! If we cut down a


rainforest to use the wood or farm the land, we can’t get it back:


rainforests take hundreds or thousands of years to develop.


Even renewable resources like wood need to be used in a


sustainable way. That means:


not taking too much of any resource at any one time


replacing the renewable resources we use


making sure we don’t damage the environment when


we use them.


‘But we need things!’


Of course we do. We don’t need to stop making things


completely, but we do need


to use resources carefully —


especially non-renewable


resources. That means making


things we can use again and


again, rather than something


that will be thrown away


quickly. And it means making


things from renewable


materials whenever possible.


On the way out


Most things wear out eventually. When something is finally


worn out or broken, we need to try to recycle it or its parts.


There’s more about this on page 48. Things that are made


from renewable natural resources from plants and animals


decay naturally in the environment without causing harm.


Don’t forget, you can buy


things made with recycled


materials — that helps too.
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Things made of non-renewable resources, such as plastics


and artificial fabrics, don’t decay. They might break into


smaller and smaller pieces, but they are still there and can


cause a lot of harm (see page 22).


ROUND AND ROUND


Imagine you’re in a spaceship looking down at Earth. You


can see it all at once. For now, all we have is on our planet.


All we can use is here. We can’t whizz off to another planet to


get more water, forests or oil. We have to use what we’ve


got carefully.


‘I can’t see any


rainforests!’


Small parts of big things


There’s a fixed amount of


chemical ‘stuff’ on the planet.


Everything on Earth is made


up of tiny atoms of the chemical


elements. All living things are made


largely of carbon, oxygen, nitrogen


and hydrogen atoms stuck together


in different ways to make different


chemicals. The atoms are older than


Earth, and are recycled again and again.


Even you are recycled.


Your atoms were once in


plants and other animals.


Maybe you’re part woolly


mammoth or part T-rex!
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Natural recycling


In nature, everything is recycled. When a plant or animal


dies, microbes and tiny animals break it down. They eat


parts of it. Parts of it go back into the soil and are used to


make more plants. The new plants are eaten by animals, and


some of those animals are eaten by other animals. It goes


round and round, as they all go back into the same system


in the end. The same happens in the sea; things die and fall


to the seabed where they are broken down and recycled. If


this didn’t happen, there would still be dead dinosaurs lying


around!


Circles and cycles


Chemicals of different types are cycled round and round


in nature. You’ll see several cycles as you read this book. It


doesn’t work so well now because we make things that don’t


break down. Things like concrete and plastic last a very, very


long time. We have made changes to the world that will take


millions of years to unpick. It’s time to stop.
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CRUCIAL CARBON


You might have heard people talk about carbon. It’s a very


important chemical element that helps make up the bodies


of all living things. You’re full of carbon. So is a cabbage and a


giraffe and a snail. Carbon is crucial – but it needs to be kept


in the right place. People have let a lot of carbon get into the


atmosphere (the air) and this causes problems.


Recycling carbon


When living things die and their bodies break down, the


carbon they contain is released. That’s great, as it means


more living things can use it.


So how do living things use carbon? Well, plants take in


carbon dioxide and break it apart. They use the carbon to


grow, and let the oxygen back out into the air. Most living


things need to breathe oxygen, so this is good. Plants –


from tiny algae to giant trees – produce the oxygen we all


need. This is the carbon cycle: carbon is constantly recycled


through plants, animals and the air.





















