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Two imbalanced tales of digital and climate 



Indirect environmental impacts from 

digitalisation are much larger in 

scope and magnitude!

Substitution2 Rebound3 & Induction4
Efficiency

[1]



Example: on-demand retail



Policies tend to be techno-optimist, while tackling digitalisation’s risks 
for climate is limited to data centre efficiency + power source



Policies on ICT infrastructure alone are not enough! 

We need a… 

“A fundamental redirection of the purpose 
of digital technologies towards a deep 
sustainability transformation.”5

But challenging in many ways…

Digital Green Deal
6



direct impacts

~3% global CO2

indirect impacts

> |3|% global CO2

Indirect environmental impacts are diffused

Example: 
AI’s environmental impact7



Indirect environmental impacts are uncertain

[8]

[9]



Addressing indirect environmental impacts requires behavioural change



Policy Landscape

• Global Digital Compact

• OECD AI Principles

• EU Ethics Guidelines for Trustworthy AI

International 
Frameworks/Principles

• UK AI’s Regulatory Principles

• Germany Digital Strategy
National 

Frameworks/Strategies

• EU AI Act

• EU DSA/DMA

• UK AI Growth Zones

Regulations/Laws/Policies

[10]



1. Measurement & reporting of direct + indirect impacts

Quantitative estimates + qualitative mechanisms



Case study: Orange Atalante site in Rennes11



2. Informational instruments

From



To [5]



3. Market regulation
• Hyper-nudging
• Recommender algorithm
• Agentic AI
• Dark patterns (e.g., video auto-

play, infinite scrolling, unstoppable 
notifications, etc.)

addressing



4. Consumer protection

Consumer protection against false environmental claims Data protection laws



5. Financial instruments



[12]



6. Sectoral policies

Oxfordshire County Council electric car club 
pilot scheme
Credit: Dr Hannah Budnitz
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Conclusion & further questions

1. A digital reset will require proactive, coordinated, and comprehensive digital, 
environmental, and sectoral policies

2. Range of policy options from soft-touch to command-control
3. Feasibility amidst geopolitical competition on digital economy? 
4. Capacity for enforcement?
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