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The 30th Anniversary 2020 Human
Development Report is the latest in the series

of global Human Development Reports
published by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) since 1990 as independent
and analytically and empirically grounded
discussions of major development issues, trends
and policies.

Additional resources related to the 2020 Human
Development Report can be found online at
http:/hdr.undp.org. Resources on the website
include digital versions and translations of

the Report and the overview in more than 10
languages, an interactive web version of the
Report, a set of background papers and think
pieces commissioned for the Report, interactive
data visualizations and databases of human
development indicators, full explanations of the
sources and methodologies used in the Report’s
composite indices, country profiles and other
background materials, and previous global,
regional and national Human Development
Reports. Corrections and addenda are also
available online.

The cover conveys the complex connections
between people and the planet, whose
interdependence is a hallmark of the
Anthropocene. The image evokes the many
possibilities for people and planet to flourish
if humanity makes different development
choices, ones that aim to enhance equity,
foster innovation and instill a sense of
stewardship of nature.
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Foreword

Hidden in the long shadow of Covid-19, 2020 has been a dark
year. Scientists have been forewarning a pandemic like this
for years, pointing to the rise in zoonotic pathogens—those
that jump from animals to humans—as a reflection of the
pressures people put on planet Earth.

Those pressures have grown exponentially over the past
100 years. Humans have achieved incredible things, but we
have taken the Earth to the brink. Climate change, ruptur-
ing inequalities, record numbers of people forced from their
homes by conflict and crisis—these are the results of societ-
ies that value what they measure instead of measuring what
they value.

In fact, the pressures we exert on the planet have become
so great that scientists are considering whether the Earth
has entered an entirely new geological epoch: the Anthro-
pocene, or the age of humans. It means that we are the first
people to live in an age defined by human choice, in which
the dominant risk to our survival is ourselves.

Advancing human development while erasing such plan-
etary pressures is the next frontier for human development,
and its exploration lies at the heart of this 30th anniversary
edition of UNDP's Human Development Report.

To survive and thrive in this new age, we must redesign a
path to progress that respects the intertwined fate of people
and planet and recognizes that the carbon and material
footprint of the people who have more is choking the op-
portunities of the people who have less.

For example, the actions of an indigenous person in the
Amazon, whose stewardship helps protect much of the
world'’s tropical forest, offsets the equivalent of the carbon
emissions of a person in the richest 1 percent of people in
the world. Yet indigenous peoples continue to face hardship,
persecution and discrimination.

Four thousand generations could live and die before the
carbon dioxide released from the Industrial Revolution to
today is scrubbed from our atmosphere, and yet decision-
makers continue to subsidize fossil fuels, prolonging our car-
bon habit like a drug running through the economy’s veins.

And while the world’s richest countries could experience up
to 18 fewer days of extreme weather each year within our life-
time because of the climate crisis, the poorest countries face
up to 100 extra days of extreme weather. That number could
still be cut in half if the Paris Agreement is fully implemented.

It is time to make a change. Our future is not a question of
choosing between people or trees; it is neither or both.

When the Human Development Report first challenged
the primacy of growth as the measure of progress in 1990,
the Cold War still shaped geopolitics, the World Wide Web
had just been invented and very few people had heard of
climate change. In that moment UNDP offered a forward-
looking alternative to GDP, ranking all countries by whether
people had the freedom and opportunity to live a life they
valued. In so doing, we gave voice to a new conversation
on the meaning of a good life and the ways we could
achieve it.

Thirty years on, much has changed, but hope and possi-
bility have not. If people have the power to create an entirely
new geological epoch, then people also have the power to
choose to change. We are not the last generation of the
Anthropocene; we are the first to recognize it. We are the ex-
plorers, the innovators who get to decide what this—the first
generation of the Anthropocene—will be remembered for.

Will we be remembered by the fossils we leave behind:
swaths of species, long extinct, sunken and fossilized in
the mud alongside plastic toothbrushes and bottle caps, a
legacy of loss and waste? Or will we leave a much more valu-
able imprint: balance between people and planet, a future
that is fair and just?

The Next Frontier: Human Development and the Anthro-
pocene sets out this choice, offering a thought-provoking,
necessary alternative to paralysis in the face of rising poverty
and inequalities alongside alarming planetary change. With
its new, experimental Planetary pressures—adjusted Human
Development Index, we hope to open a new conversation on
the path ahead for each country—a path yet unexplored.
The way forward from Covid-19 will be the journey of a gen-
eration. We hope it is one that all people will choose to travel

Achim Steiner

together.
f ~
QD &S
Administrator

United Nations Development Programme
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SPECIAL CONTRIBUTION

Human development and Mahbub ul Haq

Amartya Sen, Thomas W. Lamont University Professor, and Professor of Economics and Philosophy, at Harvard University

That the Gross Domestic Product, or GDP,
is a very crude indicator of the economic
achievements of a nation is not a secret.
Mahbub ul Hag knew all about it when
he was an undergraduate, and as fellow
students in Cambridge, we often talked
about the misdirecting power of GDP as a
popular measure. We also discussed how
easily we could improve GDP as an indica-
tor by replacing the values of commodities
produced by aspects of the quality of life
we had reason to value. We were ready
from time to time to miss a class or two for
the enjoyable exercise of proposing some
simple improvements to GDP.

We ceased being undergraduates
in 1955 and went in different directions,
but remained close friends. | knew that
Mahbub would get back to his favourite
concern some day, and was not surprised
when in the summer of 1989 Mahbub got
in touch with me, with urgency in his voice,
saying that | must drop everything and
come and work with him immediately
at the UNDP in a joint effort to clarify the
understanding of indicators in general
and to construct a good and useable
index of the quality of life in particular. He
had done considerable background work
already (his knowledge of living conditions
in different countries in the world was
astounding), and he had also worked out
how the analytical work | was then doing
on welfare economics and social choice
theory would relate closely to the task of
constructing what we would later call a
“human development index.”

It was difficult for me to drop everything
and join Mahbub in the UN, but eventu-
ally | managed to get together with him
in regular intervals to try to help Mahbub
in what he was hoping to construct. Com-
bined with Chinese and South Asian meals
(the restaurants were always chosen by
Mahbub), | could enjoy the progress that
we were making towards what Mahbub
was trying to get, despite the evident scep-
ticism of colleagues working with him in
the UNDP. There were a number of other
economists who joined us as consultants

to the UNDP and who gave useful advice
on what was emerging.

Mahbub and | agreed on most things,
and where we disagreed, we did find ways
of putting our respective inclinations to-
gether. One subject on which we did initially
disagree was the usefulness of construct-
ing an aggregate index as a comprehen-
sive expression of “human development,” in
addition to all the disparate measurements
to represent various aspects of it. Since
human life has many different features, it
seemed to me quite implausible to enter-
tain the hope of getting one number which
will reflect them all in some magically inte-
grated way. A set of numbers and descrip-
tions would do a better job, | argued, than
one grand index in the form of one number.
“Surely,” | had to tell Mahbub, “you must
see how vulgar this imagined single num-
ber must be in terms of trying to represent
simultaneously so many distinct features of
lifel” To this Mahbub replied that it would
indeed be vulgar, but we would never find
an alternative to the GDP that would be
widely used if it were not as simple—and
as vulgar—as GDP itself. “People will pay
tribute to the excellence of your multiple
components, but when it comes to ready
use,” Mahbub insisted, “they will abandon
your complicated world and choose the
simple GDP number instead.”

A better strategy, Mahbub argued,
would be to compete with the GDP with
another single number—that of human
development—which would be no less
vulgar than the GDP, but would contain
more relevant information than the GDP
managed to do. Once people get inter-
ested in the human development index,
over-simple though it might be, they would
have an interest, Mahbub argued, in the
variety of tables with many different types
of information that a Human Development
Report would be presenting to the world.
The Human Development Index must have
some useful ingredients of social under-
standing and yet remain as easily useable
as the GDP. “That is what,” said Mahbub, “I
am asking you to produce.”

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT AND MAHBUB UL HAQ

| was persuaded by Mahbub'’s reasoning,
and though the follow up was complicated,
my work was guided by my conversation
with Mahbub. Even though | feel honoured
by the fact that | sometimes get credit for
the Human Development Index (HDI), | must
emphasize that the HDI was driven entirely
by Mahbub’s vision, and (I must add here)
also by his cunning about practical use.
The simple HDI never tried to represent all
that we wanted to capture in the indicator
system, but it had much more to say about
quality of life than GDP. It pointed to the
possibility of thinking about more signifi-
cant things regarding human life than just
the market value of commodities bought
and sold. The impacts of lower mortality,
better health, more school education, and
other elementary human concerns could
be combined in some aggregate form,
and the HDI did just that. Central to that
aggregation was, of course, sensible choice
of relative weights on different concerns
(without overlooking the fact that different
parts of our findings came expressed in
very different units).

The UNDP’s announcement in 1990
of the new Human Development Index,
with concrete numbers for different
countries’ achievements, measured with
transparency and relevance, was widely
welcomed. There was clear vindication
there of what Mahbub had hoped to get.
He called me up in the morning to read to
me from the front pages of several leading
newspapers. What was particularly pleas-
ing was the fact that all the newspaper
reports supplemented the airing of HDI
numbers—contrasted with GDP figures—
by referring to some of the more detailed
tables of particular aspects of human
development (as Mahbub had predicted).

It was a great moment. Aside from
celebrating what had just been achieved,
| could not help recollecting, as Mahbub
went on telling me about the news reports,
the conversations we used to have as un-
dergraduates 35 years earlier. There was,
| thought, justification there for missing a
class or two.
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Structure of the 2020 Human Development Report

Renewing human
development for
the Anthropocene

We are destabilizing the
planetary systems we
rely on for survival.

The strain on our planet
mirrors that in societies.

These imbalances reinforce
each other, amplifying
the challenges.

2020 HDR

Expanding human
development, easing
planetary pressures

Mechanisms of change

to catalyse action

We need a just
transformation in the
way we live, work
and cooperate.

New social norms,
improved incentives
and working with—
not against—nature

can take us there.
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Exploring
new metrics

A new era requires new
measures of
human development.

The Report proposes
the Planetary pressures—
adjusted Human
Development Index
and a new generation
of dashboards.



We are at an unprecedented moment in the history of
humankind and in the history of our planet. Warning
lights—for our societies and the planet—are flashing
red. They have been for some time, as we well know.
The Covid-19 pandemic is the latest harrowing con-
sequence of imbalances writ large. Scientists have
long warned that unfamiliar pathogens will emerge
more frequently from interactions among humans,
livestock and wildlife,* interactions that have steadily
increased in scale and intensity, ultimately squeezing
local ecosystems so hard that deadly viruses spill out.
The novel coronavirus may be the latest to do so, and
unless we relax our grip on nature, it will not be the
last.

New pathogens do not fall from the sky, nor do
the epidemics they may cause. Covid-19 has spread
quickly around an interconnected world, taking root
wherever it has landed and thriving especially in the
cracks in societies, exploiting and exacerbating myr-
iad inequalities in human development. In too many
cases those cracks have hamstrung efforts to control
the virus (chapter 2).

Figure 1 Planetary and social imbalances reinforce each other

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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Planetary
imbalances

While Covid-19 has absorbed the world’s atten-
tion, pre-existing crises continue. Consider climate
change. The 2020 Atlantic hurricane season either
set new records or was on the verge of doing so, both
in the number of storms and how many rapidly inten-
sified.? Within the past 12 months extraordinary fires
scorched enormous swaths of Australia, the Brazilian
Pantanal, eastern Siberia in the Russian Federation
and the West Coast of the United States.? The planet’s
biodiversity is plunging, with a quarter of species fac-
ing extinction, many within decades.* Numerous ex-
perts believe we are living through, or on the cusp of],
amass species extinction event, the sixth in the histo-
ry of the planet and the first to be caused by a single
organism—us.’

¢ Warning lights—for our societies
and the planet—are flashing red.

The strain on the planet mirrors the strain fac-
ing many of our societies. This is not mere coinci-
dence. Indeed, planetary imbalances (the dangerous

Inequalities



planetary change for people and all forms of life) and
social imbalances exacerbate one another (figure 1).
As the 2019 Human Development Report made plain,
many inequalities in human development have been
increasing and continue to do so.” Climate change,
among other dangerous planetary changes, will only
make them worse (figure 2).® Social mobility is down;
social instability is up.” Ominous signs of demo-
cratic backsliding and rising authoritarianism are
worrying.’® Collective action on anything from the
Covid-19 pandemic to climate change becomes more
difficult against a backdrop of social fragmentation
(chapter 1).»

¢¢ A new normal is coming. Covid-19
is the tip of the spear.

There is talk of returning to “normal,” as if some
predetermined end date exists for the many cri-
ses gripping our societies and the planet, as if going
back to normal is desirable or even possible. What or
whose normal should that be? Lurching from crisis
to crisis is one of the defining features of the present
day, which has something to do with the “normalcy”

of the past, a return to which would seemingly con-
sign the future to endless crisis management, not to
human development.

Whether we wish it or not, a new normal is coming.
Covid-19 is just the tip of the spear. Scientists gener-
ally believe that we are exiting the Holocene, which
spanned some 12,000 years, during which human
civilization as we know it came to be. They propose
that we are now entering a new geologic epoch—the
Anthropocene—in which humans are a dominant
force shaping the future of the planet.”* The question
is: What do we do with this new age? Do we choose
in the face of uncertain futures to embark on bold
new paths that expand human freedoms while easing
planetary pressures? Or do we choose to try—and ul-
timately fail—to go back to business as usual and be
swept away, ill equipped and rudderless, into a dan-
gerous unknown?

This Human Development Report is firmly be-
hind the first choice, and its arguments go beyond
summarizing well known lists of what can be done
to realize it. We know that carbon pricing can be an
effective and efficient policy measure for reducing
carbon emissions. We know that fossil fuel subsidies

Figure 2 Changes in the number of extreme temperature days—a result of climate change—will only worsen
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encourage those very emissions and should be
phased out (chapter 5). While the Report discusses
various ways that societies can make different choic-
es, its unique contribution is a human development
lens, a lens that aims to unlock some of the deeper
obstacles to advancing human flourishing while eas-
ing planetary pressures. It focuses on why much-
discussed “solutions” are not being implemented
fully—and in many cases not yet at the scale to make
a difference.

The Report questions the very narrative around
“solutions to a problem,” which frames solutions
to discrete problems as somehow external, some-
where “out there,” disconnected from ourselves and
from one another. Once solutions are discovered,
the storyline goes, we need only implement them as

In the face of complexity, progress must take on
an adaptive learning-by-doing quality, fuelled by
broad innovations, anchored in deliberative shared
decisionmaking and buttressed by appropriate mixes
of carrots and sticks. Getting there will not be easy.
Fundamental differences loom large—in interests
and around the responsiveness and accountability of
current institutions. So do various forms of inequal-
ity, which restrict participation in decisionmaking,
limit the potential for innovation and increase vul-
nerability to climate change and ecological threats
(figure 3).3 Development choices are often framed as
if confined to a set of narrow, well trod but ultimately
unsustainable paths. Deeper still are questions about
what we value and by how much.*+

¢ Human choices, shaped by values and
institutions, have given rise to the interconnected
planetary and social imbalances we face.

panaceas everywhere. Technology and innovation
matter—and matter a lot, as the Report argues—but
the picture is much more complex, much more non-

linear, much more dynamic than simple plug-and-
play metaphors. There can be dangerous unintended
consequences from any single seemingly promising
solution. We must reorient our approach from solving
discrete siloed problems to navigating multidimen-
sional, interconnected and increasingly universal
predicaments.

As Cassius famously remarks in Shakespeare’s Ju-
lius Caesar: “The fault...is not in our stars/But in our-
selves.”ss Consciously or not, human choices, shaped
by values and institutions, have given rise to the inter-
connected planetary and social imbalances we face.
Understanding and addressing them are impeded by

Figure 3 In countries with high ecological threats, there is also greater social vulnerability
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rigidities in the very same values and institutions, ri-
gidities that lend inertia to our past choices. We must
critically examine the crucible of human values and
institutions—specifically the way power is distribut-
ed and wielded—to accelerate implementation of the
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development for people
and planet.

The human development approach has much to
contribute in addressing our collective paralysis in
the face of alarming planetary change. Human de-
velopment is about expanding human freedoms and
opening more choices for people to chart their own
development paths according to their diverse values
rather than about prescribing one or more particu-
lar paths. Too often, development choices pit people
against trees because the environment has been sys-
tematically undervalued while economic growth has
had top billing. The human development concept
emerged 30 years ago precisely as a counterpoint
to myopic definitions of development. Economic
growth is important, especially for developing coun-
tries; raising income levels is crucial for those living
in poverty, in every country. But as the 2019 Human
Development Report emphasized, the increasing-
ly important questions for many countries are not
about the overall size of the pie but the relative size
of its slices.’ In this year’s Report, though not for
the first time in its history, we also worry about the
oven.

The human development approach reminds us
that economic growth is more means than end. More
material resources matter, when fairly distributed
and within planetary boundaries,” because they ex-
pand people’s opportunities, from one generation to
the next. Indeed, the income component of the orig-
inal Human Development Index (HDI) was meant
to serve as a proxy for material resources that ena-
ble a suite of basic capabilities that expand people’s
opportunities. Two capabilities—living a healthy life
and having an education—are of such critical im-
portance that they have been measured as part of
the HDI since its inception. Unlike income or eco-
nomic growth, they are not just means but ends in
themselves.

The 2019 Human Development Report argued that
a new generation of enhanced capabilities is becom-
ing more important for people to thrive in the digital
age.”® The central tenets of human development have

not changed—its lodestar remains what people value.
What has changed is the context. Consider that more
than 1 billion people have been lifted out of extreme
poverty within a generation,” unquestionably one of
humanity’s greatest accomplishments. But also con-
sider that the Covid-19 pandemic may have pushed
some 100 million people into extreme poverty, the
worst setback in a generation.?> Human development
may have taken a big hitin 2020 (figure 4).** Eliminat-
ing poverty in all its forms—and keeping it eliminated
in a dynamic world—remains central, but ambitions
are continuously being raised, as they should be,
alongside a firm commitment not to leave anyone
behind in the process. Human development is an on-
going journey, not a destination. Its centre of gravity
has always been about more than just meeting basic
needs. It is about empowering people to identify and
pursue their own paths for a meaningful life, one an-
chored in expanding freedoms. It challenges us to
think of people as agents rather than as patients—a
central theme of this year’s Report.

The ground beneath us is shifting as we confront
the unprecedented challenges of the apparent An-
thropocene. This time, the way forward is not only
about expanding people’s capabilities to lead lives
they value—that is, expanding choices available to
people. We must also carefully consider two other
critical dimensions of human development: agency
(that is, the ability to participate in decisionmaking
and to make one’s desired choices) and values (that
is, the choices that are most desired), with special at-
tention to our interactions with nature, to our stew-
ardship of the planet.

¢ Human development is about empowering
people to identify and pursue their

own paths for a meaningful life, one
anchored in expanding freedoms.

Like a three-legged stool, capabilities, agency and
values are inseparable in how we think about human
development in the context of the Anthropocene. We
cannot assume that expanding people’s capabilities
will automatically ease planetary pressures. The HDI
provides clear historical evidence to the contrary—
countries at the highest levels of the HDI have tend-
ed to exert more pressure over greater scales on the
planet (figure 5).
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Figure 4 The Covid-19 pandemic’s unprecedented shock to human development
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Figure 5 Countries with higher human development tend to exert more pressure over greater scales on the planet
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Nor can we simply assume that expanding agency
on its own means that more empowered people will
invariably choose, individually and collectively, to
avoid dangerous planetary change. Values, especial-
ly how they stack up and interact, help provide the
overall direction for the choices that empowered peo-
ple make about their lives. Values are fundamental to
our personal understanding of what it means to live a
good life. But people cannot realize their values with-
out having sufficient capabilities and agency.

The Report argues that to navigate the Anthropo-
cene, humanity can develop the capabilities, agency
and values to act by enhancing equity, fostering inno-
vation and instilling a sense of stewardship of nature.?
If these have greater weight within the ever widen-
ing choice sets that people create for themselves—if
equity, innovation and stewardship become central
to what it means to live a good life—then human
flourishing can happen alongside easing planetary
pressures.?

We have ample evidence that values can be
changed purposefully and fairly quickly. Consider
the sea change in many countries in tobacco-related
social norms, regulations and behaviours.* Until re-
cently, smoking tobacco commanded a coveted cul-
tural position in countries around the world. Over the
past decades, in varying degrees, smoking cigarettes
has been reduced to junk status, though much work
remains, especially in addressing residual inequali-
ties in tobacco use, particularly in developing coun-
tries.” The first international health treaty negotiated
under the auspices of the World Health Organiza-
tion is dedicated exclusively to tobacco control—the
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. With
182 parties covering more than 9o percent of the
world’s people, the treaty is a testament to what sci-
ence-based public health expertise, coupled with sus-
tained and effective political leadership, can do to
galvanize action on a globalized problem.

¢¢If equity, innovation and stewardship
become central to what it means to live a
good life, human flourishing can happen
alongside easing planetary pressures.

Environmental values have witnessed similar up-
heavals. Take the publication of Rachel Carson’s
landmark Silent Spring, widely considered to have

marked the advent of the modern environmental
movement, whose roots are centuries older.” Distri-
butional concerns soon came to the fore with the en-
vironmental justice movement. Each was in no small
part a practical reaction to new realities, such as air
and water pollution, happening in unprecedented
ways and at unprecedented scales and often dispro-
portionately impacting marginalized groups. Each
broadened the idea of what constituted a good life
by creating space for environmental stewardship, so-
cial justice and intergenerational responsibilities, lay-
ing the foundations for the sustainable development
era. And each must continue to evolve in response to
global planetary challenges that it, in its original in-
carnation, did not set out to address.

Now, in the context of the Anthropocene, it is es-
sential to do away with stark distinctions between
people and planet. Earth system approaches in-
creasingly point to our interconnectedness as socio-
ecological systems, a notion highly relevant to the
Anthropocene.?® Human development aligns well
with such thinking. It has always been about break-
ing down silos and making connections. How could a
development perspective centred on human possibil-
ity be otherwise? Every one of us moves in and out of
social, economic and environmental spaces. On any
given day a farmer might be navigating roles as moth-
er and wife, collecting firewood and fetching water,
worrying about weather and pests, negotiating the
marketplace, buying medicine and textbooks. Peo-
ple, place and environment are not only connected in
rural contexts. City dwellers, too, interact with their
environment, often on a much larger or more var-
ied scale for food, water, air quality, recreation and
mental and physical health. It is the lens centred on
any individual’s experience, rather than institutional
structures organized in terms of sectors, that allows
the human development approach to break free from
disciplinary and sectoral shackles. It aims to be devel-
opment as seen through any of our own eyes.

And the system-level crises we are increasingly see-
ing are cause for alarm (chapter 2). We no longer have
the luxury, if we ever really did, of solving problems
as isolated, quasi-independent points in separate so-
cial and ecological spheres. Instead, they are nodes
in an interdependent socioecological network that,
as a whole, is flashing red.? The resilience of the sys-
tem has been taken for granted, especially when only
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one part of it was under strain at a given time.3° The
homogenizing effect of our predominant models of
production and consumption, which have been busy
knitting the world together, have eroded the diversity
—in all its forms, from biological to cultural—that is
so vital to resilience.>* Diversity increases redundan-
cy, and while redundancy may not be good for busi-
ness, it is good for system resilience in the face of
shocks, which travel along the lines that connect peo-
ple and nations.®

¢¢In the Anthropocene, it is essential
to do away with stark distinctions
between people and planet.

Now, in little more than a decade, the global finan-
cial crisis, the climate crisis, the inequality crisis and
the Covid-19 crisis have all shown that the resilience
of the system itself is breaking down. Buffering sys-
tems are maxing out. Once-supple connections can
become brittle, leaving them more inclined to break
than to bend, further destabilizing the Earth system.
The result is that perturbations more easily become
contagion—whether economic, environmental or
viral—that slips indifferently through the porous bor-
ders of nation-states and scales illusory walls that di-
vide people from planet.

Business as usual simply will not work. The same
applies to the human development concept, which
must be continually refreshed to respond to the chal-
lenges of our time. It is not about throwing out its
central tenets, which remain vital to the many chal-
lenges of today, but rather drawing on them to help
navigate a turbulent new geologic epoch. The goal of
human development is as relevant as ever—for peo-
ple to live lives they value. And within that goal lies
the potential to navigate our predicament, if for no
other reason than business as usual means that peo-
ple, including future generations, will face ever nar-
rowing instead of ever expanding sets of choices in
their lives.

Easing planetary pressures implies understanding
how all life on the planet—the biosphere—underpins
so much of what we take for granted, like the air we
breathe. This puts in sharp relief the importance of
a biosphere that is regenerated, not depleted. It also
implies understanding how societies use energy
and materials. To what extent are sources of energy
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renewable indefinitely—as from the sun—and to what
extent are materials recycled rather than outcycled
in waste and pollution? The accumulating carbon di-
oxide in the atmosphere and plastic in the oceans are
just two of many examples that illustrate the risks of
relying on fossil fuels and open material cycles. So
is biodiversity loss, which often parallels loss of cul-
tural and language diversity, impoverishing societies
culturally.3

The Earth has gone through periods of instability
before, evolving into new states. Planetary process-
es normally unfold over hundreds of thousands to
millions of years, a timescale well beyond the reach
of our species. For us, ancient is measured in thou-
sands of years; our recorded history is a mere speck
against the vastness of geologic time. Complicating
matters is a backdrop of intrinsic climate instabil-
ity. The Holocene, despite its apparent stability, is a
warm blip within a changing climate regime, one in
which oscillations between cooler glacial periods and
warmer ones have become deeper and stronger. If
the Earth’s climate has already been characterized by
abrupt change, then greenhouse gas emissions, along
with other human-caused planetary disruptions to
material cycles, add fuel to the fire, layering new in-
stabilities on top of existing ones.

The Report calls for a just transformation that ex-
pands human freedoms while easing planetary pres-
sures. It organizes its recommendations not around
actors but around mechanisms for change—social
norms and values, incentives and regulation, and
nature-based human development. Each mechanism
of change specifies multiple potential roles for each
of us, for governments, for financial markets, for po-
litical and civil society leaders. It is not about pitting
people against trees or about doing away with mar-
kets simply because they sometimes fail. Instead, it is
about seeing how different approaches—using norms
and values, using incentives and regulation, using
nature itself—can be brought together in concert to
expand human freedoms while mitigating planetary
pressures.

Systems and complexity thinking applies equal-
ly to social norms, which are generated and rein-
forced across society, from what children learn in
school, what people do online, what leaders say and
enact by way of policy. Norms exhibit properties of
stability and resilience, but they can be—and have



been—nudged enough at critical points into new
states, sometimes desirably, sometimes less so. Pos-
itive feedback loops can help accelerate change and
stabilize new normative states, sometimes swiftly,
as we have seen with tobacco norms. But, of course,
reversion is possible. How do norms, as nebulous as
they are powerful, change? What levers and mecha-
nisms are available to policymakers and everyday citi-
zens? This question animates chapter 4 of the Report.
A first step is to expand choices available to people.
Expanding choice—such as renewable energy sourc-
es and multimodal transportation networks—is in
line with helping people realize their values. It is also
in line with competitive well functioning markets.

individuals do not change their minds or their values.
Incentives—from fossil fuel subsidies to carbon pric-
es, or a lack thereof—help explain current patterns of
consumption, production and investment and other
choices that lead to planetary and social imbalances.
Take fossil fuel subsidies, which result in direct and
indirect costs of over $s trillion a year. Eliminating
those subsidies in 2015 would have reduced global
carbon emissions by 28 percent and fossil fuel air pol-
lution deaths by 46 percent.3

The Report goes on to document how incentives
and regulation could evolve in ways that would ease
planetary pressures and move societies towards the
transformative changes required to advance human
development in the Anthropocene. It considers three

¢¢ The Report calls for a just transformation
that expands human freedoms while
easing planetary pressures.

domains shaped by incentives. The first is finance,
which includes the incentives within financial firms
as well as the regulatory authorities that oversee

At the same time, moments of crisis can move
systems closer to critical change thresholds. Con-
sider many countries’ experience in their progress
towards universal health coverage, one of the Sus-
tainable Development Goals. A recent analysis found
that among 49 countries spanning different incomes,
most moved towards universal health coverage as a
result of disruption in the status quo, including when
recovering from episodes of social instability.’ More-
over, countries’ transitions to universal health cover-
age have typically been easier when neighbours and
peers have already achieved it—an example of both
incentives and positive feedback effects. The over-
lapping crises we are facing now and facing most im-
mediately in the Covid-19 pandemic give a chance for
societies to re-evaluate norms and for policymakers
to take spirited steps towards social and economic
recoveries that invest in healthier, greener, more eq-
uitable futures—ones that expand human freedoms
while easing planetary pressures.

Today almost 80 percent of the world’s people be-
lieve that it is important to protect the planet. But
only about half say they are likely to take concrete
action to save it. There is a gap between people’s
values and their behaviour (see chapter 4). To help
bridge the gap, to help empower people, the Report
also looks at the ways incentives and regulation can
prevent or promote people taking action based on
their values (chapter §). Incentives matter, even when

them. The second is prices, which rarely fully reflect
social and environmental costs, thus distorting be-
haviour. The third is incentives for collective action,
including at the international level.

Nature-based human development helps tackle
three central challenges of the Anthropocene together
—mitigating and adapting to climate change, protect-
ing biodiversity and ensuring human wellbeing for all.
Nature-based human development is about nesting
human development—including social and economic
systems—into ecosystems and the biosphere, building
on a systemic approach to nature-based solutions that
puts people’s agency at the core. The potential is huge,
with benefits ranging from climate change mitigation
and disaster risk reduction to improving food securi-
ty and increasing water availability and quality. A set
of 20 cost-effective actions across global forests, wet-
lands, grasslands and agricultural lands could provide
37 percent of the mitigation needed through 2030 to
keep global warming below 2 degrees Celsius above
preindustrial levels and 20 percent of the mitigation
needed through 2050 (figure 6).77 About two-thirds
of that mitigation potential (equivalent to one-fourth
of total mitigation needs) is linked to forest pathways,
mainly reforestation. The contribution per capita of
indigenous peoples in the Amazon to climate change
mitigation through their actions to preserve forests
amounts to as much as the emissions per capita of the
top 1 percent of the global income distribution (see
chapter 6).

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT REPORT / 2020



Figure 6 Twenty nature-based solutions could provide

much of the mitigation needed to restrain global warming
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While the term “nature-based solutions” suffers
from solutions-oriented language, it is not of that ilk.
On the contrary, nature-based solutions, or approach-
es, are often rooted in socioecological system per-
spectives that recognize the many benefits and values
of a healthy ecosystem for both people and planet. Yet
itis the very complexity, and the multidimensionality
of their benefits, that tend to make them the excep-
tion rather than the rule. It is admittedly difficult for
their benefits to be properly aggregated and account-
ed for using traditional economic metrics and when
benefits are dispersed across ministries of agricul-
ture, environment, transport and infrastructure, de-
velopment, tourism, health, finance—the list goes on.
The problem, then, is not with nature-based solutions
but with the inadequacy of our prevailing metrics and
models of governance, and not recognizing people’s
agency in their implementation. Joined-up thinking
and policymaking must become the norm for coun-
tries and people to succeed in the Anthropocene.

The Report focuses on mechanisms of action,
rather than on specific actors, partly because human
development in the Anthropocene will require
whole-of-society responses. Even so, one set of ac-
tors plays a uniquely important leadership role: gov-
ernments, especially national governments. Only
governments have the formal authority and power to
marshal collective action towards shared challenges,
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whether that is enacting and enforcing a carbon
price, removing laws that marginalize and disenfran-
chise or setting up the policy and institutional frame-
works, backed by public investment, to spur ongoing
broadly shared innovation. Power goes hand-in-hand
with responsibility and accountability.

But governments cannot go it alone. The challenges
of the Anthropocene are too complex for white knights
or for technological fixes only. Nor can we ignore the
opportunity for and importance of social mobiliza-
tion from the bottom up. Individuals, communities
and social movements demand, pressure and sup-
port government action. But if government leader-
ship and action are insufficient on their own, they are
certainly necessary. Leadership by example matters.
When governments subsidize fossil fuels, they send
powerful signals beyond the obvious economic and
environmental implications. They also send powerful
messages about values. Several countries—including
Chile, China, Japan and the Republic of Korea—have
recently sent strong messages in the other direction
by announcing bold new commitments to carbon
neutrality.® The European Union has as well.3 More
government commitments—as well as commitments
from the private sector that are picking up renewed in-
terest in sustainable investment and in business prac-
tices that are mindful of environmental, social and
governance impacts (chapter 5)—backed by action,
can facilitate the normative changes needed to ad-
vance human development in the Anthropocene.

Development is dynamic; priorities and values
shift. So should metrics. That is why the human de-
velopment measurement toolkit has constantly
evolved. The past decade has seen the launch of a
suite of new dashboards and composite indices ded-
icated to measuring gender inequalities and women’s
empowerment. Since the 2010 Human Development
Report, the Inequality-adjusted HDI has accounted
for the distribution of human development within
countries. A global Multidimensional Poverty Index
was also introduced then to shift our attention from
traditional income-based poverty measures towards
a more holistic view of lived poverty.

The HDI remains useful for measuring a set of
basic capabilities, but clearly we have moved beyond
one indicator to rule them all. Indeed, the HDI never
claimed to reflect the totality of human development.
The challenges we face, and the possibilities before



us, have always been more complex, much more
multidimensional and interconnected than a single
metric—or even a handful of metrics, no matter how
good—could ever capture on its own. Complexity re-
quires more lenses. New metrics help construct them.

normative judgements about countries. Instead, as
with all the other human development metrics, they
help countries understand their own progress broadly
over time, learn from other countries’ experiences and
raise their ambitions in advancing human develop-
ment while accounting for people’s interactions with

¢¢ The Report presents an adjustment to the
Human Development Index for planetary
pressures, ushering it into a new geologic epoch.

the planet. They also help people and civil society or-
ganizations hold countries accountable for their com-
mitments. While composite metrics, especially at the

What does the Report explore by way of new met-
rics? Among them is a new generation of dashboards,
as well as metrics that adjust the income component
of the HDI to account for the social costs of carbon or
for natural wealth. Together they do not aim to make

global level, are inherently unable to capture national
and local complexities, such metrics nonetheless offer
broad high-level and directional perspectives. At their
best they can contribute to but do not substitute for
the nitty-gritty of dialogue and policymaking, which
must happen in every society.

Figure 7 The adjustment to standard Human Development Index values by the Planetary pressures—adjusted
Human Development Index widens as human development levels increase
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Box 1 The Planetary pressures—adjusted Human Development Index: Signposts to navigate the Anthropocene

The Planetary pressures—adjusted Human Development Index (PHDI) provides a guiding metric towards advanc-
ing human development while easing planetary pressures—a combination that today corresponds to an “empty
corner” when human development is contrasted with indicators of planetary pressure (the green rectangle in
figure 5)."'In the figure below the horizontal axis is HDI value, and the vertical axis is the index of pressures on the
planet.? The contours of the shaded areas represent constant PHDI values that result from different combina-
tions of HDI values and index of planetary pressures values. PHDI values increase as these lines move towards the
bottom right corner, which corresponds to expanded capabilities and reduced planetary pressures. That corner,
highlighted in green, is the aspirational destination of the human development journey in the Anthropocene.
The curve corresponding to the average performance on the two indices for all countries moved towards that
corner between 1990 and 2019.3 But that movement was far too slow and modest. Further progress will require
all countries to shift rapidly and substantially towards the bottom right corner. The PHDI and the HDI can help
in assessing and, more importantly, in encouraging choices towards a human development journey in the An-
thropocene that move us all in the direction of advancing human development while easing planetary pressures.

The world is moving far too slowly towards advancing human development while easing planetary pressures

Improvements in efficiency: 1990 vs. 2019
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Note: Cross-sectional pressure patterns for 1990 and 2019 were calculated using polynomial regression models. Shaded areas are confidence intervals.
Source: Human Development Report Office.

Notes

1. See similar analysis in Lin and others (2018). As an image of aspirational space in development, it is also reminiscent of the idea of “casillero
vacio” in Fajnzylber (1990). 2. That is, one minus the adjustment factor for planetary pressures that is multiplied by the HDI to generate the PHDI.
3. We thank Marina Fischer-Kowalski for insights on this pattern.
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The Report presents an adjustment to the HDI
for planetary pressures. The Planetary pressures-
adjusted HDI (PHDI) retains the simplicity and clarity
of the original HDI while accounting for some of the
complex system-level dynamics discussed throughout
the Report. By accounting for key planetary pressures,
it ushers the HDI into a new geologic epoch.

¢¢ There are many opportunities for countries to
expand capabilities-based human development
while reducing planetary pressures. When
agency and values are added to the mix,

the opportunities become even greater.

The PHDI adjusts the standard HDI by a coun-
try’s level of carbon dioxide emissions and material
footprint, each on a per capita basis. For countries on
the lower end of the human development spectrum,
the impact of the adjustment is generally small. For
high and very high human development countries the
impact tends to become large, reflecting the various
ways that their development paths impact the planet
(figure 7 and box 1).

The good news is that there are many options and
opportunities for countries to maintain and even

expand traditional, capabilities-based notions of
human development while reducing planetary pres-
sures. When agency and values are added to the mix,
as the Report demonstrates, the opportunities for ex-
panding human freedoms while easing those pres-
sures become even greater.

In his great postwar novel The Plague, Albert Camus
wrote, “everyone has it inside himself, this plague,
because no one in the world, no one, is immune.”° If
he were writing today, he could have easily been com-
menting on Covid-19 or climate change, though of
course we understand that while everyone is affected,
they are not affected equally. But while the stakes for
humanity may unfortunately be much higher today
than they were some 70 years ago, there is cause for
hope—we need no longer be passive recipients of
plagues or of development. Fate has been usurped by
choice, which in turn is predicated on power. In this
brave new geologic epoch of the Anthropocene—in
this age of humans—inside our species, and our spe-
cies uniquely, is the power to reimagine and rebuild
our world, to choose justice and sustainability. This
2020 Human Development Report, coming at the
close of a tumultuous year of layered global crises,
helps signpost the way.
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Part I has three chapters sequentially covering an-
alytical, empirical and policy perspectives on how
human development relates to the concept of and
debates around the Anthropocene. Part II consid-
ers the implications for action, discussing three key
mechanisms for change: social norms, incentives and
nature-based human development. Part III explores
implications for metrics of human development.
Chapter 1 argues that the human development
journey (where we want to head) must now be con-
sidered in the context of an unprecedented moment
in human history and in the planet’s history—and
that the human development approach opens fresh

and empowering perspectives on how to get there.
Complementing chapter 1’s analysis, chapter 2 pro-
vides detailed evidence of unprecedented plane-
tary and social imbalances and their interaction. It
shows empirically that we are confronting some-
thing fundamentally new and that the natural world
of the Anthropocene reflects imbalances in oppor-
tunities, wealth and power of the human world.
Chapter 3 argues that working together in the pur-
suit of equity, innovation and planet stewardship
can steer actions towards the transformational
changes required to advance human development
in the Anthropocene.
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CHAPTER 1

Charting human development in the Anthropocene

We are entering a new geologic age: the
Anthropocene. The age of humans.

For the first time in our history the most serious and
immediate risks are human made and unfold at
planetary scales, from climate change to the Covid-19
pandemic to rising inequalities.

How can human development help us navigate the
complexities of the Anthropocene?

This chapter argues that we must reimagine the
human development journey and leverage the human
development approach to support transformational
change.
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“The quandary of unsustainability may be our predicament, but the task of solving it is ours as well. The na-

ture of the problem, its fuller appreciation and the ways and means of solving it all belong to us—humanity

as a whole. If there is a subject on which collaboration and non-divisive commitments are needed, this surely

is it. But in order to make this possible and effective, we need a vision of mankind not as patients whose inter-

ests have to be looked after, but as agents who can do effective things—both individually and jointly.

”;

Amartya Sen

“Most ‘classic’ writings on sustainability present people as the problem, not as a collective source of strength.

[...They] frame the discourse in terms of the Earth’s finite resources and rising population. [...] We have

moved away from framing it exclusively around limits to growth and conserving natural resources. Instead,

we emphasize the connections between communities, ecosystems and social justice.”

The Covid-19 pandemic is a cautionary tale. For dec-
ades scientists have been predicting just such a pan-
demic, pointing to the rise of new diseases that jump
from animals to humans®—and the virus that causes
Covid-19 is likely one.# Indeed, the increasing trans-
mission of disease from wildlife to humans reflects
the pressures we are putting on the planet.s

It is a tale of the risks we confront as we go deep-
er into a new reality described as the Anthropocene,
the age of humans, with the unprecedented plan-
etary change in scope, scale and speed—as elabo-
rated in chapter 2—driven by human activity posing
risks to people and all forms of life.® But the risks do
not affect everyone in the same way. Covid-19 was
superimposed on a world with wide and growing in-
equalities in human development. And it is driving
deeper wedges between those more able and those
less able to cope. Meanwhile, the underlying driv-
ers of shocks such as Covid-19 are rooted ultimately
in unbalanced interactions between people and the
planet. And these drivers feed off the imbalances in
opportunities, wealth and power across people and
countries.

Confronting this new reality of a self-reinforcing
cycle of social imbalances and of planetary imbalanc-
es (the dangerous planetary change for people and all
forms of life) calls for reimagining the human devel-
opment journey (where do we want to go?).” It also
calls for applying the human development approach
to longstanding debates on sustainability (how do we
want to get there?).

The human development journey—enlarging peo-
ple’s abilities and opportunities to be and do what
they have reason to value—must be considered in
the context of an unprecedented moment in human

Harini Nagendra

history and in the planet’s history. This chapter as-
serts the importance of reconfiguring the material
and energy flows now structurally linked to how we
organize economies and societies. It details the trans-
formational changes that need to be brought from the
periphery to the centre of the human development
journey. That journey cannot be separated from the
web of life we are embedded in.

¢¢ The Anthropocene: the age of humans. For
the first time in our history the most serious
and immediate, even existential, risks are
human made and unfolding at planetary scale.

The human development approach sets out an eval-
uative framework for development outcomes based
on expanding capabilities, thus increasing wellbeing
freedoms, the valuable opportunities to choose from.
This takes us beyond notions of sustainability based
on needs fulfilment and away from focusing on in-
strumental objectives such as economic growth. This
chapter argues that a human development approach
invites us to look beyond sustaining needs to ex-
panding capabilities. To see people as agents—who
act and bring about change. And to evaluate people’s
achievements in terms of their own values and goals.
In that expansion and perspective lay both the goal of
the human development journey and, instrumental-
ly, the means to widen the scope of potential actions
to change the drivers of pressures on the planet. In
a broader set of motivations for human behaviour,
market incentives as well as values, dignity and sense
of worth are all important. Ultimately, people are
agents of their individual and collective destiny, able
to drive social change.
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The Anthropocene: the age of humans. For the first
time in our history the most serious and immediate,
even existential, risks are human made and unfold-
ing at planetary scale. The chapter argues that this
new reality calls for reimagining the human devel-
opment journey and leveraging the human develop-
ment approach to support transformational social
changes to ease pressures on the planet. The nature
and process of change will be contested, resisted,
promoted and driven by varied interests and values.
This Report mobilizes human development analy-
sis to marshal evidence and suggest options for indi-
vidual and collective choices on how to redress both
social and planetary imbalances. Thirty years ago
the first Human Development Report placed people
as the ultimate end of development. “People are the
real wealth of nations,” read the first line. It is time to
draw on that real wealth of nations to transform our
world, as called for in the 2030 Agenda for Sustaina-
ble Development.

Confronting a new reality:
People versus trees?

“Unlike other concepts that have highlighted the impact
of human pressures on the environment, the Anthropo-
cene describes a state change in the Earth system, viewed
as an interdependent, co-evolving social-ecological sys-
tem, as well as a new way of thinking about our recent
and current epoch. Anthropocene thinking takes us away
from reductionist linear cause-effect analysis of equi-
ty and sustainability, to underline the fully intertwined
character of human and ecological systems, and the
co-evolving fates of sustainability and equity.”

Melissa Leach, Belinda Reyers and others

“It is people, not trees, whose future choices have
to be protected” affirmed the first Human Develop-
ment Report, published in 1990.° By setting human
flourishing as the ultimate end of development, it
asserted that development is not about the accumu-
lation of material or natural resources. It is about en-
larging people’s ability to be and do what they have
reason to value and expanding wellbeing freedoms.
This fundamental premise of human development
animates this Report. But the apposition of people
and nature needs to be re-examined. Because leav-
ing nature in the background—or, worse, presenting

choices as if they were between people and planet
—will limit human flourishing for everyone. As the
1994 Human Development Report stated, “The
strongest argument for protecting the environment
is the ethical need to guarantee to future generations
opportunities similar to the ones previous genera-
tion have enjoyed. This guarantee is the foundation
of ‘sustainable development.’”*° But these impacts
are no longer solely for future generations: Planetary
imbalances are already hurting people today, driv-
ing some of the inequalities in human development
analysed in the 2019 Human Development Report.”
And those inequalities and social imbalances, in
turn, are reflected in even sharper relief in planetary
imbalances.

Over the years Human Development Reports
have highlighted the interactions between envi-
ronmental degradation and human development.®
They have identified affluence in developed coun-
tries as a key environmental stressor. Two Reports
have been devoted to water and climate change,
and two have considered sustainability and re-
silience. The environment and the challenges of
sustainability and climate have been forcefully ad-
vocated by social and political movements that
have pushed these issues to the top of the devel-
opment agenda. Natural hazards and environmen-
tal disasters have contributed to public awareness,
and scientific evidence and understanding of key
biophysical, economic and social impacts have ac-
cumulated (spotlight 1.1). The 2030 Agenda for Sus-
tainable Development is a clear political statement
of the universal consensus that has emerged as a
result.

¢¢ This Report mobilizes human development
analysis to marshal evidence and suggest options
for individual and collective choices on how to
redress both social and planetary imbalances.

Our dependence on nature is not in question. Am-
artya Sen put it bluntly: “It is not so much that hu-
manity is trying to sustain the natural world, but
rather that humanity is trying to sustain itself. It is
us that will have to ‘go’ unless we can put the world
around us in reasonable order. The precariousness of
nature is our peril, our fragility.” But there are two
new elements to consider.
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First, the notion of the Anthropocene has forced
a reframing of thinking—from standalone environ-
mental and sustainability issues, such as climate
change, to the recognition of a set of interdepend-
ent challenges resulting from underlying process-
es of planetary change driven by human pressures.*
Indeed, the climate is changing in dangerous ways,'s
and urgent action is needed to curb the greenhouse
gas emissions causing global warming.** Concentra-
tions of carbon dioxide—a long-lived greenhouse
gas—are high and increasing because the planetary
processes that have maintained concentrations with-
in a relatively narrow range (the carbon biogeochem-
ical cycle) are being overwhelmed by rapid and large
increases in anthropogenic emissions.” But other key
biogeochemical cycles are being dramatically altered
as well. Take nitrogen, essential for life and the most
common yield-limiting nutrient in agriculture.”® The
use of synthetic fertilizers (which increased eight-
fold between 1960 and 2000) and the combustion of
fossil fuels have produced the largest disturbance to
the nitrogen biogeochemical cycle since it emerged
2.5 billion years ago.”

Most people now live longer and healthier lives
than their predecessors, but the opposite is true for
the vast majority of the rest of life on Earth.>° Hu-
mans evolved over 300,000 years® amid a richness
and diversity of life unprecedented in the planet’s
history, as measured by the absolute number of spe-
cies.”? That richness of life is now being destroyed at
an alarming rate due to direct and indirect human
action, with a quarter of species facing extinction,
many within decades.” Biodiversity enhances na-
ture’s contributions to people.*# In addition, language
and culture have coevolved with biological diversity,
so biological impoverishment parallels the loss of cul-
tural and linguistic diversity.”

This Report’s point of departure is that there is no
clear pathway to avoid the dangerous planetary change
of the Anthropocene. It is, as Julia Adeney Thomas ar-
gues, a predicament that needs to be navigated.>® Or as
Sharachchandra Lele put it, we need to move beyond a
“narrowed framing of the problem: one value (sustain-
ing future generations), one problem (climate change),
one goal (reduce carbon emissions) and one solution
(renewables).”” And that calls for a full understanding
of the pressures we are putting on the planet and of our
interdependence with nature.*

¢¢ Aslong as planetary imbalances persist,
they engender risks that can materialize in
shocks to human development, just as the
Covid-19 pandemic has done. Superimposed
on existing asymmetries of power and
opportunity, they perpetuate and can even
increase inequalities in human development.

Second, the notion of the Anthropocene emerges
thanks to remarkable advances in Earth system and
sustainability sciences.? In addition to document-
ing and explaining the impacts of human activities,
these new fields are stimulating interdisciplinary
work, encompassing natural and social sciences and
the humanities, providing insights into how to mit-
igate those impacts while improving people’s lives.
The physical realities of the unprecedented pressure
humans are putting on the planet have reawakened
interest in understanding our dependence on nature
now as well as in the past and what is likely to unfold
in the future. Value systems go beyond convention-
ally looking at nature and the planet for only their
instrumental value (service provision) or intrinsic
value (inherent worth) to incorporate relational val-
ues (“associated with relationships, both interperson-
al and as articulated by policies and social norms”).>°
Bagele Chilisa has highlighted how knowledge sys-
tems rooted in African philosophies, worldviews and
history have been marginalized in development dis-
course but hold the potential to enrich sustainabili-
ty science.3* And the interdependence of biological
and cultural diversity has led to biocultural diversity
(discussed later in the chapter) as a source of knowl-
edge for scientists, local communities, civil socie-
ty and policymakers interested in local and global
sustainability.®

A key insight emerging from this vast and rapidly
growing body of work is that social and natural sys-
tems are best seen not only as interacting and in-
terdependent but also as embedded in each other.
“Moving beyond the notion of sustainable develop-
ment as separable human development targets con-
strained by environmental or natural resource limits,
to an inseparable socio-ecological systems perspec-
tive on sustainable development, offers a fresh per-
spective on sustainable development. It further offers
a novel and expanded opportunity space from which
to address the challenges of the Anthropocene.”s
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An important implication is that as much as human
activity is harming nature, it remains within our reach
to be a positive regenerative force on the planet—
looking at nature less as a constraint or something to
be preserved in pristine forms3+ and more as an asset
with the potential to provide sources and resilience,
and more choices, to navigate the Anthropocene.’
More important, the emerging insights also point
the way forward on what to do and how, in a way
that avoids what Ruth DeFries and Harini Nagendra
called the two traps of “falsely assuming a tame solu-
tion and inaction from overwhelming complexity.”3¢

Considering the complex and interdependent rela-
tionship between people and planet, between socio-
economic and natural systems, points to the links
between dangerous planetary and social imbalanc-
es, which interact and often reinforce each other. As
long as planetary imbalances persist, they engender
risks that can materialize in shocks to human devel-
opment, just as the Covid-19 pandemic has done
(figure 1.1). Superimposed on existing asymmetries
of power and opportunity, they perpetuate and can

even increase inequalities in human development.
The pandemic is adjudged to have reversed devel-
opment progress by decades. It has hit more harshly,
more quickly and more deeply those already vulnera-
ble, marginalized or with few resources and capabili-
ties, increasing inequalities in human development.?
That, in turn, has fed social imbalances.

Social dynamics result in actions that can either
intensify or ease the pressures on the planet. Social
imbalances feed inequalities in human development
—which ultimately are gaps in empowerment—
constraining the space for deliberative reasoning and
collective action.’® We all care about those close to
us, but a key to solidarity and cooperation is how to
extend pro-social behaviour beyond close-knit net-
works. That is determined in part by the position of
those worse off and minorities in social structures
and economic systems, along with the institutional
arrangements that determine the extent of their po-
litical inclusion.® Instead, those who are more pow-
erful (and for the most part benefit from the status
quo) shape the framing of available information,

Figure 1.1 Planetary and social imbalances reinforce each other

Source: Human Development Report Office.
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including scientific evidence,*® and leverage their re-
sources and influence to preserve their power—often
in ways that oppose transformation.+ All of this per-
petuates the pressures on the planet that further drive
planetary imbalances. This, in turn, engenders risks,
and the cycle starts afresh. Reframing the human de-
velopment journey in the Anthropocene has the po-
tential to break this cycle.

What does this mean for human development?
First, it presents a challenge as to how to imagine and
pursue human development. Addressing social im-
balances, the hemisphere on the right in figure 1.1,
has always been at the core of the human develop-
ment journey. But until now the other hemisphere,
planetary imbalances, has not been systematically
brought into the human development journey. How
to do it, and how that changes the journey, are ad-
dressed in the next section of this chapter.

Second, the human development approach has not
yet been fully leveraged to inform how to address the
challenges in the hemisphere on the left in figure 1.1.
It can offer fresh perspectives on making expanded
capabilities and human agency central to easing pres-
sures on the planet, as addressed in the last section of
this chapter.+

Human agency is thus at the core of the processes
of change and transformation required to enhance
equity in human development while easing pressures
on the planet. This implies reassessing capabilities
with a new sense of possibility and responsibility to
respect the planet, to reach those who have the fewest
opportunities and to eliminate the persistent patterns
of inequality, discrimination and exclusion (including
racism and patriarchy) that tear societies apart.*

Reimagining the human development
journey: Bringing the planet back in

Decoupling economic growth from emissions and
material use is key to easing pressures on the planet
while improving living standards. The debate on the
extent to which this is sufficient and feasible provides
a natural starting point to explore whether decoup-
ling helps rearticulate the human development jour-
ney in the Anthropocene.

The relative decoupling between GDP growth and
both material use and carbon dioxide emissions is
common (the economic growth rate is higher than

the growth rate of material use or emissions). But
absolute decoupling (economic growth alongside
absolute reductions in material use or emissions)
is partial, temporary and rare.# Interpretations of
what the empirical findings imply vary. It is wide-
ly agreed that decoupling is vital and needs to be
pursued.* Most agree also that future decoupling
based on extrapolating current trends would be in-
sufficient to meet goals such as those agreed to in
the Paris Agreement#S or the suite of international
goals related to biodiversity loss.# But ultimately, it
will be up to choices. A recent model suggested that
a policy package on climate change mitigation would
allow the world to reach net-zero emissions in 2050
at moderate transitional growth and employment
costs, resulting in global net output gains of up to
13 percent of GDP by 2100 and with income transfers
compensating the poor for the costs of the energy
transition.+

Decoupling what?

The dominant view on decoupling is that green
growth or green economy approaches hold promise
by shifting towards more resource-efficient and less
emission-intensive production and consumption, al-
lowing for relative or absolute decoupling.+

A recent study identified 18 developed countries
whose carbon dioxide emissions declined in abso-
lute terms between 2005 and 2015, both for territorial
emissions (those due to production within the coun-
try) and for consumption-based emissions (those that
account for the effects of trade in shifting high-emis-
sion production activities to other countries and then
importing goods produced elsewhere; figure 1.2).5°
Although slow growth contributed by reducing ener-
gy demand, absolute decoupling happened mainly
as a result 