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For years, the fight against the further heating-up of the planet has been one of the main 

political issues, going by the amount of government subsidies spent on improving the 

climate, or their role in public discussions and election campaigns, or the rapid structural 

change in the auto industry, away from cars with internal combustion engines, and toward 

electric vehicles. Even so, the journey toward higher and higher global temperatures looks 

almost unstoppable. 

Since the late seventies the average surface temperature of the earth has increased by 

about 1.5 degrees Celsius compared to the 1850 to 1900 reference period, after a stagnation 

which had lasted several centuries. There may be progress in the rich countries of the OECD, 

but not for the world as a whole. If the trend of the past 50 years persists for another half 

century, the global temperature in 2073 will exceed that of the reference period by no less 

than 3 degrees. At the 2015 climate summit in Paris, a large majority of countries had voted 

for an upper limit of +1.5 degrees, at most +2 degrees. Good intentions, but the reality looks 

quite different: the world loses its equilibrium; humanity continues to destroy the earth. 

 

The main reason that a near-term trend reversal is unlikely is the prospect that the 

production of fossil fuels and, as a result, the emission of greenhouse gases will rise for 

many years to come. Despite the recent increase of relative and absolute oil prices the 

output of crude oil has grown, rather steadily, from 64 to 101 million barrels per day 

between 1980 and 2023 – which translates into an average annual growth rate of 1.1%. 

According to the International Energy Agency (IEA) output will rise by 1.2 million barrels this 

year, followed by 1.1 million in 2025. Almost in lockstep with these developments, global 

CO2 emissions have gone from 19.5 billion tons in 1980 to 37.5 billion tons last year – or by 

an annual average of 1.5%. 
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The prices of fossil fuels have been moving higher and therefore in the right direction over 

the past quarter century, but this had not been enough to compensate for the so-called 

income effects on global oil demand which have been, and will continue to pull in the other 

direction. 85 percent of the world population live in poor countries – these are growing at 

high rates and are mostly in catch-up mode. They aim to achieve the same living standards 

as in the “West”, not least in terms of energy-intensive mobility, heating and cooling. These 

efforts are broadly successful: global real GDP expands at an average rate of about 3% per 

year, driven by the global South. As it is, the positive price effects on oil demand and output 

are much weaker than the negative income effects, and will probably remain so for decades 

to come. 
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In other words, from a climate point of view, the future looks quite bleak. It will probably 

take several environmental catastrophes to convince people in the poor part of the world 

that they need to do more for alternative energies, from wind, solar and battery systems, 

and to restrict the consumption of fossil fuels. Otherwise their own well-being would be at 

stake. All around the world, the climate deteriorates so quickly that a rethinking and 

rerouting, and a new ordering of priorities look unavoidable. But it is not enough to trust 

that market forces will do the job. Governments must take the lead, knowing what will be 

coming, and put the environment at the center of policies. So far, there is not much 

evidence of this, globally speaking, and not much awareness of the risks. Rearmament and 

boosting GDP growth is presently more important than a healthy environment. The 

inevitable turnaround will be expensive. 
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