
The UN’s Development Program has 
since 1990 issued an annual Human 
Development Report that explores 
a particular socioeconomic topic. 
The purpose of the HDR is to raise 
“awareness about human develop-
ment around the world.”

The 2020 HDR highlights the need 
to deal with the impacts of human 
activities on natural systems. The 
HDR warns that humankind is on 
the cusp of a new global epoch, 

the Anthropocene or the era when 
human activities alter natural sys-
tems, perhaps irreversibly. The HDR 
calls for changing the trajectory of 
economic development to minimize 
competition between the needs of 
people and the needs of the planet.

The three-part report reviews the 
impacts of human activities on nat-
ural systems, lays out a framework 
to reduce the negative impacts of 
human activities on the environment, 
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and develops a revised Human 
Development Index that accounts for 
each country’s impacts on the natural 
world.

Impacts

HDR 2020 argues that Covid-19, 
extreme weather events, wildfires, 
and species extinctions are nature’s 
warning signs that are flashing red to 
suggest an urgent need to reduce 
human impacts on natural systems. 
The report argues that social inequal-
ities aggravate planetary or natural 
imbalances, citing a list of indicators 
that range from declining social 
mobility to rising authoritarianism. 

The current Holocene era began 
when the end of the ice age 12,000 
years ago led to the rise of agricul-
ture and civilization. During the Holo-
cene era, humans adapted to nature. 
In the new Anthropocene era, human 
activities are reshaping nature.

One of the best-known features of 
the HDR is its Human Development 
Index, which assembles indicators 
of health, education, and income to 
rank countries. The HDR argues that 
the empty rectangle C in the figure-
below is where countries should be, 
with a high HDI and a low material 
footprint on the environment. In fact, 
high HDI countries are in rectangle 
B with high material footprints. If the 
developing countries now in rectan-
gle A move to B as well, the natural 
world will be changed.

The 2020 HDR includes a Plane-
tary-Pressures Adjusted HDI that 
eliminates over 50 countries from 
the very high human development 
group because of their dependence 
on fossil fuels and materials that alter 
natural systems. The richer countries 
with high HDIs (dark green) rank 
significantly lower on the PP HDI 
because of their greater impacts on 
natural systems. Note that countries 
whose ranking on the HDI is the 
same as their ranking on the PP HDI 
are on the 45-degree line.

Social Inequalities Aggravate Natural Imbalances



Richer Countries With Higher HDIs (B) Have Larger Impacts on Natural Systems

Richer Countries With High HDIs Have Lower PP HDIs Because of Their Impacts on the Environment



The report places more emphasis 
on reducing carbon emissions and 
material usage than on population 
growth. The HDR emphasizes that 
urbanization may slow population 
growth and reduce energy and 
materials usage, citing studies of 
insects that show larger termite 
mounds use less energy and materi-
als per capita.

Change

HDR 2020 cites polls that suggest 
most people understand that human 
activities are changing natural sys-
tems. Most respondents agree that 
individuals should change behavior 
to reduce negative human impacts 
on the environment. The report calls 
on governments to subsidize sus-
tainable policies by promoting the 
development of low-carbon power 
emitters such as renewables.

The report emphasizes inequalities 
between rich and poor countries. 
Rich countries contribute most to 
the global warming that aggravates 
extreme weather and other condi-
tions that disproportionately affect 
people in poorer countries. Mortality 
from climate change is projected to 
be larger in poorer countries in 2100. 

The 2020 report adjusts the HDI for 
each country’s planetary pressure. 
The Scandinavian countries that are 

The World’s Population of Almost 8 Billion is Growing By 1% a Year

Sustainable Policies (Dark Green) Require More Government Subsidies



at the top of the regular HDI are also 
at the top of the PP HDI, but coun-
tries such as Canada and the US fall 
in the shift from the HDI to the PP 
HDI, while middle-income countries 
such as Costa Rica rise on the PP 
HDI.

Mortality Risks From Climate Change are Highest in Poorer Countries



Norway Ranks Highest on the HDI, But Ireland Ranks Highest on The PP HDI
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