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This Report explores the integral links between environmental sustainability and equity and shows that these
are critical to expanding human freedoms for people today and in generations to come. The point of departure
is that the remarkable progress in human development over recent decades that the Human Development
Report has documented cannot continue without bold global steps to reduce environmental risks and
inequality. We identify pathways for people, communities, countries and the international community to
promote environmental sustainability and equity in mutually reinforcing ways.

The cover diagram symbolizes how different policies can have different implications for sustainability and
equity. Whenever available, we should prefer solutions that are good for the environment while also promot-
ing equity and human development. Pursuing sustainability and equity jointly does not require that they be
mutually reinforcing. In many instances they will not be. Sometimes the most feasible alternative involves
trade-offs between sustainability and equity and requires explicit and careful consideration. No trade-off is
isolated from a society’s structural and institutional conditions, and so we must address the underlying
constraints and identify positive synergies between sustainability and equity. This Report is aimed not only at
finding positive synergies but also at identifying ways to build them.
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Forewonrd

In June 2012 world leaders will gather in Rio de Janeiro to seck a new consensus on global
actions to safeguard the future of the planet and the right of future generations everywhere to
live healthy and fulfilling lives. This is the great development challenge of the 21st century.

The 2011 Human Development Report offers important new contributions to the global dia-
logue on this challenge, showing how sustainability is inextricably linked to basic questions of
equity—that is, of fairness and social justice and of greater access to a better quality of life. Sus-
tainability is not exclusively or even primarily an environmental issue, as this Report so persua-
sively argues. It is fundamentally about how we choose to live our lives, with an awareness that
everything we do has consequences for the 7 billion of us here today, as well as for the billions
more who will follow, for centuries to come.

Understanding the links between environmental sustainability and equity is critical if we
are to expand human freedoms for current and future generations. The remarkable progress in
human development over recent decades, which the global Human Development Reports have
documented, cannot continue without bold global steps to reduce both environmental risks
and inequality. This Report identifies pathways for people, local communities, countries and
the international community to promote environmental sustainability and equity in mutually
reinforcing ways.

In the 176 countries and territories where the United Nations Development Programme
is working every day, many disadvantaged people carry a double burden of deprivation. They
are more vulnerable to the wider effects of environmental degradation, because of more severe
stresses and fewer coping tools. They must also deal with threats to their immediate environ-
ment from indoor air pollution, dirty water and unimproved sanitation. Forecasts suggest that
continuing failure to reduce the grave environmental risks and deepening social inequalities
threatens to slow decades of sustained progress by the world’s poor majority—and even to reverse
the global convergence in human development.

Major disparities in power shape these patterns. New analysis shows how power imbal-
ances and gender inequalities at the national level are linked to reduced access to clean water
and improved sanitation, land degradation and deaths due to indoor and outdoor air pollution,
amplifying the effects associated with income disparities. Gender inequalities also interact with
environmental outcomes and make them worse. At the global level governance arrangements
often weaken the voices of developing countries and exclude marginalized groups.

Yet there are alternatives to inequality and unsustainability. Growth driven by fossil fuel con-
sumption is not a prerequisite for a better life in broader human development terms. Investments
that improve equity—in access, for example, to renewable energy, water and sanitation, and
reproductive healthcare—could advance both sustainability and human development. Stronger
accountability and democratic processes, in part through support for an active civil society and
media, can also improve outcomes. Successful approaches rely on community management,
inclusive institutions that pay particular attention to disadvantaged groups, and cross-cutting
approaches that coordinate budgets and mechanisms across government agencies and develop-
ment partners.

Beyond the Millennium Development Goals, the world needs a post-2015 development
framework that reflects equity and sustainability; Rio+20 stands out as a key opportunity to



reach a shared understanding of how to move forward. This Report shows that approaches that
integrate equity into policies and programmes and that empower people to bring about change
in the legal and political arenas hold enormous promise. Growing country experiences around
the world have demonstrated the potential of these approaches to generate and capture positive
synergies.

The financing needed for development—including for environmental and social protection
—will have to be many times greater than current official development assistance. Today’s spend-
ing on low-carbon energy sources, for example, is only 1.6 percent of even the lowest estimate of
need, while spending on climate change adaptation and mitigation is around 11 percent of esti-
mated need. Hope rests on new climate finance. While market mechanisms and private funding
will be vital, they must be supported and leveraged by proactive public investment. Closing the
financing gap requires innovative thinking, which this Report provides.

Beyond raising new sources of funds to address pressing environmental threats equitably, the
Report advocates reforms that promote equity and voice. Financing flows need to be channelled
towards the critical challenges of unsustainability and inequity—and not exacerbate existing
disparities.

Providing opportunities and choices for all is the central goal of human development. We
have a collective responsibility towards the least privileged among us today and in the future
around the world—and a moral imperative to ensure that the present is not the enemy of the
future. This Report can help us see the way forward.

Helen Clark
Administrator
United Nations Development Programme

The analysis and policy recommendations of this Report do not necessarily reflect the views of the United Nations Development
Programme orits Executive Board. The Reportis anindependent publication commissioned by UNDP. The research and writing
of the Report was a collaborative effort by the Human Development Report team and a group of eminent advisors led by
Jeni Klugman, Director of the Human Development Report Office.
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Overview

This year’s Report focuses on the challenge
of sustainable and equitable progress. A joint
lens shows how environmental degradation
intensifies inequality through adverse impacts
on already disadvantaged people and how ine-
qualities in human development amplify envi-
ronmental degradation.

Human development, which is about
expanding people’s choices, builds on shared
natural resources. Promoting human devel-
opment requires addressing sustainability—
locally, nationally and globally—and this can
and should be done in ways that are equitable
and empowering.

We seek to ensure that poor people’s aspi-
rations for better lives are fully taken into
account in moving towards greater environ-
mental sustainability. And we point to path-
ways that enable people, communities, coun-
tries and the international community to
promote sustainability and equity so that they
are mutually reinforcing.

Why sustainability and equity?

The human development approach has endur-
ing relevance in making sense of our world and
addressing challenges now and in the future.
Last year’s 20th anniversary Human Develop-
ment Report (HDR) celebrated the concept of
human development, emphasizing how equity,
empowerment and sustainability expand peo-
ple’s choices. At the same time it highlighted
inherent challenges, showing that these key
aspects of human development do not always
come together.

The case for considering
sustainability and equity together
This year we explore the intersections between
environmental sustainability and equity,

which are fundamentally similar in their

concern for distributive justice. We value sus-
tainability because future generations should
have at least the same possibilities as people
today. Similarly, all inequitable processes are
unjust: people’s chances at better lives should
not be constrained by factors outside their
control. Inequalities are especially unjust
when particular groups, whether because of
gender, race or birthplace, are systematically
disadvantaged.

More than a decade ago Sudhir Anand and
Amartya Sen made the case for jointly consid-
ering sustainability and equity. “It would be a
gross violation of the universalist principle,”
they argued, “if we were to be obsessed about
intergenerational equity without at the same
time seizing the problem of intragenerational
equity” (empbhasis in original). Similar themes
emerged from the Brundtland Commission’s
1987 report and a series of international dec-
larations from Stockholm in 1972 through
Johannesburgin 2002. Yet today many debates
about sustainability neglect equality, treating
itas a separate and unrelated concern. This per-
spective is incomplete and counterproductive.

Some key definitions
Human development is the expansion of peo-
ple’s freedoms and capabilities to lead lives that
they value and have reason to value. It is about
expanding choices. Freedoms and capabilities
are a more expansive notion than basic needs.
Many ends are necessary for a “good life,” ends
that can be intrinsically as well as instrumen-
tally valuable—we may value biodiversity, for
example, or natural beauty, independently of
its contribution to our living standards.
Disadvantaged people are a central focus of
human development. This includes people in
the future who will suffer the most severe con-
sequences of the risks arising from our activi-
ties today. We are concerned not only with




Sustainable human
development is the
expansion of the
substantive freedoms
of people today
while making reasonable
efforts to avoid seriously
compromising those of
future generations
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what happens on average or in the most prob-
able scenario but also with what happens in the
less likely but still possible scenarios, particu-
larly when the events are catastrophic for poor
and vulnerable people.

Debates over what environmental sus-
tainability means often focus on whether
human-made capital can substitute for natu-
ral resources—whether human ingenuity
will relax natural resource constraints, as in
the past. Whether this will be possible in the
future is unknown and, coupled with the risk
of catastrophe, favours the position of preserv-
ing basic natural assets and the associated flow
of ecological services. This perspective also
aligns with human rights—based approaches to
development. Sustainable human development
is the expansion of the substantive freedoms of
people today while making reasonable efforts ro
avoid seriously compromising those of future gen-
erations. Reasoned public deliberation, vital to
defining the risks a society is willing to accept,
is crucial to this idea.

The joint pursuit of environmental sus-
tainability and equity does not require that
the two always be mutually reinforcing. In
many instances there will be trade-offs. Meas-
ures to improve the environment can have
adverse effects on equity—for example, if they
constrain economic growth in developing
countries. This Report illustrates the types of
joint impacts that policies could have, while
acknowledging that they do not hold univer-
sally and underlining that context is critical.

The framework encourages special atten-
tion to identifying positive synergies and to
considering trade-offs. We investigate how
societies can implement win-win-win solu-
tions that favour sustainability, equity and
human development.

Patterns and trends,
progress and prospects

Increasing evidence points to widespread
environmental degradation around the world
and potential future deterioration. Because
the extent of future changes is uncertain, we
explore a range of predictions and consider the

insights for human development.

Our starting point, and a key theme of
the 2010 HDR, is the enormous progress in
human development over the past several
decades—with three caveats:

e Income growth has been associated with
deterioration in such key environmental
indicators as carbon dioxide emissions, soil
and water quality and forest cover.

e 'The distribution of income has worsened
at the country level in much of the world,
even with the narrowing of gaps in health
and education achievement.

e While empowerment on average tends to
accompany a rising Human Development
Index (HDI), there is considerable varia-
tion around the relationship.

Simulations for this Report suggest that by
2050 the global HDI would be 8 percent lower
than in the baseline in an “environmental chal-
lenge” scenario that captures the adverse effects
of global warming on agricultural production,
on access to clean water and improved sanita-
tion and on pollution (and 12 percent lower
in South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa). Under
an even more adverse “environmental disaster”
scenario, which envisions vast deforestation
and land degradation, dramatic declines in
biodiversity and accelerated extreme weather
events, the global HDI would be some 15 per-
cent below the projected baseline.

If we do nothing to halt or reverse cur-
rent trends, the environmental disaster sce-
nario leads to a turning point before 2050 in
developing countries—their convergence with
rich countries in HDI achievements begins to
reverse.

These projections suggest that in many
cases the most disadvantaged people bear
and will continue to bear the repercussions
of environmental deterioration, even if they
contribute little to the problem. For example,
low HDI countries have contributed the least
to global climate change, but they have experi-
enced the greatest loss in rainfall and the great-
est increase in its variability, with implications
for agricultural production and livelihoods.

Emissions per capita are much greater in
very high HDI countries than in low, medium
and high HDI countries combined because of
more energy-intensive activities—driving cars,



cooling and heating homes and businesses,
consuming processed and packaged food. The
average person in a very high HDI country
accounts for more than four times the carbon
dioxide emissions and about twice the meth-
ane and nitrous oxide emissions of a person
in a low, medium or high HDI country—and
about 30 times the carbon dioxide emissions
of a person in a low HDI country. The average
UK citizen accounts for as much greenhouse
gas emissions in two months as a person in a
low HDI country generates in a year. And the
average Qatari—living in the country with the
highest per capita emissions—does so in only
10 days, although that value reflects consump-
tion as well as production that is consumed
elsewhere.

While three-quarters of the growth
in emissions since 1970 comes from low,
medium and high HDI countries, overall lev-
els of greenhouse gases remain much greater
in very high HDI countries. And this stands
without accounting for the relocation of
carbon-intensive production to poorer coun-
tries, whose output is largely exported to rich
countries.

Around the world rising HDI has been
associated with environmental degradation
—though the damage can be traced largely
to economic growth. Countries with higher
incomes generally have higher carbon dioxide
emissions per capita. But our analysis finds no
association between emissions and the health
and education components of the HDI. This
result is intuitive: activities that emit carbon
dioxide into the atmosphere are those linked
to the production of goods, not to the provi-
sion of health and education. These results also
show the nonlinear nature of the relationship
between carbon dioxide emissions per capita
and HDI components: little or no relation-
ship at low HDI, but as the HDI rises a “tip-
ping point” is reached, beyond which appears
a strong positive correlation between carbon
dioxide emissions and income.

Countries with faster improvements in the
HDI have also experienced faster increases in
carbon dioxide emissions per capita. These
changes over time—rather than the snap-
shot relationship—highlight what to expect

tomorrow as a result of development today.

Again, income changes drive the trend.

But these relationships do not hold for all
environmental indicators. Our analysis finds
only a weak positive correlation between the
HDI and deforestation, for example. Why do
carbon dioxide emissions differ from other
environmental threats? We suggest that where
the link between the environment and quality
oflife is direct, as with pollution, environmen-
tal achievements are often greater in developed
countries; where the links are more diffuse,
performance is much weaker. Looking at the
relationship between environmental risks and
the HDI, we observe three general findings:

e Houschold environmental deprivations—
indoor air pollution, inadequate access to
clean water and improved sanitation—are
more severe at low HDI levels and decline
as the HDI rises.

e Environmental risks with community
effects—such as urban air pollution—
seem to rise and then fall with devel-
opment; some suggest that an inverted
U-shaped curve describes the relationship.

e Environmental risks with global effects
—namely greenhouse gas emissions—
typically rise with the HDI.

The HDI itself is not the true driver of
these transitions. Incomes and economic
growth have an important explanatory role for
emissions—but the relationship is not deter-
ministic either. And complex interactions of
broader forces change the risk patterns. For
example, international trade allows countries
to outsource the production of goods that
degrade the environment; large-scale com-
mercial use of natural resources has different
impacts than subsistence exploitation; and
urban and rural environmental profiles differ.
And as we will see, policies and the political
context matter greatly.

It follows that the patterns are not inevi-
table. Several countries have achieved signifi-
cant progress both in the HDI and in equity
and environmental sustainability. In line
with our focus on positive synergies, we pro-
pose a multidimensional strategy to identify
countries that have done better than regional
peers in promoting equity, raising the HDI,

Where the link between
the environment and
quality of life is direct,

as with pollution,
environmental
achievements are often
greater in developed
countries; where
the links are more
diffuse, performance
is much weaker




Environmental trends
over recent decades
show deterioration on
several fronts, with
adverse repercussions
for human development,
especially for the
millions of people who
depend directly on
natural resources for
their livelihoods
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reducing houschold indoor air pollution and
increasing access to clean water and that are
top regional and global performers in envi-
ronmental sustainability. Environmental sus-
tainability is judged on greenhouse gas emis-
sions, water use and deforestation. The results
are illustrative rather than indicative because
of patchy data and other comparability issues.
Just one country, Costa Rica, outperforms its
regional median on all the criteria, while the
three other top performers display unevenness
across dimensions. Sweden is notable for its
high reforestation rate compared with regional
and global averages.

Our list shows that across regions, devel-
opment stages and structural characteristics
countries can enact policies conducive to envi-
ronmental sustainability, equity and the key
facets of human development captured in the
HDI. We review the types of policies and pro-
grammes associated with success while under-
lining the importance of local conditions and
context.

More generally, however, environmental
trends over recent decades show deterioration
on several fronts, with adverse repercussions
for human development, especially for the mil-
lions of people who depend directly on natural
resources for their livelihoods.

o Globally, nearly 40 percent of land is
degraded due to soil erosion, reduced fer-
tility and overgrazing. Land productiv-
ity is declining, with estimated yield loss
as high as 50 percent in the most adverse
scenarios.

o Agriculture accounts for 70-85 percent of
water use, and an estimated 20 percent of
global grain production uses water unsus-
tainably, imperilling future agriculcural
growth.

o Deforestation isa major challenge. Between
1990 and 2010 Latin America and the
Caribbean and Sub-Saharan Africa expe-
rienced the greatest forest losses, followed
by the Arab States. The other regions have
seen minor gains in forest cover.

e Desertification threatens the drylands
that are home to about a third of the
world’s people. Some areas are particularly
vulnerable—notably Sub-Saharan Africa,

where the drylands are highly sensitive and
adaptive capacity is low.
Adverse environmental factors are
expected to boost world food prices 30-50 per-
cent in real terms in the coming decades and to
increase price volatility, with harsh repercus-
sions for poor households. The largest risks are
faced by the 1.3 billion people involved in agri-
culture, fishing, forestry, hunting and gather-
ing. The burden of environmental degradation
and climate change is likely to be disequalizing
across groups—for several reasons:

e Many rural poor people depend over-
whelmingly on natural resources for their
income. Even people who do not normally
engage in such activities may do so asa cop-
ing strategy during hardship.

e How environmental degradation will
affect people depends on whether they are
net producers or net consumers of natural
resources, whether they produce for sub-
sistence or for the market and how read-
ily they can shift between these activities
and diversify their livelihoods with other
occupations.

e Today, around 350 million people, many of
them poor, live in or near forests on which
they rely for subsistence and incomes. Both
deforestation and restrictions on access to
natural resources can hurt the poor. Evi-
dence from a range of countries suggests
that women typically rely on forests more
than men do because women tend to have
fewer occupational options, be less mobile
and bear most of the responsibility for col-
lecting fuelwood.

e Around 45 million people—at least 6 mil-
lion of them women—fish for a living and
are threatened by overfishing and climate
change. The vulnerability is twofold: the
countries most at risk also rely the most
on fish for dietary protein, livelihoods
and exports. Climate change is expected
to lead to major declines in fish stocks in
the Pacific Islands, while benefits are pre-
dicted at some northern latitudes, includ-
ing around Alaska, Greenland, Norway
and the Russian Federation.

To the extent that women in poor coun-
tries are disproportionately involved in



subsistence farming and water collection,
they face greater adverse consequences of
environmental degradation. Many indig-
enous peoples also rely heavily on natural
resources and live in ecosystems especially
vulnerable to the effects of climate change,
such as small island developing states, arctic
regions and high altitudes. Evidence suggests
that traditional practices can protect natural
resources, yet such knowledge is often over-
looked or downplayed.

The effects of climate change on farmers’
livelihoods depend on the crop, region and sea-
son, underlining the importance of in-depth,
local analysis. Impacts will also differ depend-
ingon houschold production and consumption
patterns, access to resources, poverty levels and
ability to cope. Taken together, however, the
net biophysical impacts of climate change on
irrigated and rainfed crops by 2050 will likely

be negative—and worst in low HDI countries.

Understanding the links

Drawing on the important intersections
between the environment and equity at the
global level, we explore the links at the com-
munity and houschold levels. We also high-
light countries and groups that have broken
the pattern, emphasizing transformations in
gender roles and in empowerment.

A key theme: the most disadvantaged peo-
ple carry a double burden of deprivation. More
vulnerable to the wider effects of environmen-
tal degradation, they must also cope with
threats to their immediate environment posed
by indoor air pollution, dirty water and unim-
proved sanitation. Our Multidimensional
Poverty Index (MPI), introduced in the 2010
HDR and estimated this year for 109 coun-
tries, provides a closer look at these depriva-
tions to see where they are most acute.

The MPI measures serious deficits in
health, education and living standards, look-
ing at both the number of deprived people and
the intensity of their deprivations. This year
we explore the pervasiveness of environmental
deprivations among the multidimensionally
poor and their overlaps at the houschold level,
an innovation in the MPI.

The poverty-focused lens allows us to
examine environmental deprivations in access
to modern cooking fuel, clean water and basic
sanitation. These absolute deprivations, impor-
tant in themselves, are major violations of
human rights. Ending these deprivations could
increase higher order capabilities, expand-
ing people’s choices and advancing human
development.

In developing countries at least 6 people
in 10 experience one of these environmental
deprivations, and 4 in 10 experience two or
more. These deprivations are especially acute
among multidimensionally poor people, more
than 9 in 10 of whom experience at least
one. Most suffer overlapping deprivations: 8
in 10 multidimensionally poor people have
two or more, and nearly 1 in 3 (29 percent)
is deprived in all three. These environmental
deprivations disproportionately contribute to
multidimensional poverty, accounting for 20
percent of the MPI—above their 17 percent
weight in the index. Across most developing
countries deprivations are highest in access
to cooking fuel, though lack of water is para-
mount in several Arab States.

To bette