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BRIEFING NOTE, OCTOBER 2024
The only way to beat climate breakdown and deliver social justice is to radically reduce inequality. 
This briefing paper reveals the catastrophic climate impacts of the richest individuals in the world, 
and proposes taking urgent action to protect people and the planet. 

What little carbon dioxide we can still safely emit is being burned indiscriminately by the super-
rich. We share new evidence of how the yachts, jets and polluting investments of 50 of the world's 
richest billionaires are accelerating the climate crisis. Oxfam’s research shows that the emissions 
of the world’s super-rich 1% are causing economic losses of trillions of dollars; contributing to 
huge crop losses; and leading to millions of excess deaths. 

As global temperatures continue to rise, risking the lives and livelihoods of people living in poverty 
and precarity, we must act now to curb the emissions of the super-rich, and make rich polluters pay.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

CARBON INEQUALITY MATTERS
The story of climate breakdown is a story of inequality. At its core is the excessive carbon emissions 
of the world’s richest people: causing pain and suffering to the poorest and putting our whole 
planet at risk.

Conversely, the story of how we beat climate change is a story of equality.

Only by making our world a radically more equal place can we stop climate destruction. Only by 
fighting inequality can we secure popular political support for the radical policy changes we need 
to decarbonise our world in time to save it. 

POLLUTOCRATS
There is precious little carbon dioxide left that humanity can emit and still avoid climate breakdown. 
Yet some of the richest people in the world are pumping out CO2 with abandon, and with minimal 
regard for the global impacts of their poisonous pollution. 

The finite amount of carbon dioxide that we can safely emit is known as the carbon budget. At cur-
rent rates we will have burned through it in four years. 

The evidence from this briefing paper is clear: the world’s richest people are using a disproportion-
ate amount of the world’s remaining carbon budget and setting us all on course for irreversible and 
catastrophic global warming. 

As our research shows, the consumption and investment habits of the richest are overwhelmingly 
responsible for burning through the carbon budget.

• �If everyone began emitting as much carbon as those in the top 1%, the remaining carbon 
budget would be gone in fewer than five months.

• �If everyone emitted carbon at the same rate as the luxury transport emissions of 50 of the 
world's richest billionaires, the remaining carbon budget would be gone in two days.1

This paper presents new data on the luxury transport consumption (private jets and superyachts) 
and investment emissions of 50 of the world’s richest people. The research finds that the emissions 
from the investments, private jets and superyachts of these billionaires is more than the consump-
tion emissions of the poorest 2% (155 million people combined). These figures are the most up-to-
date and comprehensive quantification of the emissions of the richest people, based on detailed 
investigations of their consumption and investments.

The evidence from this briefing paper is clear: the world’s richest people are using 
a disproportionate amount of the world’s remaining carbon budget and setting us 
all on course for irreversible and catastrophic global warming. 

It builds on Oxfam’s previous climate and inequality reports with fresh evidence of how the very 
wealthiest are making a decisive contribution to planetary destruction. This research signals that 
climate breakdown cannot be avoided without reducing excessive wealth concentration among 
an elite few. We must take urgent action to dramatically change the consumption and investment 
habits of the richest people.
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Jetting towards climate breakdown
Globally, just 1% of people are responsible for half of all plane carbon emissions.2 Extreme wealth is 
adding fuel to the fire of the climate crisis by increasing access to luxury air travel and private jets 
for the richest few. Sales of high-polluting private jets have doubled in the last two decades.3

For this research, Oxfam was able to identify private jets belonging to 23 of 50 of the world's richest 
billionaires; the others either do not own private jets or have kept them out of the public record.4 

On average, these 23 billionaires each took 184 flights – spending 425 hours in the air – in 2023. 
That is equivalent to each of them circumnavigating the globe ten times.5 

The private jets of these 23 super-rich individuals emitted an average of 2,074 tonnes of carbon 
a year. This is equivalent to 300 years’ worth of emissions for the average person in the world, or 
2,000 years’ worth for someone in the global poorest 50%.6

Elon Musk owns (at least) two private jets which together produce 5,497 tonnes of CO2 per year. 
This is the equivalent of 834 years’ worth of emissions for the average person in the world, or 5,437 
years’ worth for someone in the global poorest 50%.7

Despite these extraordinary emissions statistics, there is hope. Following protests by Greenpeace 
and Extinction Rebellion,8 Schiphol, the biggest airport in the Netherlands, announced it was going 
to ban private jets by 2026,9 although this has been dismissed by the new government.

Activists ground a private jet for six and a half hours in Amsterdam. Credit: Marten van Dijl/Greenpeace Netherlands (2022).
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Super-Polluting Superyachts
Superyachts are among the most polluting aspects of the consumption of the super-rich. The num-
ber of superyachts has more than doubled since 2000, with around 150 new launches every year.10 
Although they are moored for most of the year, about 22% of their overall emissions are generated 
during this ‘down time’.11 

Oxfam identified 23 superyachts owned by 18 billionaires and estimates the average annual carbon 
footprint of each these yachts to be 5,672 tonnes, which is more than three times the emissions of 
the billionaires’ private jets. This is equivalent to 860 years of emissions for the average person in 
the world, and 5,600 times the average of someone in the global poorest 50%.12

The Walton family, heirs of the Walmart retail chain, own three superyachts worth over US$500m.13 

They travelled 56,000 nautical miles in a year with a combined carbon footprint of 18,000 tonnes: 
this is equivalent to the carbon emissions of around 1,700 Walmart shop workers.14 

Investment emissions of billionaires dwarf consumption
The richest 1% control 43% of global financial assets, and billionaires control (either as CEOs 
or principal investors15) 34% of the 50 largest listed companies in the world, and 7 out of the 10 
largest.16 The investment footprint of the super-rich is the most important element of their overall 
impact on people and the planet. 

Investment emissions matter for two reasons: 

1. �It is vital to understand the true scale of the emissions generated by the richest people in our 
society, and to analyse the role that these emissions play in climate breakdown.

2. �By looking at how the richest people behave as investors, we can demonstrate not just their roles 
as consumers of carbon but also as wealth-holders who own, control, shape, and financially 
profit from production processes that release greenhouse gases (GHGs) into the atmosphere. 

Oxfam’s analysis for this paper found that investment emissions are the most significant part of a 
billionaire’s carbon footprint. Of the richest 50 people in the world, Oxfam was able to identify the 
investment emissions of 41 individuals. The average investment emissions of these billionaires 
were around 2.6 million tonnes of CO2 equivalents (CO2e) on average. That is around 340 times their 
emissions from private jets and superyachts combined. Each billionaire’s investment emissions are 
equivalent to almost 400,000 years of consumption emissions by the average person, or 2.6 million 
years of consumption emissions by someone in the poorest 50% of the world. 

Billionaire investments are far worse for the planet than average investment portfolios. Forty 
percent of the billionaire investments are in highly polluting industries: oil, mining, shipping, and 
cement; and just 24% of the companies they invest in have set net-zero targets. On average, a 
billionaire’s investment portfolio is almost twice as polluting as an investment in the S&P 500 (an 
index of the 500 largest listed companies in the USA), but if their investments were in a low-carbon 
intensity investment fund their investment emissions would be thirteen times lower.17

Oxfam’s research also found that many of the corporations that the billionaires are invested in are 
known to lobby against good climate policy. Only two companies get a ‘B’ rating in the Influence 
Map database,18 which indicates support for climate policy aligned with the Paris Agreement.19 
Other corporations, such as Cargill and Berkshire Hathaway, receive ‘D+’ and ‘E’ grades, indicating 
‘obstructive climate policy engagement’.20 
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HOW THE EMISSIONS OF THE RICHEST ARE FUELLING INEQUALITY, HUNGER AND DEATH

The emissions of the richest are costing trillions 
Hotter temperatures due to rising emissions impact annual economic growth. Changes in economic 
output occur due to changes in labour productivity, agricultural productivity, and energy use.21

New research for this paper shows that: 

• ��From 1990 to 2050, the economic cost of the world’s super-rich 1% is $52.6 trillion.22

• �This impact will be felt most in low- and lower-middle-income countries. Between 1990 and 
2050, low- and lower-middle-income countries will accrue economic damage totalling 
$44 trillion. 

• �Oxfam calculates that about one decade of 50 of the world's richest billionaires’ investment 
emissions alone (between 2018 and 2028) will cause $250bn of economic damage by 
2050. This is equivalent to the current economic output of countries such as Ecuador and 
Bulgaria.23 

• �The economic damages that low- and lower-middle-income countries have already accrued 
between 1990 and 2023 because of three decades of consumption emissions of the world’s 
super-rich 1% (1990–2019), is about three times the total officially recorded climate finance 
developed countries have given to poorer countries.24 

The Sanaag region of Somalia, where Oxfam has built a water supply system for people and animals. Credit: Pablo Tosco/Oxfam

A note: In this section, economic damages are expressed in International Dollars ($), which adjusts for Purchasing Power 
Parity (PPP). Taking this approach allows for a fairer comparison of climate damages since International Dollars ($) better 
account for differences in the cost of living between countries. Using United States dollars (US$) – as done commonly in 
early climate economic literature – would downplay harms caused to lower-income countries. Recently, using International 
Dollars has become a more accepted method in climate economics literature. 
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The emissions of the richest are fuelling hunger
There is growing consensus that climate change is already affecting crop yields,25 and that the 
climate crisis is already one of the leading causes of the steep rise in global hunger.26 Oxfam’s 
analysis estimates changes in the yields of major global crops due to changes in temperature. It 
considers maize, wheat and soy, which are among the most common crops globally.27

The findings show that the outsized consumption emissions of the world’s super-rich 1% are causing 
significant crop losses, and the poorest countries and people are bearing the brunt of the impact.

Killing crops 
At a global scale, the research reveals that: 

• �Three decades of the consumption emissions (1990–2019) of the world’s super-rich 1% have 
already caused crop losses that could have provided enough calories to feed 14.5 million 
people a year between 1990 and 2023.28

• �Between 2023 and 2050, the crop losses induced by four decades of the consumption 
emissions of the world’s richest 10% (1990–2030) could provide enough calories to feed a 
staggering 148.8 million people a year.29

• �About one decade (2018–2028) of investment emissions by 50 of the world's richest 
billionaires alone will cause crop losses that could provide enough calories to feed 120,000 
people a year between 2028 and 2050.30

The emissions of the richest are fuelling excess deaths
When people are exposed to extreme heat, the risk of suffering from potentially deadly illnesses 
rises steeply. Heat exhaustion and heatstroke occur when the human body can no longer control 
its temperature,31 and exposure to excessive heat can also contribute to deaths from heart attacks, 
strokes, and other forms of cardiovascular disease.32 According to the IPCC’s Sixth Assessment 
Report, the frequency and intensity of heatwaves has already increased over the past decades, and 
this is only predicted to get worse in the future.33 

As a result, the number of people exposed to extreme heat is growing exponentially34 and various 
studies predict a drastic increase of excess deaths due to heat.35 Based on a recent study,36 Oxfam 
has estimated the numbers of deaths attributable to the emissions of the super-rich. Our findings 
show that even in an optimistic climate change scenario,37 just four years of the emissions of 
the world’s richest people are driving up global temperatures enough to contribute to a shocking 
number of excess deaths.38

Killing people 
At a global scale, the findings show that: 

• �Just four years (2015–2019) of the consumption emissions of the world’s super-rich 1% are 
enough to cause 1.5 million excess deaths between 2020 and 2120.39 This equates to just 
over 15,000 excess deaths per year over the subsequent century to 2120, which is higher 
than the current annual death toll due to natural disasters.40 

• �78% of these excess deaths due to heat, 1.18 million people in total, will occur in low- and 
lower-middle-income countries, while the number of deaths in high-income countries will 
be less severe.41 Richer countries have a greater capacity to invest in adaptation measures, 
as do richer individuals.42 While the rich can afford to protect themselves, their excessive 
emissions are causing deaths elsewhere.

• �The impact of the consumption emissions of the world’s richest 10% for the same period is a 
staggering 4.8 million excess deaths, or 47,600 per year, to 2120.43

• �Just four years (2021–2025) of the investment emissions of 50 of the world's richest 
billionaires are enough to cause around 34,000 excess deaths between 2026 and 2126.44



9	 CARBON INEQUALITY KILLS  
	 WHY CURBING THE EXCESSIVE 
	 EMISSIONS OF AN ELITE FEW
	 CAN CREATE A SUSTAINABLE 
	 PLANET FOR ALL

TIME TO MAKE RICH POLLUTERS PAY
The emissions of the super-rich are pushing our planet to breaking point and exacerbating 
inequality. They are exhausting our precious carbon budget on excessive luxuries and ever-more 
wealth accumulation, with direct and devastating consequences for the planet and for the world’s 
poorest countries and communities. We cannot avert total climate breakdown unless the world’s 
richest individuals are required to make dramatic and immediate reductions in emissions. 

To address the climate and inequality crises, governments must step up and prioritize the following 
actions to reduce emissions, make rich polluters pay, and create new systems that prioritize human 
and planetary flourishing. 

Recommendations

1. REDUCE THE EMISSIONS OF THE RICHEST 
Action to tackle excessive planet-destroying emissions cannot wait any longer. To safeguard the 
future of life on our planet, governments must:

a. Produce and implement just and ambitious climate plans to reduce emissions according to 
the requirements of the Paris Agreement.45 This means meeting their Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) by 2025 based on the fair share principle46 and on limiting warming to 1.5°C. 
Rich countries in the Global North – where many of the world’s richest people live and have lived 
historically – have contributed to 92% of excess emissions.47 They have the greatest responsibility 
to cut emissions, and to do so first and fastest.

These national plans should include progressive measures to phase out fossil fuels and assist low- 
and middle-income households to cope with the transition to low-carbon economies, as well as 
measures to significantly reduce the emissions of the richest individuals. They should also outline 
the financial contributions of the richest to support climate adaptation for communities at risk and 
to facilitate a just transition.48

b. Tax the super-rich to curb their excessive consumption and investment emissions, and their role 
in propping up polluting industries. This means:

• �Introducing a range of permanent progressive income and wealth taxes on the world’s richest 
1%. A tax of 60% on the incomes of the richest 1% of earners globally would cut emissions 
equivalent to more than the UK’s total emissions in 2019.49 Rates must also be high enough 
to meaningfully reduce economic inequality: as long as the number and wealth of super-rich 
individuals grows, so will their consumption and investment emissions. 

• �Charging an additional higher rate of tax on wealth and (individual and corporate) income 
from polluting investments to specifically target carbon pollution. For example, a tax on the 
proportion of profits from the sale of fossil fuels or products running on them. Rates should 
be high enough to disincentivize investment in polluting industries. 

• �Taxing the excess profits of corporations gained via disproportionate control over markets or 
through exceptional windfalls. 

c. Ban or punitively tax carbon-intensive luxury consumptions, starting with private jets, 
superyachts, sports utility vehicles (SUVs), and frequent air travel. 

Governments should ban private jets and superyachts, as these luxury emissions significantly 
contribute to climate breakdown. Such measures are appropriate and necessary steps to address 
the urgent climate crisis.

Alternatively, luxuries should be taxed at punitive rates (90% or above). Taxes on such luxuries 
would disincentivize excessive consumption while raising revenue from the richest that could be 
invested in national climate plans. 



10	 CARBON INEQUALITY KILLS  
	 WHY CURBING THE EXCESSIVE 
	 EMISSIONS OF AN ELITE FEW
	 CAN CREATE A SUSTAINABLE 
	 PLANET FOR ALL

d. Regulate corporations and investors to radically and fairly reduce their carbon emissions. 
Corporations should be required to:

• �Provide full disclosure of Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions50 across operations and supply chains, 
with independent verification.

• �Carry out ongoing reporting on their progress towards achieving emissions reduction targets.

• �Establish ambitious science-based targets and a clearly defined roadmap for reducing 
emissions across all scopes, consistent with the objectives of the Paris Agreement.51

• �Adhere to internationally agreed human rights and environmental standards.

2. MAKE RICH POLLUTERS PAY 
Governments must implement an ambitious package of progressive taxes on the income and wealth 
of the richest individuals and on the profits of the largest corporations, starting with windfall 
profits. They must make rich polluters pay. And rich countries must use a portion of the revenue to 
meet their international climate finance responsibilities in full.

Climate finance needs are enormous and escalating. Yet there is no indication that rich countries 
will accept this responsibility. Developed countries52 failed to keep their US$100bn climate finance 
promise,53 and heading into COP29 there is no indication that they will set a new climate finance 
goal that meets realistic climate financing needs. They also continue to resist calls for reparations. 

Oxfam estimates that low- and middle-income countries need at least US$18.9 trillion between now 
and 2030 for climate action.54 Civil society estimates that in addition to this, the Global North owes 
the Global South a climate debt of US$5 trillion between 2025 and 2050 to compensate for their past 
exploitation of nature and people.55 

Governments must implement an ambitious package of progressive taxes on the income and wealth of the richest individuals and on the 
profits of the largest corporations. Credit: Ralf Hahn/istockphoto.
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The argument that ‘there is no money’ does not hold water. If governments were willing to make 
rich, high-polluting individuals and corporations pay, they could start raising the scale of financing 
truly needed. For example, governments could raise: 

• �At least US$1.7 trillion per year with a wealth tax on the world’s millionaires and billionaires.

• �An additional US$100bn from an additional wealth tax on investments in polluting activities.

• �Around US$6.4 trillion per year with an income tax of 60% on the top 1% of earners globally. 

• �Up to US$941bn through a windfall corporate profits tax on 722 of the world’s largest 
corporations, who together raked in over US$1 trillion in windfall profits per year in 2022 
and 2023. 

FIGURE 1 RAISING THE SCALE OF FINANCING

E

At least US$1.7 trillion
per year could be raised with a

wealth tax on the world’s
millionaires and billionaires.

An additional US$100bn
can be secured from wealth

taxes on investments
in polluting activities.

Around US$6.4 trillion 
per year can be secured with an

income tax of 60% on the top 1% of
earners globally. 

Up to US$941bn
can be raised through a windfall

corporate profits tax on 722 of
the world’s largest corporations 
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3. REIMAGINE OUR ECONOMIES AND SOCIETIES TO DELIVER WELLBEING AND PLANETARY FLOURISHING 
To tackle the inequality and climate crises we also need to establish new systems and measures 
that promote the twin goals of human wellbeing and planetary flourishing. For too long our 
economic system, geared towards delivering ever-greater wealth for the rich, and extraction and 
consumption at any cost, has undermined a truly prosperous and sustainable future for all people 
and for our planet.

To tackle the inequality and climate crises we also need to establish new systems and measures 
that promote the twin goals of human wellbeing and planetary flourishing.

All governments must:

•	Set targets to radically reduce economic inequality. A significant and sustained reduction 
in the gap between the rich and the rest of the world is the only thing that can stop climate 
change and deliver social justice. Governments should commit to a global inequality goal that 
dramatically reduces inequality between the Global North and the Global South. Both globally 
and at national level, the incomes of the top 10% should be no higher than the bottom 40%. 
Country-owned national plans must be developed to reduce inequality through participatory 
processes involving all groups within the population. 

•	Go beyond the flawed goal of GDP growth and put new measures of progress at the heart 
of public policy measures. These must centre on equality, human wellbeing, and planetary 
health. They must reflect how income and wealth are distributed, and fully account for the 
unpaid and care work disproportionately done by women and marginalized people.56

•	Reject neoliberal economics and put the state at the centre of delivering healthy and prosper-
ous societies that are good for people and the planet. This means rejecting the assumption 
that the only way to transform our society away from fossil fuel dependence is by enabling 
and/or subsidizing private actors. It also means committing to strategic public investment in 
research and development, service provision, renewable energy, and low-carbon public trans-
port and infrastructure.

•	Rebalance global institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the World Bank 
and the World Trade Organization (WTO), to ensure that Global South countries have the auton-
omy and policy space to build a better future for their people. 
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