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Laura Marks and Stephen Makonin:
Streaming video is overheating the planet

Opinion: We can no longer ignore the carbon footprint resulting from the glut
of streaming video

Laura U. Marks and Stephen Makonin
Aug 15,2020 - Last Updated 2 days ago * 3 minute read



https://vancouversun.com/category/news/
https://vancouversun.com/category/business/
https://vancouversun.com/category/sports/
https://vancouversun.com/category/entertainment/
https://vancouversun.com/category/homes/
https://vancouversun.com/category/travel/
https://vancouversun.com/category/uncategorized/staff/driving-staff/
https://vancouversun.com/category/healthing/
https://vancouversun.com/category/thegrowthop/
https://vancouversun.com/category/entertainment/books/
http://epaper.vancouversun.com/
https://vancouversun.com/category/opinion/
https://vancouversun.com/category/opinion/op-ed/
https://vancouversun.com/
https://pages.postmedia.com/subscribe/?vancouversun
https://www.postmediasolutions.com/grant/

L - _ AT TEE T
Joe Exotic was quite the character in the Netflix blockbuster Tiger King, apparently generating a lot of electricity as North
Americans streamed the popular show.
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In the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, people self-isolating around the world took comfort by
watching online movies and TV shows.

Over 10 days in March, 34 million locked-down Americans streamed Tiger King on Netflix. Those
streams, we calculated, consumed half a terawatt hour — equal to the annual electrical consumption
of Rwanda in 2016. Put another way, the national Tiger King binge was equivalent to the emissions of
75,834 passenger cars for one year, given the U.S.’s reliance on fossil fuels for electricity.

We can no longer ignore the carbon footprint resulting from the glut of streaming video, from sources
including video-on-demand services, YouTube and other 'Tubes, pornography, websites, online games
and now Zoom meetings. Information and communications technology is estimated to generate about
three per cent of the greenhouse gases (GHG) that cause global warming. (For comparison, the airline
industry generates 1.9 per cent of GHG.)
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The French think tank The Shift Project estimates that streaming video alone contributes one per cent
of global GHG. The International Energy Association, a consortium that it includes many fossil fuel
companies, recently attacked The Shift Project report, drawing very selectively on engineering
research to minimize the problem.

Although 90 per cent of B.C.’s energy comes from hydroelectric power, the streaming media platforms
that serve B.C. consumers are located elsewhere, often in the U.S., and largely powered by fossil fuels.

It’s still common to think of online media as “virtual.” But we need to understand the physical
infrastructure behind this seemingly innocuous presence if we are to take seriously our commitment
to reducing our environmental impact. Streaming video is transmitted between data centres, along
wired and wireless networks, to digital televisions, computers and phones. At each point, the
electricity they use generates significant amounts of CO2 — significantly more if we factor in the
production and disposal of smartphones and other devices.

Companies that produce Internet hardware and software like Cisco and Dell, and media corporations
like Netflix, Amazon, and Alphabet, employ thousands of engineers and programmers tasked with
making their services more energy efficient.

But gains in efficiency are hard won, as Moore’s Law — the observation that the number of transistors
in a dense integrated circuit doubles about every two years — and even Koomey’s Law, on the
increasing electrical efficiency of computation, do not apply to the physical world of Internet
infrastructure hardware.
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What’s important to us is that gains in efficiency are outpaced by rising demand for streaming video,
driven by these same companies. They want us to stream more video, on more devices, at higher
resolution, requiring higher bandwidth. Increased efficiency translates to more streaming, not less: as
the network corporation Cisco says, “Broadband-speed improvements result in increased
consumption and use of high-bandwidth content and applications.” This is known as the Jevons
paradox: More efficient technologies often encourage greater use of a resource, reducing or
eliminating savings. If you build it, they will come.

As well as the sheer volume of streaming, the main culprit of our massive streaming carbon footprint
is consumers’ desire for ever higher resolution — HD, 4K, even 8K video. It’s worth asking ourselves
why we so long for detailed moving pictures.

The Shift Project advocates “digital sobriety”: Consuming less streaming video, more consciously, at
lower resolution. If this kind of sobriety doesn’t appeal, we encourage you to lobby your governments
to speed the conversion to renewable energy.

Media scholar Laura Marks and IT engineer Stephen Makonin are professors at Simon Fraser
University. Their research project, “Tackling the Carbon Footprint of Streaming Media,” translates
engineering and media industry data for lay audiences, to raise awareness and influence policy.
Marks is the founder of the First Annual Small File Media Festival, streaming in small bandwidth
Aug. 10-20.
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Is there more to this story? We'd like to hear from you about this or any other stories you think we
should know about. Email vantips @postmedia.com.

Q000



mailto:vanweb@postmedia.com
mailto:vantips@postmedia.com
mailto:?Subject=I%20saw%20this%20on%20vancouversun.com&Body=https://vancouversun.com/opinion/laura-marks-and-stephen-makonin-streaming-video-is-overheating-the-planet/wcm/1f93aa9d-a8aa-401e-be5a-45a04c6ede42/
http://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://vancouversun.com/opinion/laura-marks-and-stephen-makonin-streaming-video-is-overheating-the-planet/wcm/1f93aa9d-a8aa-401e-be5a-45a04c6ede42/&display=popup
https://twitter.com/share?url=https://vancouversun.com/opinion/laura-marks-and-stephen-makonin-streaming-video-is-overheating-the-planet/wcm/1f93aa9d-a8aa-401e-be5a-45a04c6ede42/&text=Laura%20Marks%20and%20Stephen%20Makonin:%20Streaming%20video%20is%20overheating%20the%20planet

Vancouver Sun Headline News

Sign up to receive daily headline news from the Vancouver Sun, a division of Postmedia Network
Inc.

Email Address

youremail@email.com

By clicking on the sign up button you consent to receive the above newsletter from Postmedia Network Inc. You may unsubscribe any time by clicking on
the unsubscribe link at the bottom of our emails. Postmedia Network Inc. | 365 Bloor Street East, Toronto, Ontario, M4W 3L4 | 416-383-2300

THIS WEEK IN FLYERS

AUTOPARTS "™ [isol o vmmm ‘ Bell —
-ll B /m L Pet Nutrition & Supply Stores MI s for sel
: = ~——_— wel ready rs
- ‘ TREAT OF THE MON
g : Get a best-in-class
ﬁ»' - SAVE $2 device on Canada’s

Gone driving (- 4 Summer

largest network.

AR KR

know - Staycation

Great flyer deals on backyard
play essentials and more

Tons of data. Gr

Rarth Anbmusd Dog Chews
o ol maes (Eachador Saa Sunghe

©0)  average changes for $75

LIMITED TIME ONLY! VALID UNTIL AL

Hover for Flyer Hover for Flyer Hover for Flyer

Powered by


http://vancouversun.com/flyercity?utm_source=fm&utm_medium=fm_26379&utm_term=footer&utm_campaign=wishabi_1_0&traffic_source=destination_module_inline&locale=en-ca

COMMENTS

Postmedia is committed to maintaining a lively but civil forum for discussion and encourage all
readers to share their views on our articles. Comments may take up to an hour for moderation
before appearing on the site. We ask you to keep your comments relevant and respectful. We have
enabled email notifications—you will now receive an email if you receive a reply to your comment,
there is an update to a comment thread you follow or if a user you follow comments. Visit our
Community Guidelines for more information and details on how to adjust your email settings.
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