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Resource extraction
responsible for half world’s
carbon emissions
Extraction also causes 80% of biodiversity loss, according

to comprehensive UN study

Jonathan Watts
Tue 12 Mar 2019 08.43 EDT

Massive dump trucks by the Syncrude upgrader plant, Canada. The tar sands are the

largest industrial project on the planet, and the world’s most environmentally

destructive. Photograph: Rex/Shutterstock

Extractive industries are responsible for half of the world’s carbon emissions and more than
80% of biodiversity loss, according to the most comprehensive environmental tally undertaken
of mining and farming.

While this is crucial for food, fuel and minerals, the study by UN Environment warns the
increasing material weight of the world’s economies is putting a more dangerous level of stress
on the climate and natural life-support systems than previously thought.

Resources are being extracted from the planet three times faster than in 1970, even though the
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population has only doubled in that time, according to the Global Resources Outlook, which
was released in Nairobi on Tuesday.

Each year, the world consumes more than 92b tonnes of materials – biomass (mostly food),
metals, fossil fuels and minerals – and this figure is growing at the rate of 3.2% per year.

Since 1970, extraction of of fossil fuels (coal, oil and gas) has increased from 6bn tonnes to 15bn
tonnes, metals have risen by 2.7% a year, other minerals (particularly sand and gravel for
concrete) have surged nearly fivefold from 9bn to 44bn tonnes, and biomass harvests have
gone up from 9bn to 24bn tonnes.

Up until 2000, this was a huge boost to the global economy, but since then there has been a
diminishing rate of return as resources become more expensive to extract and the
environmental costs become harder to ignore.

“The global economy has focused on improvements in labour productivity at the cost of
material and energy productivity. This was justifiable in a world where labour was the limiting
factor of production. We have moved into a world where natural resources and environmental
impacts have become the limiting factor of production and shifts are required to focus on
resource productivity,” says the study.

The economic benefits and environmental costs are broken down by sector. Land use change –
mostly for agriculture – accounts for over 80% of biodiversity loss and 85% of water stress as
forests and swamps are cleared for cropland that needs irrigation. Extraction and primary
processing of metals and other minerals is responsible for 20% of health impacts from air
pollution and 26% of global carbon emissions.

The biggest surprise to the authors was the huge climate impact of pulling materials out of the
ground and preparing them for use. All the sectors combined together accounted for 53% of the
world’s carbon emissions – even before accounting for any fuel that is burned.

“I would never have expected that half of climate impacts can be attributed to resource
extraction and processing,” said Stefanie Hellweg, one of the authors of the paper. “It showed
how resources are hiding behind products. By focusing on them, their tremendous impact
became apparent.”

The paper highlights growing inequalities. In rich countries, people consume an average of 9.8
tonnes of resources a year, the weight of two elephants. This is 13 times higher than low
incomes groups. Much of this is unseen because huge amounts of materials are often needed
for a small end product, such as a mobile phone.

Izabella Teixeira, former environment minister of Brazil, said the report highlighted how rich
consumer nations have exported environmental stress to poor producing countries. With this
model now hitting climate and biodiversity boundaries that affect everyone on the planet, she



3/13/19, 10(23 AMResource extraction responsible for half worldʼs carbon emissions | Environment | The Guardian

Page 3 of 4https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/mar/12/resource-extraction-carbon-emissions-biodiversity-loss

said it was time for change. “Currently decisions are being based on the past but we need to
base them on the future. That means leadership.”

Where leadership could come from is difficult to see in the current political environment. The
US and Brazil are slashing existing environmental regulations. China has moved ahead on
renewables and pollution, but its growth is even more material-intensive than developed
nations. According to the report, Asia is driving the fastest demand for minerals among upper-
middle income countries, which now – because of their big populations – have a greater
combined material weight than wealthy nations.

The authors said it was essential to decouple economic growth from material consumption.
Without change, they said resource demand would more than double to 190bn tonnes a year,
greenhouse gases would rise by 40% and demand for land would increase by 20%.

However, they said this dire scenario could be avoided if there is a faster transition towards
renewables, smarter urban planning to reduce the demand for concrete, dietary changes to
lower the need for grazing pastures and cut levels of waste (currently a third of all food), and a
greater focus on creating a cyclical economy that re-uses more materials. They also called for a
switch of taxation policies away from income and towards carbon and resource extraction.

“It is possible to grow in a different way with fewer side-effects. This report is clear proof that it
is possible and with higher growth,” said Janez Potočnik, co-chair of International Resource
Panel and former environment commissioner for the European Union. “It’s not an easy job to
do, but believe me the alternative is much worse.”

We made a choice…
… and we want to tell you about it. We made a choice which means our journalism now reaches
record numbers around the world and more than a million people have supported our
reporting. We continue to face financial challenges but, unlike many news organisations, we
have chosen not to put up a paywall. We want our journalism to remain accessible to all,
regardless of where they live or what they can afford.

This is The Guardian’s model for open, independent journalism: available for everyone,

funded by our readers. We depend on contributions from our readers. Will you support our

choice?

Readers’ support powers our work, safeguarding our essential editorial independence. This
means the responsibility of protecting independent journalism is shared, enabling us all to feel
empowered to bring about real change in the world. Your support gives Guardian journalists
the time, space and freedom to report with tenacity and rigour, to shed light where others
won’t. It emboldens us to challenge authority and question the status quo. And by keeping all
of our journalism free and open to all, we can foster inclusivity, diversity, make space for
debate, inspire conversation – so more people have access to accurate information with
integrity at its heart.
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Guardian journalism is rooted in facts with a progressive perspective on the world. We are
editorially independent, meaning we set our own agenda. Our journalism is free from
commercial bias and not influenced by billionaire owners, politicians or shareholders. No one
steers our opinion. At a time when there are so few sources of information you can really trust,
this is vital as it enables us to give a voice to those less heard, challenge the powerful and hold
them to account. Your support means we can keep investigating and exploring the critical
issues of our time.

Our model allows people to support us in a way that works for them. Every time a reader like
you makes a contribution to The Guardian, no matter how big or small, it goes directly into
funding our journalism. But we need to build on this support for the years ahead. Support The

Guardian from as little as $1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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