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1. Saving the Planet and Creating the Future 

 

2020 was a pivotal year for the world in many respects with an era-defining crisis in the form of the 
ongoing human and economic shocks caused by the coronavirus pandemic. The COVID-19 pandemic, 
global in nature and multi-year in duration, has cost millions of lives to date and impacted the lives of 
billions, with its disruptions undoing years of progress on the SDGs. With less than a decade to go 

until the 2030 target date, the achievement of the SDGs is today at serious risk. Moreover, with the 
SDGs being deeply interconnected, the failure to address any one goal hinders progress on others. 
This interconnectedness also creates systemic risk for the world should the goals be missed, creating a 
potentially vicious circle of environmental degradation, political upheavals, economic disruptions and 

conflict, and human security risk, making the need of meeting the SDGs an urgent one for the world. 
Their achievement will require a whole new scale of initiatives and breakthroughs, of which the energy 
transition and the continuing digitization of the global economy are two critical factors to enable the 
transition to the sustainable information age. 

 

The Pandemic is a Red Line Between a Carbon Past and a Cleaner, 
More Empowered Future  
2020 was a year of records. The largest global pandemic in over a century, the worst global recession 
since the Second World War and the biggest stimulus package in history, were some of the 
landmarks. In the space of a few short months, the world’s modus operandi was overturned as nations 
around the globe scrambled to respond to successive waves of coronavirus outbreaks. The scope and 
scale of the shock of the virus and the responses was such that it more-or-less crowded out global 
engagement to make breakthroughs on other systemic risks, regarding sustainable development. 
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These two topics had been rising steadily on the agenda of both public and private sector leaders 
since the launch of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and progress on the 
one came with setbacks in the other. 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development was launched in 2015 to “end poverty and set the 
world on a path of peace, prosperity, and opportunity for all on a healthy planet,”10 laying out 17 
interrelated goals focusing on five factors of people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnership. While 
progress against the 17 goals had been uneven and slower than required to meet the 2030 targets, 
real progress was indeed being made against the SDGs until the pandemic hit. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has quickly emerged as the worst human and economic crisis of today’s 
lifetimes, global in nature and multi-year in 
duration, impacting the lives and livelihoods 
of billions of people around the world. 
However, although the virus has affected 
every person and every community, it has not 
done so equally. There has been a 
disproportionate impact on the poorest and 
most vulnerable, reflecting an asymmetry in 

capacity of countries and people to withstand these impacts, which has undone years of progress on 
the SDGs.  

The negative development impacts of the pandemic also hit developed countries hard, delivering a 
harsh taste of the suffering of the poor to the rich. While governments in advanced economies 
moved swiftly to deploy an unprecedented US$23 trillion in fiscal and monetary stimulus11 (over 
46% of their GDP) to protect their people and their economies from the virus’ impact, the human 
toll in these richer countries too was significant, with the brunt being borne by the most vulnerable 
members of society. Their poor suffered 
disproportionately high death rates from COVID-
19, regular medical treatments for the sick and 
elderly were interrupted or suspended due to 
safety concerns and demand surges in hospitals, 
the security of women and girls deteriorated, and 
poorer families without access to the internet saw 
lost school years. Further, while most countries 
provided some form of income support for 
enterprises and families, as well as moratoria on 
evictions and home repossessions, millions of people across the world were at risk of losing their 
homes as these programs wound down12, and millions of small to medium enterprises, particularly 
in the developing world, faced the risk of insolvency. 

Beyond the harsh human impact, the pandemic’s positive environmental consequences are set to 
be temporary ones without the effort to institutionalize changes. While the pandemic and the 
related lockdowns led to the largest ever fall in global CO2 emissions, down 6.4% in 2020, these 
reductions are not expected to last, and climate change continues to occur much faster than 

The pandemic has reinforced global 

interconnectedness, interdependency, 

and the need for the SDGs as an integral 

part of the foundation from which to 

build a more sustainable future 
 

While the pandemic and the related 

lockdowns led to the largest ever fall 

in global C02 emissions, down 6.4% 

in 2020, these reductions are not 

expected to last without big 

changes, and climate change 

continues to represent a major risk 

factor 
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anticipated13. 2020 was the second warmest year on record14, and “it is unequivocal that human 
influence has warmed the atmosphere, ocean and land,” with “widespread and rapid changes in 
the atmosphere, ocean, cryosphere and biosphere15.” 

The coronavirus pandemic has emerged as a red line for the world. It has divided time between a 
world before, irretrievably breaking a past built on a carbon energy source that had delivered all it 
could on the one side, and on the other, a more sustainable world leveraging all the innovation the 
world has to offer. The transition period in between calls for unprecedented responses by states, 
organizations, and individuals in recognition of the interconnectedness and interdependency 
between people, communities, and nations regardless of their differences. In doing so, the 
pandemic provides a lesson for other global challenges, that they too require a “one world” 
approach and will not be solved in isolation. 

Creating a sound foundation by achieving the 17 SDGs is a test of the world’s ability to leverage 
ingenuity and commitment to address a series 
of global systemic and interrelated risks. Few 
would now question that meeting these goals 
requires a program that brings together the 
stakeholders from the financial, economic, 
political, and community spheres that govern our 
world today to transform its capacity and impact. 
Importantly, solving for the SDGs provides the 
lessons and preparation for the next phase of the 
journey which is to create a future that is more 

inclusive, sustainable and able to perform at a higher level as a whole than the industrial civilization of 
today. 

 

An accentuated crisis affecting humanity emerging  
Before the pandemic, the world was already facing protracted crises driven by violent conflict, periodic 
natural disasters, political and social strife, and systemic challenges like persistent poverty and 
inequality that undercut prospects for peace, stability, and development, driving human insecurity. 
Resource scarcity, increasingly linked to climate change, has been driving intensifying intra- and inter-
state competition for food, water, and other crucial resources, as well as increasing the frequency and 
severity of disease outbreaks. The resulting unrest and conflicts are already displacing populations at 
scale, with over 80 million people uprooted and displaced as of 202016. Further, up to two billion 
people live in countries that are impacted by conflict, fragility, and violence. These numbers were 
already expected to rise before the pandemic, with up to two-thirds of the world's extreme poor living 
in fragile and conflict-affected countries by 203017, and three regions (Latin America, sub-Saharan 
Africa, and Southeast Asia) projected to generate 143 million more climate migrants by 205018. The 
scope and scale of projected human migration is due to test the limits of national and global 
responses and governance, as well as international cooperation. 

The pandemic has emerged as a red 

line between a world built on a carbon 

energy source that had delivered all it 

could and one that is a more 

sustainable world leveraging all the 

innovation the world has to offer 
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The achievement of the SDGs within the next decade is critical for the world to avert these crises and 
to put the world on a more sustainable and equitable path. However, these unsolved challenges have 
been further accentuated by the pandemic threatening to create a further divided world and, in some 
cases, reversing past progress made on the SDGs. Some of the key social impacts made more acute 
by the pandemic include: 

Extreme Poverty Rising. Absolute global poverty has increased 
for the first time since 1998, with over 70 million people having 
been pushed back into extreme poverty during 202019. Lost 
incomes, limited social protection, and rising prices meant that 
even those who previously felt secure were at risk of poverty 
and hunger. 

  

Lost Employment and Income. 114 million jobs were lost during 
202020, with an additional 1.6 billion people – half the global 
workforce – underemployed, and with their incomes estimated 
to have fallen by 60% in the first month of the crisis21. 

   

Slumification. The lack of running water, sanitation, waste 
management, and access to formal healthcare, as well as the 
overcrowding experienced by the more than one billion slum 
dwellers worldwide, placed these populations acutely at risk 
from the effects of COVID-19 and other diseases22. 

   

Maternal and Child Deaths. Disruptions of childhood programs 
and limited access to diet and nutrition services laid the ground 
for hundreds of thousands of potential additional child and 
maternal deaths. Many countries also reported increased 
domestic violence against women and children23. 

   
 

Disrupted Education. 1.6 billion or 90% of students worldwide 
were affected by school closures, with many lacking access to 
the devices and connectivity required for at-home learning, 
while 370 million children missed out on school meals they 
depend on24. 

  

Child Labor Increasing. The global gains in reducing child labor 
are at risk of being reversed for the first time in 20 years, as 
more poor and disadvantaged families fall into extreme 
poverty, increasing incidences of child labor, child marriage 
and child trafficking25. 
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Political Upheaval and Disruptions. Over 125 significant anti-
government protests have erupted worldwide since the 
beginning of the pandemic, approximately 25% of which 
involved violence by or against the authorities.26    

Health Security Risks. The emergence of the novel coronavirus 
has created a severe global public health emergency, with over 
4.5 million infected people dying within 18 months of the WHO 
declaring the pandemic, straining healthcare systems across 
both the developing and developed world and putting sick 
people at risk from postponed treatment. 

 

Taken together, these factors significantly accentuate the human security and planetary ecosystem 
crises facing the world, placing the need to achieve the SDGs into even sharper relief. 
 

Interrelated nature of the SDGs reflects the world being an interconnected system, and creates 
the risk of systemic failure as a result 

The SDGs are deeply interconnected (see Figure 1) and so the failure to address any one goal can 
hinder progress on others. For example, unsustainable energy consumption patterns and industrial 
production practices are driving the degradation of the ecosystem and placing vulnerable regions at 
increased risk of more frequent natural disasters. As these practices degrade critical resources like 
clean air, clean water, and arable land, they exact a steep economic, health, and security cost on local 
populations, further exacerbating inequalities.  

Figure 1 - The Interrelated Nature of the SDGs27 
 

 
Source: German Development Institute, Stockholm Environment Institute  
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Failure to meet the SDG targets poses a series of interlocking threats to the world through both direct 
global economic and environmental consequences and the national, regional, inter-regional, and 
global instability that occurs as a result. 
The impact is already being felt in mass 
protests across the world, regional 
conflicts, in the mass migration of peoples 
from south to north and in the barriers 
being erected to stop them, in the break-
up of multi-decade unions of cooperative 
nations and alliances in Europe and 
elsewhere, and in the lack of critical cooperation in the face of a global pandemic which has left over 
four million dead and thrown 70 million back into extreme poverty, which in turn could lead to more 
mass migrations.  

In an interconnected world, if citizens in richer nations are to be able to continue their way of life, 
others will need to allow them to do so by staying where they are and, in an interconnected world, 
that is only likely if where they live is not fraught with challenges. This migration need not only be 
people, the last few years have demonstrated that it can be a deadly virus, but it could also be a 
pervasive cyber-attack, pollution, a poisoned ocean, nuclear fall-out, and climate change. Walls are 
not effective against these consequences of unaddressed problems. 

The 17 SDGs aim to break this potentially vicious circle of environmental stress, increasing inequality, 
and civil unrest, in a time window of now less than a decade. However, based on current rates of 
progress, the world is far off track to meet the goals. 

 

Clear need to avoid unnecessary trade-offs between SDGs 

The 17 SDGs are all interrelated in myriad and often complex ways but they are not necessarily 
complementary at this time. Particularly, the need to reduce humanity’s environmental footprint (SDG 
12: Responsible Consumption and Production, SDG 13: Climate Action, SDG 14: Life Below Water, and 
SDG 15 Life on Land) can, at current levels of technology, likely only be achieved by 2030 in a world 
that produces (and consumes) less, while the need to drive inclusion in developing countries (e.g. 
through SDG 8: Decent Work and Economic Growth, SDG 9: Industry, Infrastructure and Innovation, 
and SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and Communities), and bring their living standards closer to the 
developed world, implies the need to produce significantly more. 

The current decade to 2030 has been 

named the ‘Decade of Action’ by the United 

Nations, recognizing that action to meet 

the SDGs is not yet advancing at the speed 

or scale required for the targets to be met 
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Therefore, there is currently a tension inherent in the need to cut output to achieve environmental 
sustainability and the need to grow output levels required to deliver development, particularly for the 
more than 83% of the world’s population living 
outside of high income countries28. Closing this 
gap requires dramatic breakthroughs across a 
number of fields, of which the most pivotal is 
likely the introduction of a clean, affordable, 
abundant, and more functional energy source. 
This has always been the case and is even more 
so now that digital connectivity is a necessity to 
benefit and contribute to society, and is not 
possible without modern electricity. If these breakthroughs are not funded, and more frugally, the 
world risks needing to prioritise SDGs by trading off growth and sustainability. And the need for 
radical financial, technological, and energy solutions is only exacerbated by the fact that two billion 
people are expected to be added to the global population in the next 30 years, 97% of the additions 
are expected to be in developing countries29. 

 

The world is at an inflection point for addressing the global 
sustainable development agenda 
The pandemic has imperiled the achievement of the SDGs, but also shown the way forward. 2020 
presents a contradiction between the environment and people. On the one hand, unprecedented 
financing, equal to US$10,000 per capita, has been injected into the developed economies to maintain 
living standards during the pandemic and to make record investments to fund climate change. On the 
other hand, there has been an absolute increase in poverty – with 70 million people pushed into 
extreme poverty, which could rise to 150 million by the end of 202130 – and the funding gap required 
to address the human, social and physical infrastructure requirements for developing countries to 
meet the SDGs has grown by c.60% to US$4.2 trillion.  

Despite all the goodwill and financing commitments by governments, companies, and the finance 
industry, achieving the SDGs by 2030 appears to be getting further out of reach. The ‘Decade of 
Action’ to deliver the SDGs has unfortunately started with the coronavirus pandemic both reversing 
previous progress and imperiling future action. The pandemic has led to a sharp rise in inequality with 
the impact disproportionately felt by poorer segments of the population within countries, and on 
developing countries rather than advanced economies. At the same time, asset owners have seen 
sharp gains, with total wealth increasing by US$28.7 trillion or 7.4% in 202031, partly a result of the 
unprecedented fiscal and monetary stimulus by advanced economies. 

The pandemic has also challenged international cooperation, as countries quickly turned inward to 
protect their citizens and economies, resulting in an absolute decline of c.US$700 billion in external 
financing for developing countries32, and sharply unequal vaccine distribution, with only 1% of the 
population in low-income countries having received one dose, compared to 31% for the rest of the 
world as of August 202133. 

The tension between reducing the 

human footprint for environmental 

reasons and enhancing it for poverty 

alleviation is a paradigm that can be 

broken by rolling out sustainable 

solutions at a dramatically reduced cost 
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However, there are also several important lessons and implications of the pandemic that point the 
way for the world to achieve the SDGs, including:  

§ Demonstrating the World’s Ability to Transform Under Pressure. As the virus spread across the 
world, countries responded in an unprecedented manner, with 60-75% of the global services 
workforce (including financial services, business services and IT services) transitioning to working 
from home without any productivity loss34, schools went online, e-commerce’s share of total retail 
sales rose from 16% to 19%35, and business travel is expected to decline by 19-36% going forward. 

§ Showing the Path to a More Energy Efficient Economy. Overall primary energy consumption fell 
by 4.5%36 and carbon emissions fell by 6.4% in 2020 (more than twice as much as the fall in global 
economic output), showing the world that radically re-orienting its economic structure and energy 
consumption to meet net zero targets is indeed feasible and any economic damage that occurs as 
a result can indeed be contained. 

§ Evidencing the Capacity for Nearly Limitless Financing. Governments that were previously focused 
on frugal fiscal and monetary supply management, injected c.US$23 trillion, or nearly 30% of 
world GDP37, taking advantage of near zero interest rates, and showing that the advanced 
economies can mobilize substantial capital quickly to address existential threats, something that is 
not the case in developing countries. 

§ Developing and Scaling Healthcare Solutions. Pharmaceutical companies launched several 
effective vaccines within 12 months, demonstrating that they could develop, test, and 
commercialize at far greater speeds, and governments priced these at costs that were affordable 
across much of the world, albeit with initially limited supplies and some countries yet to receive 
meaningful supply. 

§ The Ability to Solve Access Issues with Digital Technology. Digital technology and connectivity 
helped address mass inclusion related challenges, demonstrating that access to quality education 
online, remote access to a doctor and medicines, carrying out white-collar jobs entirely from 
home and more, are a reality for the world utilizing established technologies and infrastructure at 
a very affordable price. 

Most importantly, the pandemic has revealed the inherent interrelatedness, interconnectedness, and 
interdependence of everyone, with brutal penalties in death and suffering for failure to take note. At 
every point where one nation thought they had won against the virus, while others struggled, they 
faced another wave soon after declaring a return to their previous normal, and if they vaccinated and 
thought they were immune, they faced a mutation that could infect and kill anyway. 

The repeated lesson of the pandemic has been that everyone must be saved, no one privileged 
group’s survival could be secure while others less advantaged remain vulnerable. This has important 
existential lessons for the world in addressing its other major global challenges, highlighting the need 
to build systemic resilience in the face of increasing vulnerabilities. 

The lesson of the pandemic provides a reason to expect that as risk models take greater account of 
interrelatedness, interconnectedness, and interdependence of a broader set of variables that were 
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previously thought to be standalone, investment models will adjust to address the problems that 
seem to be others and lead to a more whole-systems view. 

 

An integrated roadmap is needed combining the SDGs, the 
transition, and the future 
An integrated roadmap would benefit from adding the UN’s experience in handling human security 
crises across the world. The UN Human Security approach supports a comprehensive and preventive 
responses by the United Nations “to help realize a world free from fear, want and indignity”. The four 
key aspects of that are “From coordination to integration”, “Promoting multi-stakeholder 
partnerships”, “Localization and ‘leaving no one behind’”, and “Prevention and resilience”. The body of 
experience dealing with extreme scenarios in both Human Security and the SDGs is set to become 
invaluable in addressing the growing crises and break this potentially vicious circle of environmental 
stress, increasing inequality, and civil unrest, in a time window of now less than a decade. This may 
provide for the tools and resources required to make progress on the SDGs and address deeper 
human and planetary crises.  

 

Need for mass roll-out of existing solutions in the short term 

The world has sufficient scientific and technological solutions to many of its problems and can make 
huge progress while accelerating the significant 
breakthroughs that will be required to replace 
natural resources and create more functional 
ones to serve the rising aspirations of the 
current populations and the nearly ten billion 
expected by 2050. Providing food, basic 
healthcare and education, digital connectivity, 
and electricity to those who do not have access 
– 3.7 billion people lack internet access, and 
over 800 million still do not have electricity38 – 
does not require any new technological breakthroughs and will go a long way towards addressing 
some of the major SDG gaps in developing economies. 

 

Beyond 2030, breakthroughs are required to move the world beyond the current interlocking set 
of challenges 

Of course, the world’s problems will not be solved even if the world meets all the SDG targets. The 
Paris Agreement commitments, for example, extend for decades beyond the 2030 target date for the 
SDGs and require continued investments and restructuring until 205039, and further investments will 
be required to provide for the two billion people that will be added to the world’s population by this 
time. Moreover, sustainable urban infrastructure will be required not just for the 4.2 billion people 

A parallel track is needed: the mass roll-

out of current solutions to solvable 

problems while placing bold bets for 

significant breakthroughs that will be 

required to meet the rising aspirations 

of the current populations and the 

nearly 10 billion expected by 2050 
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living in cities globally today, but for the 2.6 billion additional urban inhabitants expected to be added 
by 2050. 

The 2030 SDGs are not an end state for sustainable development, they represent a baseline level of 
progress that needs to be achieved in the next decade to establish a sound foundation of sustainable 
development. As such, the need for increasing environmental and social sustainability and inclusion 
will continue well beyond the timeframe envisaged by the SDGs, implying a need for longer-term 
planning and initiatives.  

The planning horizon and assumptions of all stakeholders from individuals to the world’s major 
transnational institutions need to be informed by the following defining changes: 

I. Climate and environmental challenges are set to be an on-going crisis that will likely occupy 
this century. The Paris Agreement climate commitments, critical to environmental stability, 
already extend to beyond 2050, and further commitments to carbon reduction and net zero 
emissions will be required at this year’s COP26 conference. 

II. Global population growth implies the need to plan for a nearly 10 billion population by 205040, 
which is nearly 25% higher than the 7.8 billion alive in 2020, and more than 10 times the global 
population in 1750, at the dawn of the Industrial Revolution41. 

III. The transitions from the industrial to the information age upends everything that is the basis 
of the current world we live in, and “challenges all our old assumptions … from the clash of 
new values and technologies, new geopolitical relationships, new life-styles and modes of 
communication, demands wholly new ideas … a new economy; new political conflicts; and 
beyond all this an altered consciousness as well.”42   

IV. The transition from carbon-based economies to a new energy source that is clean, affordable, 
abundant, and more functional for a future of nearly 10 billion people, without which the 
transition to a more inclusive and sustainable way of living, including through digital solutions, 
may not be possible given the globalization of expectations. 

V. The rise of a multipolar world with four major powers – the US, EU, China, and India - that 
today already have between 37% to 68% of the world’s trade, arable land, population, GDP, 
defense spending and market capitalization43 are set to determine the rules of engagement 
for others as they align with and compete against each other.  

 

A successful transition sets the stage for long-term thriving 

These five changes (and the many not examined here) provide an indication of the challenges of 
transitioning to a global sustainable information age. For that future to be sustainable, it would have a 
few essential characteristics, beyond political ideologies; it would be one that protects the biosphere, 
cultures, and individuals; it would help its underprivileged in a systematic way, encouraging and 
enabling growth and innovation that creates prosperity for all while rewarding those that lead the way 
in making the breakthroughs. 
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Such a world would have several defining characteristics, including among other things clean, 
abundant, and virtually free energy, universal healthcare and social security access, global inclusion 
across healthcare, education, finance, and employment, regenerative natural and built environments, 
universal digital access, and economically and environmentally sustainable industries. The transition to 
such a world necessitates a sharp departure from the global economic, political social and 
technological status quo today to herald the emergence of a sustainable information age. 

Such a future sustainable information age world would be both post-industrial and more or less post-
scarcity, in which goods required for basic survival can be manufactured and distributed at near zero 
cost. Achieving such a state is dependent on a scientific renaissance unleashing dramatic 
breakthroughs of which a cornerstone is the development of an affordable, clean, reliable, and highly 
functional energy source to move beyond the transition offered by the current suite of renewable 
energy sources to a more advanced world beyond it, making the cornerstone transition to the future. 

This would be the third major energy transition since 1500. Each of these transitions has not only led 
to exponential growth in absolute energy output, but they have also been accompanied by 
revolutions in production and consumption, enabling innovations in manufacturing, transport, 
infrastructure, and materials. The first transition from biofuels to coal, gave rise to steel, steamships, 

railways, and national transportation networks; while 
the second one, from coal to oil and gas, gave rise to 
internal combustion engines, plastics, electrification, 
and mass production processes. 

With each historical energy transition having 
triggered a series of revolutions it is therefore highly 
likely that the energy source of the next generation 

holds the key to solving many of the transitions laid out above. Each of these innovations, not to 
mention the next energy revolution itself, needs to be funded and their mass rollout financed as well.  

 

This current decade is a critical turning point. It has been named the ‘Decade of Action’ by the United 
Nations, recognizing that action to meet the SDGs is not yet advancing at the speed or scale required 
for the targets to be met. Given the urgent nature of the sustainability and development challenges 
facing the world today, the achievement of the SDGs is not an optional ‘nice-to-have’ for the world. 
Against this backdrop, the next decade is a critical one for humankind to pass the test of survival, 
manage a transition, and lay the foundation for thriving long-term.  

 

In parallel to funding the SDGs, 

funding is required for a future 

sustainable information age… this 

will not be possible without the 

commensurate energy solutions 
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