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INTRODUCTION

The Sustainable Developments Goals (SDGs) were unanimously endorsed 

and adopted by United Nations member states in 2015. While progress has 
been made towards achieving some of the goals, the exploration, extraction, 
refining, transportation and combustion of oil, gas and coal is making it 
impossible for the global community to meet the SDGs, threatening lives and 
livelihoods, and the ability of the planet to sustain human well being.

Fuelling Failure is the first report to highlight the dangers fossil fuels pose to the 
entire sustainable development agenda. It draws on more than 400 academic 
articles, civil society reports and case studies from affected communities to 
examine how the exploration, extraction, transportation and combustion of 
fossil fuels, and the conduct of the fossil fuel industry, are sabotaging efforts 
to achieve the SDGs. The report sets out a way forward that aligns ambitious 
climate action with efforts to revitalise the sustainable development agenda. 
This includes an international framework to coordinate a fast and fair phase out 
of oil, gas and coal while accelerating the adoption of clean energy and other 
low-carbon technologies with wealthy nations leading the way. 
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The 17 SDGs, whose 169 targets aim to “end poverty, 

protect the planet and ensure prosperity for all by 2030,” 

touch on a diverse range of issues and challenges such 

as biodiversity, work, health, inequality and food. The 
goals apply to all countries, rich and poor, with the aim of 
ensuring that “no one will be left behind.” While the SDGs 
have been criticised in terms of whether they represent 
the most appropriate measure of wellbeing and prosperity, 
they are widely accepted by governments, institutions and 
development organisations and are a core concern of the June 
2022 UN Stockholm+50 conference. 

As the primary driver of climate change, responsible for 
86 percent of global CO2 emissions over the past decade,1 
continued fossil fuel dependence is preventing humanity 
from achieving the SDGs by amplifying the impacts of 
climate change and placing the health and stability of both 
natural and human systems at risk. 

The latest report from the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change (IPCC) notes that a staggering 3.5 billion 
people, roughly 40 percent of humanity, are “highly 
vulnerable” to the impacts of climate change.2 Amongst this 

large section of the global population are approximately 
one billion children – nearly half of all children on Earth.3 
Accelerating climate change driven by the burning of fossil 
fuels will harm human health,4 disrupt economies,5 increase 
inequality6 and hunger,7 drive mass migrations,8 push entire 
ecosystems to a point of no return9 and make some parts 
of the world uninhabitable for humans.10 Countries in the 
Global South, where the basic needs of billions of people are 
currently not being met, are expected to suffer the greatest 
loss of life, property and economic activity due to climate 
change despite being least responsible for the problem.11

In each year between 2012 and 2018, an estimated 8.7 
million people died prematurely due to fossil fuel air 
pollution.12 However, just focusing on particulate matter may 
underestimate the true health impacts of fossil fuel pollution, 
with one study concluding that fossil-fuel-related emissions 
account for around 65 percent of the excess mortality rate 
attributable to air pollution.13 In 2018, fossil fuel pollution 
was responsible for 1.8 billion days of work missed due to 
illness, 4 million new cases of asthma amongst children and 
2 million preterm births.14 

THE SDGS,  CLIMATE 
CHANGE AND FOSSIL FUELS

Countries in the Global South, where the basic needs of billions 
of people are currently not being met, are expected to suffer 

the greatest loss of life, property and economic activity due to 
climate change despite being least responsible for the problem.
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The negative impacts on natural systems are profound and 
well-documented. Extracting and transporting fossil fuels 
causes substantial habitat fragmentation and destruction, 
threatening wildlife populations. Air pollution from fossil 
fuels causes acid rain that damages trees, soils and water 
bodies with severe effects for food chains and wildlife. The 
frequent failure of fossil fuel infrastructures such as pipeline 
ruptures and oil spills causes unparalleled disruption to 
ecosystems with some species never recovering. 

Despite consistent warnings from climate scientists and 
civil society that emissions must fall dramatically to limit 
temperatures to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, there is 
currently enough coal, oil and gas under production to take 
global heating well beyond this figure.15 The most recent 
estimates are that, for a 50 percent probability of staying 
below 1.5°C, approximately 40 percent of developed reserves 
must remain in the ground.16 Rather than addressing 
this challenge, the UN Production Gap report found that 
governments around the world are expected to produce 
more than twice the amount of fossil fuels by 2030 than is 
consistent with the 1.5°C limit.17 Many of these governments 
are based in wealthy, industrialised nations that are 
disproportionately responsible for climate change due to the 
fossil fuel intensity of their economic development and the 
emissions associated with it18 with the richest ten percent 
of humanity accounting for over half (52%) of emissions 
between 1990 and 2015.19 These same nations have a duty 
to drive international progress towards the SDGs and have 
the capacity to ramp up the finance, policy and ambition to 
achieve them.
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SDGS AND FOSSIL FUELS: 
SUMMARY OF IMPACTS
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SDG Fossil fuel impact SDG Fossil fuel impact

SDG 1. 
No Poverty

Fossil fuels are the primary driver 
of climate change, which is set to 
push 122 million more people into 
extreme poverty by 2030.20 Globally, 
governments spend three times more 
money on fuel subsidies than the annual 
amount needed to eradicate poverty.21,22

SDG 9.  
Industry, 
Innovation and 
Infrastructure

Fossil fuel companies are expected to 
spend $527 billion on new fossil gas 
exploration and $405 billion on oil 
exploration by 2030.23 This will lock 
economies into emissions for decades at a 
time when they need to decrease urgently. 

SDG 2.  
Zero Hunger

Increases in global temperatures, 
shifting rainfall patterns, extreme 
weather events, and elevated surface 
carbon dioxide concentrations from 
burning fossil fuels will reduce the yields 
of key crops and push millions into food 
insecurity. Fossil fuel production and 
offset schemes pull vast amounts of land 
away from agricultural uses.

SDG 10.  
Reduced 
Inequality

Fossil fuel pollution disproportionately 
impacts poorer and more vulnerable 
communities, while fossil fuel subsidies 
benefit the richest members of society 
the most. The risk of stranded assets 
could further entrench global wealth 
inequalities. 

SDG 3.  
Good Health 
and Wellbeing 

Roughly 8.7 million people died 
prematurely due to fossil fuel pollution 
every year between 2012 and 2018.24 
The worsening climate crisis, driven 
by fossil fuels, is linked with increases 
in disease, infant mortality and 
displacement, with devastating impacts 
on health and wellbeing.

SDG 11.  
Sustainable 
Cities and 
Communities

Fossil fuel pollution is making urban life 
a health hazard, with 98 percent of cities 
with populations over 100,000 in low- 
and middle-income countries exceeding 
WHO guidelines for particulate 
matter.25 As the climate crisis accelerates, 
many cities will suffer due to sea-level 
rise and extreme heat. 

SDG 4.  
Quality 
Education

Children born in 2020 are expected to 
experience between two and seven times 
as many extreme weather events as 
someone born in 1960, disrupting their 
education and future prospects.26 Fossil 
fuel exporting states are vulnerable to 
fluctuating prices and often underfund 
the provision of education.27

SDG 12.  
Responsible 
Consumption  
& Production

Humanity is not shifting away from 
fossil fuels quickly enough, with the 
global “material footprint” increasing by 
70 percent between 2000 and 2017.28 In 
2020, global fossil fuel subsidies reached 
$5.9 trillion–equivalent to $11 million 
per minute.29 

SDG 5.  
Gender 
Equality

Climate change exacerbates existing 
gender inequalities, particularly during 
natural disasters and extreme weather 
events. Women disproportionately bear 
the health and social burdens of fossil 
fuel processes, such as gas flaring.

SDG 13.  
Climate Action

Fossil fuel firms are actively undermining 
climate action through lobbying, 
donating to politicians and political 
parties and funding misinformation. 
Despite all their promises and pledges, 
fossil fuel firms are not driving the 
energy transition, they are subverting it. 
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SDG Fossil fuel impact SDG Fossil fuel impact

SDG 6.  
Clean Water 
and Sanitation

Fossil fuel production and the waste it 
generates are proven to contaminate 
water supplies, which can lead to 
increased outbreaks of disease and 
illness. Broader climate impacts, like 
rising temperatures and flash flooding, 
have been shown to increase water 
insecurity and disease outbreaks. 

SDG 14.  
Life Below 
Water

Fossil fuels are fundamentally altering 
the chemistry of the oceans, with 
acidification and extreme heat stress 
threatening marine life and ecosystems. 
Fossil fuel production processes are 
proven to disrupt key feeding and 
breeding areas, which can have huge 
implications for global populations of 
marine species.

SDG 7.  
Affordable and 
Clean Energy

770 million people are estimated to 
remain without access to cheap, reliable 
electricity, of whom 570 million live 
in least developed countries (LDCs).30 
While the cost of providing universal 
energy access would only cost $41 billion 
annually, total fossil fuel subsidies came 
to $5.9 trillion in 2021.31,32 

SDG 15.  
Life on Land

The extraction, transportation and 
combustion of fossil fuels drives the 
fragmentation of habitats, contaminates 
the water and feeding grounds wildlife 
populations rely on and, when these 
infrastructures fail, ecosystems can face 
total annihilation.

SDG 8.  
Decent Work 
and Economic 
Growth

1.2 billion jobs directly rely on a 
healthy environment, which is being 
undermined by fossil fuelled-climate 
change.33 By 2030, heat stress alone 
could lead to the loss of over 2% of total 
working hours worldwide every year.34 
It is estimated that a green economy 
transition will lead to a net gain of 
approximately 18 million jobs.35

SDG 16. 
Peace, Justice 
and Strong 
Institutions

Oil and fossil gas are associated with 
higher levels of conflict and lower levels 
of democracy. Despite its invasion of 
Ukraine, Russia is expected to receive 
$321 billion from energy sales by the end 
of 2022.36

SDG 17. 
Partnerships 
for the Goals

Fossil fuel firms do not play by the rules, 
avoiding tax, enjoying tax exemptions 
and suing governments pursuing 
ambitious climate action. In 2019-2020, 
62 fossil fuel companies paid zero tax in 
Australia despite receiving revenues of 
$81.4 billion.37
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HOW FOSSIL  FUELS 
UNDERMINE THE SDGS

Fossil fuels undermine all 17 SDGs. As the primary driver of climate change and air pollution, and a major 

contributor to biodiversity loss, fossil fuels have a detrimental impact on all the SDGs. The direct impacts of 

the exploration, extraction, refining, transportation and combustion of fossil fuels also impact every SDG.
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TIME FOR A NEW APPROACH: A FAIR,  FAST 
AND GLOBAL FOSSIL FUEL PHASE OUT

The fate of Earth’s climate and the SDGs are 

inextricably linked. Failing to tackle climate change 
and prevent the current crisis from intensifying 
will mean the aims and ambitions of all seventeen 
SDGs will slip further out of reach with some goals 
becoming impossible endeavours. 

Limiting global temperatures to 1.5°C implies that 
fossil fuel production must be tightly constrained and 
ultimately phased out, rapidly and equitably. Such 
action, in the words of the IPCC, is “fundamental” to 
limiting global heating.38 Put simply, humanity cannot 
tackle climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution or 
prevent irreparable climate-induced loss and damage 
around the world without ending the use of fossil fuels 
or leaving reserves safely in the ground. 

A new approach is required that aligns efforts and 

initiatives to achieve all 17 of the SDGs with a fair 

and fast fossil fuel phase out. In order to navigate 
these challenges and capture the benefits, there are a 
number of principles that a global fossil fuel phase out 
must prioritise: 

1.	 Fairness 

The deeply unjust nature of climate change means 
that fairness must be at the heart of phasing out fossil 
fuels.39 This means wealthy nations take responsibility 
for historical emissions, lead by example in phasing out 
fossil fuels and scale up support for renewable energy, 
economic diversification away from fossil fuels and a 
just transition for workers and communities. 

2.	 Speed

Wealthy nations must use their financial resources 
and technical capacity to move fast in phasing out 
fossil fuels first. According to the International Energy 
Agency, there can be no new fossil fuel projects licensed 
if warming is to be limited to 1.5°C given the climate 
pollution they would lock in. Not cutting emissions as 
quickly as possible creates vast risks.40 The pace at which 
humanity addresses these three intertwined crises will 
determine how many human and non-human lives are 
saved and how much suffering is prevented. 

3.	 Global

The principles of fairness and speed can only be met 
with adequate global coordination, cooperation and 
governance. The cumulative nature of greenhouse gas 
emissions and distribution of fossil fuels through global 
markets pose a complex and multilateral challenge that 
requires international collaboration to set a coordinated 
timeline for an equitable phase out that reflects the 
capacity and resources of each state, preventing 
economic shocks and safeguarding workers. 
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Current international climate agreements primarily 

focus on emissions reductions and make no mention 

of fossil fuels. What is required is an international 
framework with binding commitments that constrain 
fossil fuel production globally to sit alongside the Paris 

Agreement and complement existing pledges to cut 
emissions, reverse biodiversity loss and curtail pollution. 

The international framework required to align efforts to 
achieve the SDGs with ending the era of fossil fuels could 
take the form of a Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty, 
which has garnered support in cities around the world and 
amongst leading parliamentarians, scientists, academics 
and faith leaders. The Treaty would take a three-pronged 
approach to the root cause of the climate crisis: 

A FRAMEWORK FOR A FAIR AND 
FAST GLOBAL ENERGY TRANSITION

1.	Non-proliferation. End new exploration and 
production by issuing a worldwide moratorium on 
the extraction of new fossil fuel reserves. 
 

2.	Equitable Phase Down. Commit countries to phase 
down production in existing projects, in line with 
equity and the 1.5°C global temperature goal. 
 

3.	Accelerate a Fair Transition. Provide finance and 
technological assistance to aid those most dependent 
on fossil fuel production to climate change to 
diversify their economies and move away from fossil 
fuels, scale up access to renewable energy and ensure 
a just transition for all.

The international framework required to 
align efforts to achieve the SDGs with ending 

the era of fossil fuels could take the form of  
a Fossil Fuel Non-Proliferation Treaty.
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SUMMARY
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Efforts and initiatives to achieve all 17 SDGs must 
be aligned with a fast and fair fossil fuel phase 
out. Tackling fossil fuel production will help 
achieve the SDGs by removing the main driver of 
global emissions causing climate change. Phasing 
out fossil fuels will prevent the infrastructure 
causing permanent damage to natural and human 
systems, while significantly reducing lethal levels 
of pollution. A rapid deployment of renewable 
sources of energy will create inclusive jobs for all, 
boost energy access, free up government revenues 
for other purposes such as the pandemic response 
and education and improve the health and 
wellbeing of people, communities and nature. 

It’s time to acknowledge reality. Coal, oil, and gas 
are fuelling the failure of the SDGs and the UN 
system must respond. If humanity is to achieve 
these goals and improve the lives of billions, the 
fossil fuel era must be brought to an end.
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