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Source or Sink
An increase in greenhouse gasses is the cause of rising global temperatures. We call 
something that produces greenhouse gasses a source. Luckily, there are also things that 
absorb or use up greenhouse gasses which we call sinks. 

Activity
Try to work out if the following pictures represent sources or sinks?

Keep reading for the answers!
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A Car: Source
Cars burn fossil fuels which produce a lot of greenhouse gasses 
including carbon dioxide (CO2). Many buses and trains do too, 
but because more people use them than a car, the amount of 
greenhouse gasses produced per person are much lower. So using 
public transport or better, yet cycling or walking places helps to 
reduce the amount of greenhouse gasses produced.

You can also reduce your carbon emissions by getting cars 
powered by other things:
• Electric cars - These can be better than other cars but only if you get your electricity from 

renewable sources, otherwise you are just burning fossil fuels elsewhere.
• Hydrogen cars - These burn hydrogen which only produces water instead of greenhouse 

gasses, but it can be difficult to move and store hydrogen because it’s explosive.

A Cow: Source
Cows are not an obvious source of greenhouse gasses but the 
bacteria in their stomachs which help to break down food create 
a greenhouse gas called methane. The cow then burps or farts 
releasing the methane into the atmosphere. This would not be a big 
problem except that we farm millions of cows in the UK alone for 
meat and milk. This means that cows and other farm animals are a 
huge source of greenhouse gasses. 

You can cut down your emissions by eating less meat and dairy, 
because by decreasing demand for these will reduce the number 
of cows we have.

House: Source
Houses create large amounts of greenhouse gasses because of all 
the things inside them which are powered by gas and electricity. 
Things like lights, heating, cooking, computer games and more. 
Much of the UK’s electricity, about 40% (carbonbrief.org), comes 
from burning fossil fuels and many products are made of plastics 
which also come from crude oil. 

We can reduce this by using renewable electricity companies to 
supply our electricity and by using less electricity. You can switch off 
lights and power down things you aren’t using, only heat your house 
when you are there, and by insulating the house so that less heat 
escapes.
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Factory: Source
Factories and industry create a huge amount of greenhouse gasses. 
This is due to the making of materials or items, and when they 
are distributed. Factories are powered by electricity or may even 
generate their own electricity from generators.

To reduce this we need to reduce demand for new materials, reuse 
the things we do have and recycle things that we can’t. We can also 
buy products made of natural materials instead of plastics and buy 
from companies which power their factories with renewable energy.

People: Source
We are the reason for all the other sources of greenhouse gasses 
mentioned. Although there are some natural sources of greenhouse 
gasses (peat bogs and volcanoes for example) the changes we are 
seeing happening to our planet’s climate are because of human 
activities.

The good news is that people also have the power to change this. 
We can find new sources of renewable energy, reduce our use of 
plastic products, only use green transport, campaign governments 
to adapt policies which will protect the climate, and even invent 
ways to capture greenhouse gasses from the atmosphere.

Aeroplane: Source
Aeroplanes produce a lot of carbon dioxide (CO2) by burning fossil 
fuels. According to the International Air Transport Association, 2% of 
the world’s global carbon dioxide emissions come from air travel. 
Most of the fuel is used in take-off and landing so short haul flights 
particularly those which could be replaced by train or bus journeys 
are the worst. 

Planes also release other greenhouse gasses like nitrous oxide, 
which can be particularly damaging when released high up in the 
atmosphere. There is little that can be done to reduce the impact 
of planes except to fly less.
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Trees: SInk
Trees photosynthesise; they get their energy from taking in carbon 
dioxide and producing oxygen. Like all living things trees also use 
the carbon to build their bodies, so as a tree grows it is essentially 
trapping carbon dioxide and keeping it from getting into the 
atmosphere. This is called carbon sequestering. 

To help sequester more carbon we can protect the forests that we 
still have, ensuring that they are not cut down, and we can plant 
more trees. One tree can absorb up to one tonne of carbon in its 
lifetime.

The Ocean: Sink
Carbon Dioxide (CO2) is one of the most common greenhouse 
gasses in the atmosphere and it dissolves in water. This means that 
CO2 from the atmosphere dissolves in the ocean. This makes the 
ocean more acidic which has a detrimental effect on the animals 
that live there.

There is also another problem because the oceans are also 
warming up. As they warm up they become less efficient at 
absorbing the CO2 which in turns means the atmosphere and the 
ocean warms up more, leading to a positive feedback loop.

Wildfire: Source
Wildfires occur naturally and are an important part of the forest 
cycle which allows trees and other plants to regenerate. However 
climate change has increased the number and intensity of wildfires. 
Climate change means that the planet is experiencing hotter, 
drier summers, places which did not suffer from wildfires before, like 
Scotland, are now getting them and places which already suffered 
from wildfires are getting worse. In the last few years there have 
been wildfires on Arthur’s seat in Edinburgh as well as extensive 
wildfires in Australia and the Amazon rainforest. These larger longer 
fires burn lots of forests and as the trees burn all the carbon is 
released into the atmosphere further warming the planet. This in 
turn will cause more fires, another positive feedback loop.

We can help to prevent wildfires by being very careful in parks and woodlands, especially in 
the summer, making sure we put out campfires and barbecues.


