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What is
biocapacity?

Biocapacity refers to the ability of a given biologically productive area to 

generate an on-going supply of renewable resources and to absorb its 

spillover wastes.

www.ecosalt.org

Biocapacity is the ability of ecosystems to produce useful biological materials and to absorb wastes generated 
by humans, using current management and extraction technologies. 

Biocapacity is an aggregated measure of the amount of land available, weighted by the productivity of that land. It 
represents the ability of the biosphere to produce crops, livestock (pasture), timber products (forest) and fish, as well as 
to sequester waste such as CO2. It also includes how much of this regenerative capacity is occupied by infrastructure 
(built-up land). 
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What is biocapacity?

The Biocapacity calculation tell us how many of the renewable resources, with utility for men, have been 
produced by the various ecosystems, using current management and extraction technologies. In order to 
calculate it we need to know the total bioproductive area available (of the world, of a country, or an area, 
depending on which EF are we calculating). The bioproductive area includes all land and water that supports 
significant photosynthetic activity and accumulation of biomass. 

The EF considers six main types of bioproductive areas:

Cropland - •	 most bioproductive of all the land types used to produce food and fibre for human 
consumption, feed for livestock, oil crops and rubber.

Grazing land –•	  areas that contain a low overall percentage of canopy cover, scattered trees and 
shrubs. Grazing land is used to raise livestock for meat, dairy, hide and wool products.

Forest land –•	  areas that produce fuelwood and timber. 

Fishing grounds –•	  measure of aquatic ecosystem productivity, in surface area equivalent, that 
can be used to supply all marine and inland fish catches.

Carbon uptake land –•	  total amount of forest land that can uptake anthropogenic carbon 
emissions.

Built-up land –•	  The built-up land Footprint is calculated based on the area of land covered 
by human infrastructure — transportation, housing, industrial structures and reservoirs for 
hydropower. Its bioproductivity is considered to be the same as cropland, because historically 
cities have evolved in the more fertile land areas.

Biocapacity is an aggregated measure of the amount of land available, weighted by the productivity of that 
land. 

The biocapacity assessment (BA) for a certain country or region is done by adding up the biocapacities for 
each land type, calculated according to the following equation:

BC = A*YF*EQF

Where:

A is the area available for a given land use type, 

YF is the yield factor and it accounts for the differences in productivity of a same land type across different 
countries, these differences may be due to natural factors, such as precipitation or soil quality, or management 
practices; 

EQF is the equivalence factor is used to convert a specific land type area into a universal unit of biologically 
productive area, a global hectare.
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Biocapacity represents the ability of the biosphere to produce crops, livestock (pasture), timber products 
(forest) and fish, as well as to sequester waste such as CO2. It also includes how much of this regenerative 
capacity is occupied by infrastructure (built-up land).

In 2005, the area of biologically productive land and water on Earth was approximately 13.4 billion hectares, 
divided by the above mentioned land types, considering each land type productivity. World biocapacity is also 
13.4 billion global hectares, since the total number of average hectares equals the total number of actual 
hectares (Figure 5).

Figure 5 – Global Bioproductive area.

Source:  www.globalfootprintnetwork.org.


