
WhoLives
Greenest?

Just because a place is environ-
mentally “fit” doesn’t mean you’d want
to spend your life there—think glaciers
and rainforests. But finding the perfect
balance between what’s green and what’s
liveable could lead you to paradise.
Aiming for that ideal, we researched the
world’s greenest countries while also 
ensuring they were ones where people
could thrive. Along the way, we also 
unearthed the worst places to live. Hold
your breath and hope the country you
call home isn’t one of them.

We analysed data from two top sources
covering 141 nations to rank the planet’s
greenest, most liveable places. Our analy-
sis delved into social factors (income 
and education, for instance) and environ-
mental measures (charts on the follow-
ing pages show who scores highest and 
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How Countries Rate

137 CHAD

138 BURKINA FASO
139 SIERRA LEONE
140 NIGER
141 ETHIOPIA

TOP 5

1 FINLAND
2 ICELAND
3 NORWAY
4 SWEDEN
5 AUSTRIA

BOTTOM 5



lowest for some of them—and how
Britain stacks up). While helping rank
the countries, our analysis also led us
to five key lessons. 

>>You Can Always
Get Greener

Even the cleanest countries have 
serious environmental problems. Top-
ranked Finland wins high marks for
air and water quality, a low incidence
of infant disease and how well it pro-
tects citizens from water pollution and
natural disasters. But the country also
produces an above-average amount 
of greenhouse gases, has a large eco-
logical footprint (the mass of land and
water needed to sustain the national

level of consumption) and
contributes significantly 

to regional environmen-
tal woes. 

The reason: Finland has
the highest industrial-energy

consumption rate of all five
Nordic countries, due largely
to its reliance on the fuel-

intensive forestry and
quarry industries. Colder
winters and lower rain-
fall in recent years have
also had an impact, forc-

ing cuts in the production of hydro-
electricity and boosting—by 15 per
cent since 2005—the national appetite
for fossil fuels, a major source of green-
house gases.

A Move to Improve To get greener,
countries must do more to capitalise
on national strengths. Finland, among
the world’s largest exporters of wind-
power technology, produces less than
one per cent of its own electricity via
wind power, despite average coastal
wind speeds of 15mph, 50 per cent
stronger than those in the “windy city”
of Chicago. 

>>Don’t Stop
Thinking About
Tomorrow

On December 5, 1952, coal smoke
and other pollution over London
caused smog so thick that people
couldn’t see their own feet and driving
became impossible. The “Great London
Smog” lasted five days and led to more

than 4,000 deaths. Four years later the
Government passed its first Clean Air
Act and in time other aggressive steps
were taken to improve the country’s
air and water. Today emissions of
smoke and sulphur dioxide have de-
creased by more than 90 per cent. 

Unfortunately, as shown by
Britain’s overall ranking on
our list (No 25), there’s plenty
of clean-up work to be done.
Again, greenhouse gases 
are major culprits. In 2004,
per-capita carbon dioxide
emissions were more than
twice the worldwide per-
capita figure. And it’s a
trend heading in the wrong
direction: total carbon dioxide
emissions in the UK actually increased
slightly between 2000 and 2005.

A Move to Improve To fight global
warming, the Government has set 
up grants to help people make their

homes more energy efficient by in-
stalling solar panels and wind turbines.

But the £18.6 million origi-
nally allocated for the

2005–06 fiscal year
ran out after just six
months. Clearly the

Government must do
more to meet demand. 
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Matthew Kahn, PhD, is an environmental econ-
omist at the University of California, Los Angeles. 
Data sources: the United Nations’ 2006 Human
Development Index and the 2005 Environmental
Sustainability Index, a collaboration between
the World Economic Forum and researchers at
Yale and Columbia universities. For more on
sources and methodology, go to rdmag.co.uk.

Using different data, we analysed 
72 major international cities and ranked
them in terms of being green and liveable.
The sources included the Millennium
Cities Database for Sustainable Transport
(2001) by Jeff Kenworthy and Felix

The World’s Greenest, Most Liveable Cities
Laube of Australia’s Murdoch University,
the World Bank’s Development Economic
Research Group Estimates and our own 
reporting on local environmental laws, 
energy prices, rubbish production and 
disposal, and parkland.

1 Stockholm
2 Oslo
3 Munich
4 Paris 
5 Frankfurt

10 BEST HOW WE RANKED       5 WORST

6 Stuttgart
7 Lyon 
8 Düsseldorf 
9    Nantes 
10  Copenhagen 

13 Glasgow 
19 Newcastle
27 London 
30 Manchester 

68 Bangkok
69 Guangzhou 
70 Mumbai 
71 Shanghai 
72 Beijing
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>>Save the Forests
and the Trees

In developed nations, people tend
to cluster in cities and suburbs, con-
centrating pollution. When rural areas
are publicly owned and protected
against development, they become
“green moats”—buffers against the
harmful effects of “brown cities”.
Canada (No 11) exemplifies this. While
wild forests are disappearing in most
developed nations, they still thrive in
Canada. Their presence helps explain
why the country rates well overall for
clean water and air, despite a densely
populated southern tier where cities
such as Montreal contribute to sulphur
dioxide emissions that are nearly dou-
ble the average in similar countries—
feeding an ongoing acid rain problem.

A Move to Improve Other coun-
tries should follow Canada’s lead and
preserve what’s left of their pristine
wilderness. Doing so will help offset
the harmful effects of urban pollution. 

>>Manage
Progress for the
Benefit of All

People living in affluent countries
tend to be better educated, enjoy a
higher standard of living, live longer
and have a brighter future. But their
material wealth results in a larger 
carbon footprint.

Happily, their affluence and educa-
tion makes these people more likely 
to be aware and active when it comes 
to doing something about that foot-
print. Consider Norway (No 3), which
is party to more than 40 international
environmental accords. It’s no coinci-
dence that nearly all Norwegian schools
have high educational standards. 

A Move to Improve It’s in the in-
terest of all countries for each one of
them to gear public policy towards
developing an informed citizenry. The
goal should be an engaged, educated
public that can act as a powerful an-
tidote to environmental destruction. 

>>Turn Things
Round While
There’s Still Time

How great is the potential environ-
mental impact of China (No 84) on
the rest of the world? Consider: if its

car-ownership rate matched the US,
one billion cars would be on China’s
roads. That would translate into total
fuel consumption of 520 billion gallons
per year—nearly half the current world
use. But setting that aside, the sheer
size of China’s population and the 
explosive growth of its economy are
creating significant environmental
pressures. For instance, in Beijing today,
the level of one type of particularly
harmful air pollution is more than four
times the level in New York. 

There are some signs that the
Chinese government is taking envi-
ronmental problems seriously. Next
year’s Olympics in Beijing could be a
major turning point. Following the
lead of South Korea (No 35), which
made a major effort to clean up Seoul
before the 1988 Games, China has 
announced a number of ambitious
green goals, including cutting the 
use of coal in half, eliminating 200
manufacturing plants in the

Beijing suburbs and
lowering sulphur
levels in petrol. The
challenge now is hit-
ting those targets. 

A Move to Improve
Global environmental
management requires global

cooperation. That
means Western nations

need to move more
quickly in sharing 

with China emerging
technologies that can 

be used to develop clean, 
alternative energy.

For full country and
city rankings and more details,

go to www.rdmag.co.uk.
What kind of green initiatives 

has your town introduced? And 
could it do more? Write to the
address on page 10 or email 
YouSaidIt@readersdigest.co.uk.
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