Art and science unite to highlight the overlooked environmental toll of digital overconsumption

[image: ]
Artists and climate scientists have collaborated to bring vivid attention to the environmental damage driven by technology consumption, employing striking visualisations of some of the world’s most iconic landscapes to portray potential future degradation caused by the climate crisis. This interdisciplinary project, showcased at the Last Shot Gallery in London and spearheaded by University College London Earth system scientist Mark Maslin, highlights the often-overlooked role of tech overconsumption in accelerating environmental harm.
Among the locations transformed through artistic interpretation are Venice, the Giant’s Causeway in Northern Ireland, Iguazu Falls on the Argentina-Brazil border, and the Seine River in Paris. Maslin used climate modelling to project how these places could be affected under different climate scenarios by the century’s end. While the visualisations are not meant as precise forecasts, they serve as powerful tools to convey the urgent need for consumer awareness about the ecological footprint of everyday technology use. Maslin underscores that tech consumption accounts for approximately 6% of human-driven climate change—twice as impactful as the aviation industry—which calls attention to the scale of overconsumption embedded in digital lifestyles.
The environmental costs are manifold, spanning from the extraction of critical but socially and environmentally problematic minerals like tantalum, cobalt, and tin required for devices, to the mishandling of e-waste. Discarded electronics commonly release greenhouse gases such as methane and carbon dioxide when incinerated or leach toxic chemicals like mercury and lead into soil and water when dumped improperly. This cycle amplifies pollution and climate damage substantially. Legislation is beginning to respond; for example, the European Union recently introduced regulations intended to curb built-in obsolescence and promote repairability, including universal charging standards and extended product guarantees. Nonetheless, tech companies have often resisted these measures, citing concerns over market interference.
The scale of digital consumption’s carbon footprint is further emphasised by recent data demonstrating the rapid growth of emissions from energy-intensive AI and data centres. A United Nations International Telecommunication Union report notes that indirect carbon emissions linked to major AI-focused firms’ data centres surged by 150% from 2020 to 2023, accelerating at a rate far exceeding overall electricity demand growth. Amazon’s operational emissions grew by 182%, with Microsoft, Meta, and Alphabet also experiencing steep rises. This escalation is primarily driven by the massive computational power required for AI training, where a single model can produce emissions comparable to those of multiple vehicles over their lifetime.
The rising energy hunger of digital infrastructure underpins these trends. Data centres, which support cloud computing and streaming services, consume around 1-2% of global electricity—a figure expected to climb. The technology behind AI, video streaming, internet usage, and frequent tech product upgrades demands continuous energy-intensive cooling and power, most often sourced from fossil fuels. The consequent greenhouse gas emissions from digital sectors now represent an estimated 3.4% of worldwide emissions, comparable to the annual carbon footprint of driving 3,500 kilometres per person.
Moreover, the sheer volume of electronic waste intensifies the problem. Globally, e-waste production hit a record 62 million tonnes in 2022, with less than 20% being properly recycled. The rapid turnover of smartphones, laptops, and tablets not only wastes precious materials but also leads to harmful environmental pollution. Initiatives promoting refurbished technology markets, like Back Market—which co-produced the climate-focused exhibition—stress the importance of longer device lifespans, accessible sustainable options, and greater consumer education to curtail the cycle of overconsumption and landfill.
Efforts to mitigate the digital sector’s environmental footprint include calls for behavioural shifts such as reducing unnecessary device replacements, choosing more energy-efficient hardware, and limiting demand for streaming and cloud services. Experts emphasise the need to enhance transparency around energy consumption related to AI and digital services, integrate regulatory measures, and invest in renewable energy and advanced hardware efficiency. However, there is ongoing concern about the Jevons Paradox—where improvements in efficiency paradoxically lead to greater overall consumption—particularly as AI technologies expand rapidly.
In sum, while digital technologies contribute invaluable benefits, their hidden ecological toll necessitates urgent systemic and individual action. Awareness campaigns like the artistic visualisations and policy initiatives to curb planned obsolescence and boost repairability are crucial first steps. Equally important is a collective shift towards valuing device longevity and sustainable digital habits to stave off escalating climate damage linked directly and indirectly to the tech sector’s carbon footprint.
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