Case Study - Human Interactions with the Environment

The environment is “the physical surroundings or conditions in which a person or an organism lives, develops, etc., or in which a thing exists; the external conditions in general affecting the life, existence, or properties of an organism,”[footnoteRef:1] and naturally since the creation of humans, we have been interacting with the environment. However, over time we have all interacted with our environment differently due to the development of different cultures, civilisations, religions etc. This has therefore resulted in some have resulted in some cultures being more ethical and resourceful than others, and some completely disregarding our environment, causing global warming and climate change, alongside a plethora of other issues.  [1:  Oxford University Press [c. 2025]
https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/1071741346 [accessed 1st May 2025]] 


One extremely interesting example of humans being more ethical and resourceful with our environment, is our indigenous groups. According to the United Nations website, “there are over 476 million indigenous people living in 90 countries across the world, accounting for 6.2% of the global population. Of those, there are more than 5000 distinct groups.”[footnoteRef:2] One of these groups, is called the Damara people, and they are an indigenous group that lives in the north-western regions of Namibia. They make up around 8.5% of Namibia’s population. Due to the remoteness, and arid climate of this area of Namibia, the Damarans have become very resourceful and practical in they way they interact with their environment. In figure 1,[footnoteRef:3] you can see a shack that has been created by the Damara people in the Desert. For the exterior walls they have used disregarded metal, most notably metal storage cylinders and corrugated metal. It is clear that these items where chosen due to their durability and sturdiness, which should aid in protecting their homes from natural disasters and most notably sandstorms.  [2:  United Nations [n.d.]
https://www.un.org/en/fight-racism/vulnerable-groups/indigenous-peoples [accessed 1st May 2025]]  [3:  Olga Ernst, ‘Shacks of Damara people near Uis in Namibia’ [c. 2014]
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Shacks_of_Damara_people,_Uis_%28Namibia%29.jpg [accessed 1st May 2025]] 

Another tribe that similarly been resourceful with our environment is the Himba people from northern Namibia and southern Angola. 
As seen the YouTube clip by Nomad Architecture, you can see some Himba women cutting down tree branches and stripping the leaves off, which are fed to the animals. Then they use the branches to build the walls of the huts and tying them into place. They next collect water using some plastic buckets, and mix that with sand to form a plaster, which they then use to cover the huts, which will bake and dry in the sun.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Nomad Architecture, House of Clay – Women Builders of the Namibian Himba Tribe, online video recording, YouTube [27th Jan 2021]
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ehSwC_V4K-4 [accessed 1st May 2025]] 

Both of these case studies are clear examples of ways humans interact with the environment, but most notably, they interact in a way that is resourceful but also does not harm the environment, but rather how they work with it. They have clearly used recycled materials to build their homes, but also when they have had to use a natural resource, they have chosen to not fully destroy and waste it, but rather take what they need to survive and leave the rest, so it can grow and renew. This is clearly demonstrated when the Himba women chose to chop down some branches but left part of the tree remain so it can grow back quickly, but also did not waste the leaves that were not needed as they fed them to cattle.

However, unlike the resourceful Damara and Himba people, some civilisations have unfortunately taken the opposite route and have interacted with the environment in a negative way. Many civilisations, particularly western civilisations such as the UK, have chosen a more industrial route, which caused more pollutants and climate change thus negative impact on our environment. 
One of the most worldwide negative impact humans have created to the environment is deforestation. Deforestation is the deliberate act of fully chopping down trees, for other land uses, such as farming, urbanisation, or logging. According to the WWF,

Deforestation can happen quickly, such as when a fire sweeps through the landscape or the forest is clear-cut to make way for an oil palm plantation. While deforestation appears to be declining in some countries, it remains disturbingly high in others—including Brazil and the Democratic Republic of the Congo.
Two-thirds of global forest cover loss is occurring in the tropic and subtropic regions of the world, where vast clusters of deforestation hot spots—also known as "deforestation fronts"—are destroying the important ecosystem services forests provide. There are 24 of these hot spots that are spread across Latin America, sub-Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and Oceania.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  World Wildlife Fund, Deforestation and Forest Degradation [c. 2025]
https://www.worldwildlife.org/threats/deforestation-and-forest-degradation [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 

However, although deforestation has become a massive issue, many individuals and groups are choosing to do something about it. Rewilding Britain is an organisation that was founded in 2015, with a mission of “seeing a mosaic of species-rich habitats restored and connected across at least 30% of Britain’s land and sea by 2030.”[footnoteRef:6] They have led many rewilding projects since their creation, with one of their most famous rewilding projects being at Knepp Estate near Horsham.  [6: Rewilding Britain, 2030 Vision & Strategy [c. 2025]
https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/about-us/our-vision/2030-vision-strategy [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 

Knepp’s ethos is to enable natural processes instead of aiming for any particular goals or outcomes. Free roaming grazing animals – cattle, ponies, pigs, and deer – drive this process led regeneration. They act as proxies for herbivores that would have grazed the land thousands of years ago. Their different grazing preferences are creating a mosaic of habitats – from grassland and scrub to open grown trees and wood pasture. Knepp has seen extraordinary increases in wildlife since rewilding began, Extremely rare species such as Turtle Doves, Nightingales, Peregrine Falcons, and Purple Emperor Butterflies are now breeding here. Populations of more common species are rocketing.[footnoteRef:7] [7: Rewilding Britain, Knepp Castle Estate [c. 2025]
https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/rewilding-projects/knepp-castle-estate [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 

Rewilding is an extremely important way as to how humans can better interact with the environment. According to Rewilding Britain, “12% of the UK’s greenhouse gas emissions could be captured by restoring landscapes over 30% of Britain.”[footnoteRef:8] This is done through a process called Carbon Sequestration (aka natural carbon capture), in which carbon dioxide is removed from the atmosphere and stored in natural reservoirs like forests, oceans and soils.[footnoteRef:9] [8: Rewilding Britain, Rewilding, and the Climate Emergency [c. 2025]
https://www.rewildingbritain.org.uk/why-rewild/benefits-of-rewilding/climate-emergency [accessed 2nd May 2025]]  [9: National Grid, What is Carbon Sequestration? [27th March 2024]
https://www.nationalgrid.com/stories/energy-explained/what-carbon-sequestration [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 


Although humans have helped reverse the implications of deforestation to our environment, by the process of rewilding, water and air pollution still remain and negative impacts of human interaction with the environment. Water pollution has always been an issue, especially in the UK, since the 13th century, as many people complained about the quality of the water, and raw sewage in our waters have been linked to several cholera outbreaks, most notably in the 1840s. Although our knowledge in water treatment has certainly improved, meaning that we can now actually drink water, still our water and sewage companies have not learnt the lessons of the past and are still dumping raw sewage into our waters. According to the BBC News, “the River Thames has been polluted by at least 72 billion litres of sewage discharges since 2020,” and also “one billion litres of sewage was dumped just in one day, on 28th January 2021.”[footnoteRef:10] Alongside this, in my local constituency of Swindon North, our waterways had been “polluted by sewage 255 times in 2024, lasting 3,982 hours,” and there had been “135 sewage dumps in the River Cole, by Sevenhampton,” according to the website, Top of the Poops.[footnoteRef:11] [10: BBC News, Thames Water: 72 billion litres of sewage pumped into river in two years [10th November 2023]
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-london-67357566 [accessed 2nd May 2025]]  [11:  Top of the Poops, Swindon North [c. 2024]
https://top-of-the-poops.org/constituency/swindon-north [accessed 2nd May 2024]] 

As well as water pollution, air pollution has been another example of how humans have negatively interacted with the environment. According to the Friends of the Earth, air pollution hotspots map, the London area, West Midlands, Northwest England, and West Riding of Yorkshire are some of the worst areas of UK for air pollution.[footnoteRef:12] This is down to the high population density of their cities, thus meaning more cars and more CO2 emissions. As well as having an effect of humans, particularly increasing the risk of Asthma attacks and other lung diseases, it has an extremely harmful effect on the environment. According to the National Geographic,  [12: Friends of the Earth, Air Pollution [n.d]
https://friendsoftheearth.uk/climate/air-pollution?utm_source=google&utm_medium=cpc&utm_campaign=climate-change&utm_content=FY202324-11_generic&source=FN0000AWR&gad_source=1&gbraid=0AAAAAD4GgciwCPkjarTJgrr2M3RueMYMJ&gclid=Cj0KCQjw2tHABhCiARIsANZzDWqQzozEnGeQQs_Tkaw6Xiz22TiSRMmDYTcPfdGp59RW5uibaS2N2noaAvNfEALw_wcB [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 

Air pollution can create acid rain when sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxide particles in the air mixes with water and oxygen in the atmosphere. When acid rain falls to Earth, it damages plants by changing soil composition, degrades water quality in rivers, lakes and streams, and harms crops. It can even cause buildings and monuments to decay. Air pollution can also directly contaminate the surface of bodies of water and soil. This can damage crops or reduce their yield, and it can harm young trees and other plants. Air pollution can even directly damage buildings. Some pollutants, such as sulfur dioxide, break down stone and other materials. Like humans, animals can suffer health effects from exposure to air pollution. Disease, DNA damage and harm to the reproductive systems of animals have all been attributed to air pollution. Air pollution also affects visibility of the environment. Haze, like smog, is a visible type of air pollution that obscures shapes and colours.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  National Geographic, Air Pollution [n.d]
https://education.nationalgeographic.org/resource/air-pollution/ [accessed 2nd May 2025] ] 


However, although air and water pollution have been very key examples of how humans have negatively interacted with the environment, there has been things done to attempt to counteract these actions. Firstly, by our tabloids and newspapers, publicly outing water companies such as Thames Water, it has meant that these major issues have been brought to the attention of our MPs and they are being increasingly more scrutinised and held accountable. In 2024, “Thames Water, Yorkshire Water and Northumbrian Water faced £168 million fines by the industry regulator Ofwat, over historic sewage spills.”[footnoteRef:14] Similarly, the government introduced Ultra Low Emission Zones (ULEZ) in 2019 to reduce air pollution and encourage people to get more energy efficient and eco-friendly cars. Since it was first introduced to London, many cities across the UK, such as Birmingham, Bradford, Sheffield, Bristol etc have also introduced their own clean air zones. According to research conducted by the University of Bath “the ULEZ has reduced nitrogen dioxide levels by 18.4% in central London and has contributed to a 4.5% reduction in long term health problems and an 8% decrease in respiratory issues such as Asthma and Bronchitis.”[footnoteRef:15] [14: BBC News, Water firms to be punished for years of sewage leaks [6th August 2024]
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c5ypp032le0o#:~:text=Thames%20Water%2C%20Yorkshire%20Water%20and,regulator%20over%20historic%20sewage%20spills. [accessed 2nd May 2025]]  [15: University of Bath, Low Emission Zones improve air quality, health, and people’s wellbeing – new IPR Policy Brief [2nd November 2023]
https://www.bath.ac.uk/announcements/low-emission-zones-improve-air-quality-health-and-peoples-well-being-new-ipr-policy-brief/#:~:text=The%20ULEZ%20has%20had%20an,registered%20patients%20due%20to%20ULEZ. [accessed 2nd May 2025]] 
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