
 

Experts call for trillions of dollars spent on
fossil fuels to be redirected
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New global findings in the 8th annual indicator report of The Lancet
Countdown on Health and Climate Change reveal that people in every
country face record-breaking threats to health and survival from the
rapidly changing climate, with 10 of 15 indicators tracking health threats
reaching concerning new records.

In 2023, people were exposed to, on average, an unprecedented 50 more
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days of health-threatening temperatures than expected without climate
change. Extreme drought affected 48% of the global land area—the
second-highest level recorded—and the higher frequency of heat waves
and droughts was associated with 151 million more people experiencing
moderate or severe food insecurity than annually between 1981 and
2010.

The authors call out governments and companies who continue "fueling
the fire" with persistent investment in fossil fuels, all-time high energy-
related greenhouse gas emissions, and years of delays in adaptation that
are narrowing the survival chances of people across the globe.

The report underscores that the financial resources to deliver net zero
emissions and secure a healthy future are available. Yet governments and
companies are spending trillions of dollars on fossil fuel subsidies and
investments that are making climate change worse—money that could be
redirected towards clean renewable energy and activities that benefit
people's health, livelihoods and well-being.

The authors argue that the findings must force a global health-centered
transformation of financial systems—shifting resources from the fossil
fuel-based economy towards a zero-emissions future—that will deliver
rapid health and economic benefits through improved energy access and
security, cleaner air and water, healthier diets and lifestyles, and more
sustainable job opportunities.

As multiple health threats from climate change break dangerous new
records, the 2024 Report of The Lancet Countdown on Health and
Climate Change calls for the trillions of dollars spent funding fossil fuels
to be redirected and used to drive a rapid and fair transition to a net zero
greenhouse gas (GHG) economy, instead of harming the health of
billions of people across the world.
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"This year's stocktake of the imminent health threats of climate inaction
reveals the most concerning findings yet in our eight years of
monitoring," warned Dr. Marina Romanello, Executive Director of the
Lancet Countdown at University College London.

"Once again, last year broke climate change records—with extreme heat
waves, deadly weather events, and devastating wildfires affecting people
around the world. No individual or economy on the planet is immune
from the health threats of climate change. The relentless expansion of
fossil fuels and record-breaking greenhouse gas emissions compounds
these dangerous health impacts, and is threatening to reverse the limited
progress made so far, and put a healthy future further out of reach."

She added, "Despite this threat, we see financial resources continue to be
invested in the very things that undermine our health. Repurposing the
trillions of dollars being invested in, or subsidizing, the fossil fuel
industry every year would provide the opportunity to deliver a fair,
equitable transition to clean energy and energy efficiency, and a
healthier future, ultimately benefiting the global economy."

The 8th Lancet Countdown annual indicator report, developed in close
collaboration with the World Health Organization, represents the work
of 122 leading experts from 57 academic institutions and UN agencies
globally, including the World Health Organization (WHO) and the
World Meteorological Organization (WMO).

Published, in The Lancet, ahead of the 29th UN Conference of the
Parties (COP), the report provides the most up-to-date assessment of the
links between health and climate change, including new metrics which
record extreme precipitation, stranded coal assets, tree cover loss, sand
and dust storms, rising nighttime temperatures and sleep loss, and
climate and health education and training.
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Record-breaking human costs of climate change

The year 2023 was the hottest on record, with persistent droughts, deadly
heat waves, and devastating forest fires, storms and floods, and
disastrous impacts on the health, lives and livelihoods of people
worldwide.

Heat-related deaths continue to rapidly increase, and are expected to
exceed cold-related deaths in a high-warming scenario. Globally, in
2023, heat-related deaths in those over age 65 increased by a record-
breaking 167% above deaths in the 1990s, substantially above the 65%
increase that would have been expected had temperatures not changed
(i.e., accounting only for changing demographics).

This compounds existing inequities, with the number of health-
threatening heat days added by climate change higher in countries with a
low human development index (a measure of education, income, and life
expectancy).

Worldwide in 2023, people were also exposed to, on average, an all-time
high of 1,512 hours of high temperatures posing at least a moderate risk
of heat stress while undertaking light outdoor exercise such as walking or
cycling—a 27.7% increase (328 hours) on the 1990–1999 yearly
average.

Increasing temperatures have also led to a record 512 billion potential
hours of labor lost globally in 2023 (a 49% increase above the
1990–1999 average), with global potential income losses equivalent to
US$835 billion—equivalent to a substantial proportion of GDP in low-
(7.6%) and middle-income countries (4.4%).

During the last decade (2014–2023), 61% of the global land area saw an
increase in extreme precipitation events compared to the 1961-1990
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average, increasing the risk of flooding, infectious disease, and water
contamination. In parallel, more frequent heat waves and droughts were
responsible for 151 million more people experiencing moderate to
severe food insecurity in 124 countries in 2022, than annually between
1981 and 2010.

As a result, the report estimates the total yearly value of economic losses
(linked to physical assets rather than ill-health) resulting from extreme
weather events at US$227 billion from 2019-2023, a value that exceeds
the GDP of 60% of the world's economies.

The climatic suitability for the spread of deadly mosquito-borne
infectious diseases has also increased. For example, the transmission risk
of dengue by Aedes albopictus mosquitoes rose by 46% and Aedes
aegypti by 11% over the last decade (2014–2023) compared to
1951–1960. An all-time high of over 5 million dengue cases were
reported in over 80 countries/territories in 2023.

"People in all parts of the world are increasingly suffering from the
financial and health effects of climate change, and disadvantaged
communities in resource-limited nations are often the worst affected, yet
provided with the least financial and technological protections," said
Prof. Wenjia Cai, Lancet Countdown Working Group 4 Co-Chair at
Tsinghua University.

"Adaptation is failing to keep pace with the rapidly growing health
threats of climate change, and with limits to adaptation looming, and
universal health coverage still a pipe dream for more than half the
world's population, financial support is urgently needed to strengthen
health systems to better protect people."

Governments and companies continue fueling the
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fire, threatening to reverse limited progress

New and updated indicators reveal that governments and companies
continue fueling the fire with persistent investments in fossil fuels, all-
time high GHG emissions, and staggering tree loss, reducing the survival
chances of people all around the globe.

In 2023, global energy-related carbon dioxide emissions reached an all-
time high, 1.1% above 2022, and the proportion of fossil fuels in the
global energy system increased for the first time in a decade during
2021, reaching 80.3% of all energy (up from 80.1% in 2020).

While climate action is limited by the lack of funding, fossil fuel
investment still attracted 36.6% of global energy investment in 2023,
with many governments also increasing explicit fossil fuel subsidies in
response to soaring energy prices following Russia's invasion of Ukraine.

In 2022, 72 of the 86 countries (84%) analyzed in the report subsidized
fossil fuels for a record net total of US$1.4 trillion (taking into account
the contribution of both carbon pricing and fossil fuel subsidies),
dwarfing any financial commitments in support of climate action made
at COP28. These subsidies exceeded 10% of national health spending in
47 of the countries, and 100% in 23 countries.

Against this concerning backdrop, the Loss and Damage Fund
established at COP27 in 2022 to support countries most vulnerable to the
impacts of climate change, received initial pledges totaling the much
smaller sum of US$700 million, which amounted to less than 0.2% of
the estimated requirement every year.

Similarly, the decade-long delay in delivering the comparatively modest
sum of US$100 billion a year promised to support vulnerable countries
cope with climate change has hampered progress and widened global

6/10



 

inequities.

Bolstered by record profits, the world's 114 largest oil and gas
companies (covering 80% of all production projected by 2040) have
increased their projected fossil fuel production levels since last year,
which would lead to their GHG emissions exceeding levels compatible
with 1.5°C of warming by 59% in 2030, and a staggering 189% in 2040,
further reducing their compliance with the Paris Agreement.

Worse still, 33 of these companies are expected to exceed their 1.5°C-
compatible GHG emissions by over 300% in 2040.

Added to this, new data from this year's report estimates that almost 182
million hectares of forest were destroyed between 2016 (when the Paris
Agreement entered into force) and 2022, equivalent to 5% of the global
tree cover, diminishing the world's natural capacity to capture carbon
dioxide.

The greatest tree cover losses were in Russia (35.8 million hectares), the
U.S. and Canada (almost 15 million hectares in each country). At the
same time, the rise in red meat and dairy intake increased diet-related
deaths by 220,000 between 2016 and 2021, and contributed to a 2.9%
rise in agricultural GHG emissions.

Prof. Stella Hartinger, co-author and Lancet Countdown Latin America
Director at Universidad Peruana Cayetano Heredia, said, "Oil and gas
companies—supported by many governments and the global financial
system—continue to reinforce the world's addiction to fossil fuels. In a
world in which survival depends on phasing out fossil fuels, these short-
sighted investments set us up for financial turmoil as we pursue a livable
future.

"These perverse investments, coupled with the serious failure to make
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the necessary structural changes in the energy sector to support the net-
zero transition, are jeopardizing the economies on which people's
livelihoods depend, and leaving the health and survival of millions of
people at risk."

Redirecting funding to actions that benefit—rather
than harm—people's health

Despite the record-breaking health harms laid out in the report, there are
some reasons for cautious optimism. Deaths from fossil fuel-derived air
pollution fell almost 7% from 2.25 million in 2016 to 2.09 million in
2021, with 59% of this decline due to efforts to reduce pollution from
coal burning, demonstrating the life-saving potential of coal phase-out.

At the same time, the share of electricity generated by clean modern
renewables reached 10.5% in 2021, almost double that of 2016 (5.5%),
while global investment in clean energy grew 10% in 2023 to US$1.9
trillion, exceeding fossil fuel investment by 73%.

Meanwhile, employment in renewables reached a record-high with 13.7
million employees in 2022 (35.6% increase since 2016), reaffirming that
renewable energy can support job security now and in the future.

"Progress towards an equitable and healthy future requires a global
transformation of financial systems, shifting resources away from the
fossil-fuel based economy towards a zero-emissions future," said co-
author Prof. Anthony Costello, Co-Chair of the Lancet Countdown.

"For successful reform, people's health must be put front and center of
climate change policy to ensure the funding mechanisms protect well-
being, reduce health inequities and maximize health gains, especially for
the countries and communities that need it most."
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The report notes that the engagement of individuals, corporations,
scientists, and international organizations with climate change and health
is growing, raising hopes that a healthy, prosperous future could still be
within reach.

"Amidst global turmoil, the powerful and trusted leadership of the health
community could hold the key to reversing these concerning trends and
harnessing new opportunities to put the protection and promotion of
health and survival at the center of political agendas," said Prof.
Costello.

"Nowhere will this be more important than at COP29 where the
financial transition will take center stage, offering a vital opportunity to
deliver a resilient, healthier future."

Responding to the report publication, UN Secretary-General, António
Guterres (who was not involved in writing the report) said, "Record-high
emissions are posing record-breaking threats to our health. We must cure
the sickness of climate inaction—by slashing emissions, protecting
people from climate extremes, and ending our fossil fuel addiction—to
create a fairer, safer, and healthier future for all."

  More information: The 2024 report of the Lancet Countdown on
health and climate change: facing record-breaking threats from delayed
action, The Lancet (2024). DOI: 10.1016/S0140-6736(24)01822-1
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