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Key take-aways

• Diverging inequality trajectories across
countries à importance of social policies
rather than deterministic forces

• Inequality makes it more difficult to protect
the environment and environmental policies
can exacerbate inequalities

• Several options to break vicious circle, but this
requires important public policy changes

Further reading

• Chancel, L. (2020) Unsustainable inequalities, 
Harvard Univ Press

• Chancel, Piketty, Saez, Zucman (2022) World 
Inequality Report, Harvard Univ Press
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What have we learned from recent research on 
global income & wealth dynamics?

Exploring the new frontiers of global inequality
research : carbon injustices
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Institutional partnerships with the vast ecosystem
of inequality data actors

• International organizations : United 
Nations, World Bank, OECD 

• National statistical offices: in Europe, Latin 
America, Africa…

• Partner institutions: Luxembourg Income
Study (LIS), Commitment for Equity Institute 
(CEQ), Southern Center for Inequality Studies, 
Stone Center Harvard Kennedy School…

à Common challenges: heterogeneity of 
data, lack of common standards

à Common goals: develop public data 
systems fit for 21st century challenges
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This presentation

What have we learned from recent research on 
global income & wealth dynamics?

Exploring the new frontiers of global inequality
research : gender & carbon injustices
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Reliable inequality data 
as a global public good

We live in a data-abundant world and yet 
we lack basic information about inequality. 
Economic growth numbers are published 
every year by governments across the globe, 
but they do not tell us about how growth is 
distributed across the population – about who 
gains and who loses from economic policies. 
Accessing such data is critical for democracy. 
Beyond income and wealth, it is also critical to 
improve our collective capability to measure 
and monitor other dimensions of socio-
economic disparities, including gender and 
environmental inequalities. Open-access, 
transparent, reliable inequality information 
is a global public good. 

This report presents the most up-to-date 
synthesis of international research efforts 
to track global inequalities. The data and 
analysis presented here are based on the work 
of more than 100 researchers over four years, 
located on all continents, contributing to 
the World Inequality Database (WID.world), 
maintained by the World Inequality Lab. This 
vast network collaborates with statistical 
institutions, tax authorities, universities and 
international organizations, to harmonize, 
analyze and disseminate comparable 
international inequality data.

Contemporary income and wealth 
inequalities are very large 

An average adult individual earns PPP €16,700 
(PPP USD23,380) per year in 2021, and the 
average adult owns €72,900 (USD102,600).1 
These averages mask wide disparities both 
between and within countries. The richest 
10% of the global population currently takes 
52% of global income, whereas the poorest 
half of the population earns 8% of it. On 
average, an individual from the top 10% of 
the global income distribution earns €87,200 
(USD122,100) per year, whereas an individual 
from the poorest half of the global income 
distribution makes €2,800 (USD3,920) per 
year (Figure 1).

Global wealth inequalities are even more 
pronounced than income inequalities. The 
poorest half of the global population barely 
owns any wealth at all, possessing just 2% of 
the total. In contrast, the richest 10% of the 
global population own 76% of all wealth. On 
average, the poorest half of the population 
owns PPP €2,900 per adult, i.e. USD4,100 and 
the top 10% own €550,900 (or USD771,300) 
on average.

Figure 1  Global income and wealth inequality, 2021
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Interpretation: The global 50% captures 8% of total income measured at Purchasing Power Parity (PPP). The global bottom 50% owns 
2% of wealth (at Purchasing Power Parity). The global top 10% owns 76% of total Household wealth and captures 52% of total income 
in 2021. Note that top wealth holders are not necessarily top income holders. Incomes are measured after the operation of pension 
and unemployment systems and before taxes and transfers. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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A diversity of income inequality regimes
Top 10% captures 35%-60% of national income, bottom 50% = 10-20%
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MENA is the most unequal region in the 
world, Europe has the lowest inequality 
levels

Figure 2 shows income inequality levels across 
the regions. Inequality varies significantly 
between the most equal region (Europe) 
and the most unequal (Middle East and 
North Africa i.e. MENA). In Europe, the top 
10% income share is around 36%, whereas in 
MENA it reaches 58%. In between these two 
levels, we see a diversity of patterns. In East 
Asia, the top 10% makes 43% of total income 
and in Latin America, 55%.

Average national incomes tell us little about 
inequality 

The world map of inequalities (Figure 3) 
reveals that national average income levels 
are poor predictors of inequality: among 
high-income countries, some are very 
unequal (such as the US), while other are 
relatively equal (e.g. Sweden). The same is true 
among low- and middle-income countries, 
with some exhibiting extreme inequality (e.g. 
Brazil and India), somewhat high levels (e.g. 
China) and moderate to relatively low levels 
(e.g. Malaysia, Uruguay).

Inequality is a political choice, not an 
inevitability

Income and wealth inequalities have been 
on the rise nearly everywhere since the 
1980s, following a series of deregulation 

and liberalization programs which took 
different forms in different countries. The 
rise has not been uniform: certain countries 
have experienced spectacular increases in 
inequality (including the US, Russia and India) 
while others (European countries and China) 
have experienced relatively smaller rises. 
These differences, which we discussed at 
length in the previous edition of the World 
Inequality Report, confirm that inequality is 
not inevitable, it is a political choice.2

Contemporary global inequalities are close 
to early 20th century levels, at the peak of 
Western imperialism

While inequality has increased within most 
countries, over the past two decades, global 
inequalities between countries have declined. 
The gap between the average incomes of 
the richest 10% of countries and the average 
incomes of the poorest 50% of countries 
dropped from around 50x to a little less than 
40x (Figure 5). At the same time, inequalities 
increased significantly within countries. The 
gap between the average incomes of the top 
10% and the bottom 50% of individuals within 
countries has almost doubled, from 8.5x to 
15x (see Chapter 2).This sharp rise in within 
country inequalities has meant that despite 
economic catch-up and strong growth in 
the emerging countries, the world remains 
particularly unequal today. It also means 
that inequalities within countries are now 
even greater than the significant inequalities 
observed between countries (Figure 6). 

Figure 2  The poorest half lags behind: Bottom 50%, middle 40% and top 10% income shares across the world in 2021
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Interpretation: In Latin America, the top 10% captures 55% of national income, compared to 36% in Europe. Income is measured 
after pension and unemployment contributions and benefits paid and received by individuals but before income taxes and other 
transfers. Sources and series: www.wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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Inequality differences after taxes are mainly due to inequality gaps 
before taxes: role of predistribution (min. wage, regulations, public services)
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Figure 1.10  Inequality before and after taxes 2018-2021: Top 10/Bottom 50 income gap
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Interpretation: Before taxes, the bottom 50% in South Africa earns 63 times less than the top 10%, whereas after taxes, the bottom 
50% earns 24 times less than the top 10%. Income is measured after pension and unemployment payments and benefits received by 
individuals but before other taxes they pay and transfers they receive. Data for 2018-2021. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/
methodology

The extreme concentration of capital

We now turn to regional and national level 
wealth inequality. Figure 1.11 presents the top 
10%, middle 40% and bottom 50% wealth 
shares for the major regions. It is striking 
that top 10% wealth shares fall broadly in 
the 60-80% range in all regions. This reveals 
the persistence of extremely hierarchical 
private property systems on all continents, 
irrespective of the political institutions the 
societies have opted for and irrespective of 
their level of economic development. North 
America, the world’s richest region, is also 
the most unequal when it comes to wealth 
ownership.
Yet, there are notable differences between 
the regions. In particular, the middle 40% 
wealth group owns 25-30% in all regions 
except in Europe, where its share is close 
to 40%. This means that, in Europe, the 
patrimonial middle class owns close to the 
average wealth of this region. This European 
middle class emerged in the 20th century and 
has persisted since. In Chapter 3, we show 
that the wealth of the middle class in the US 
has considerably eroded since the 1980s with 
the rise of the top 1% wealth holders that has 

captured a disproportionate share of capital 
accumulated since then.Looking at the 
bottom 50% of wealth holders, it is striking 
that this group holds close to no wealth 
at all in all regions. Its share in total wealth 
varies from 1% in Latin America to 4-5% in 
Europe, East and Central Asia. The bottom 
half of the population, in all societies of the 
world, is almost entirely deprived of capital. 
Even in advanced economies, whatever 
modest wealth they own (such as housing or 
retirement funds) is almost entirely offset by 
debt. Moreover, this situation is particularly 
worrying for future income inequality levels 
because inequality in asset ownership has 
direct consequences on income inequality 
through capital income, and indirect 
consequences through unequal inheritances.

To get a better sense of the extreme wealth 
inequalities observed across the world, 
it is also useful to zoom in on the top 10% 
of wealth holders. Figure 1.12 presents the 
top 1% wealth shares across world regions. 
The richest 1% own between one quarter 
in Europe and 35-46% in North and Latin 
America of total wealth.
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Wealth inequality is extreme everywhere: no region with a bottom
50% owning more than 5% of wealth. Top 10% = 60-80%.
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Global inequalities seem to be about as great 
today as they were at the peak of Western 
imperialism in the early 20th century. Indeed, 
the share of income presently captured by 
the poorest half of the world’s people is 
about half what it was in 1820, before the 
great divergence between Western countries 

and their colonies (Figure 7). In other words, 
there is still a long way to go to undo the 
global economic inequalities inherited from 
the very unequal organization of world 
production between the mid-19th and mid-
20th centuries.

Figure 4  The extreme concentrati on of capital: wealth inequality across the world, 2021
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Figure 3  Top 10/Bott om 50 income gaps across the world, 2021
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Income inequality rose at different speeds: policy
matters
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Global wealth inequality since 1995: the top 1% captured 38% of 
total wealth growth, the bottom 50% got 2%.
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Nations have become richer, but 
governments have become poor

One way to understand these inequalities 
is to focus on the gap between the net 
wealth of governments and net wealth 
of the private sector. Over the past 40 
years, countries have become significantly 
richer, but their governments have become 
significantly poorer. The share of wealth held 
by public actors is close to zero or negative 
in rich countries, meaning that the totality 
of wealth is in private hands (Figure 8). This 
trend has been magnified by the Covid crisis, 
during which governments borrowed the 
equivalent of 10-20% of GDP, essentially from 
the private sector. The currently low wealth 
of governments has important implications 
for state capacities to tackle inequality in the 
future, as well as the key challenges of the 21st 
century such as climate change.

Wealth inequalities have increased at the 
very top of the distribution

The rise in private wealth has also been 
unequal within countries and at the world 
level. Global multimillionaires have captured 
a disproportionate share of global wealth 
growth over the past several decades: the 
top 1% took 38% of all additional wealth 
accumulated since the mid-1990s, whereas 
the bottom 50% captured just 2% of it. This 
inequality stems from serious inequality 
in growth rates between the top and the 
bottom segments of the wealth distribution. 
The wealth of richest individuals on earth 
has grown at 6 to 9% per year since 1995, 
whereas average wealth has grown at 3.2% 
per year (Figure 9). Since 1995, the share of 
global wealth possessed by billionaires has 
risen from 1% to over 3%. This increase was 
exacerbated during the COVID pandemic. In 
fact, 2020 marked the steepest increase in 
global billionaires’ share of wealth on record 
(Figure 10).

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Figure 9  Average annual wealth growth rate, 1995-2021

1%

2%

3%

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 99.9 99.99 99.999

Pe
r 

ad
ul

t 
an

nu
al

 g
ro

w
th

 r
at

e 
in

 w
ea

lt
h,

 n
et

 o
f 

in
fl

at
io

n 
(%

)

←1% poorest Global wealth group 0.001% richest→

Top 1/10 million
(Top 500)

Richest 1/100 million
(Top 50)

Top 0.001%

The bottom 50%
captured 2% of

global wealth growth

The top 1%
captured 38%

of global
wealth growth

Interpretation: Growth rates among the poorest half of the population were between 3% and 4% per year, between 1995 and 2021. 
Since this group started from very low wealth levels, its absolute levels of growth remained very low. The poorest half of the world 
population only captured 2.3% of overall wealth growth since 1995. The top 1% benefited from high growth rates (3% to 9% per year). 
This group captured 38% of total wealth growth between 1995 and 2021. Net household wealth is equal to the sum of financial 
assets (e.g. equity or bonds) and non-financial assets (e.g. housing or land) owned by individuals, net of their debts. Sources and series: 
wir2022.wid.world/methodology.
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CHAPTER 3Rich countries, poor governments

We should note that the decline in net public 
wealth in recent decades is mostly due to the 
rise of public debt (before Covid), while the 
ratios of public assets to national income 
have remained relatively stable in most 
countries. The relative stability of public 
assets – relative to national income – can be 
viewed as the consequence of two conflicting 
effects: on the one hand, a significant 
proportion of public assets were privatized 
(particularly shares in public or semi-public 
companies of the infrastructure, transport 
and telecommunication sectors, which 
were significant in a number of developed 
countries between the 1950s and the 1970s); 
and on the other hand, the market value of 
the remaining public assets – typically public 
buildings housing administrations, schools, 
universities, hospitals and other public 
services – increased in this period.

The rise of private wealth in emerging 
countries

In emerging countries, the rise in private 
wealth has been no less spectacular than 
in rich countries. In fact, large emerging 
economies such as China and India 

experienced faster increases than wealthy 
countries after they transitioned away from 
communism (in China and Russia) or from a 
highly regulated economic system (in India). 
While to some extent these increases are to 
be expected (as a large proportion of public 
wealth is transferred to the private sector), 
the scale of the change is striking (Figure 3.3). 

China has had the largest increase in private 
wealth in recent decades. At the time of 
the “opening-up” reforms in 1978, private 
wealth in China amounted to just over 
120% of national income; by 2020, it had 
reached 530%. Most of this increase was due 
to housing (which went from 50% private 
ownership to near 100% in that period), and 
corporate ownership (from 0% privately 
owned in 1978 to 30% today). These increases 
bring the overall level of private wealth in 
China, relative to national income, to levels 
similar to those found in the US and France. 

The private wealth increase seen in India over 
this time is also remarkable (up from 290% in 
1980 to 560% in 2020). While India’s economy 
was highly regulated in the 1980s, and a 
very strong public sector controlled large 

Figure 3.2   The rise of private wealth and the decline of public wealth in rich countries, 1970-2020
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Interpretation: In UK, public wealth dropped from 60% of national income in 1970 to -106% in 2020. Public wealth is the sum of all 
financial and non-financial assets, net of debts, held by governments. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology, Bauluz et al. 
(2021) and updates.
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Substantial inequalities in per capita emissions between regions: 
<2t/cap (Sub Sah. Africa) vs. 21t/cap (North America)

Interpretation: Sharing the remaining carbon budget to have 83% chances to stay below 1.5°C global temperature increase implies an annual per capita emissions level of 1.1 tonnes per person per 
year between 2021 and 2050 (and zero afterwards). Emission levels present regional per capita emissions and include all emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well
as imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world  (LULUCF emissions are excluded). Source and series: Chancel 2022, see Methods and 
Supplementary Information. 

Per capita emissions by regions, 2019

6.0

1.6 1.9
2.6

4.8 4.9

7.4
8.6

9.7 9.9

20.8

0

5

10

15

20

World

Sub-Sah
ara

n Afric
a

Equall
y s

plit 
budget 

1.5
°C

South & South-Eas
t A

sia

Lati
n Ameri

ca

Equall
y s

plit 
budget 

2°C
MENA

Eas
t A

sia

Europe

Russ
ia 

& Cen
tra

l A
sia

North
 Ameri

ca

to
nn

es
 o

f C
O

2e
 p

er
 p

er
so

n 
pe

r y
ea

r

Equally-split carbon 
budget compatible 
with 1.5°C target

Equally-split carbon 
budget compatible 
with 2°C target

Notes: Sharing the remaining carbon budget to have 83% chances to stay below
1.5°C global (see [17]) temperature increase implies an annual per capita emissions
level of 1.9 tonnes per person per year between 2021 and 2050 (and zero CO2

emissions afterwards). Emission levels present regional per capita emissions and
include all emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as
well as imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with
the rest of the world (LULUCF emissions are excluded). Source and series: Author,
see Methods and Supplementary Information.

Figure I
Average GHG emissions by world region, 2019
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What is the per capita carbon footprint of a DC-Paris 
flight (return)?
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What is the per capita carbon footprint of a DC-Paris 
flight (return)? circa 1.5tCO2e
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The per capita carbon footprint of a leisure trip to 
space? 

Nbcnews.com
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The per capita carbon footprint of a leisure trip to 
space? Probably 100-200 tonnes CO2e

Nbcnews.com
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Poorest half of the world population emits 1.6t/cap vs. 110t/cap for the top 1%

Figure 3A. GHG footprints by global emitter group, 2019
(tCO2e per capita) 
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Global top 10% emits close to half of all emissions
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Summary 
 
 
 
 

• This study provides novel findings on carbon emissions of individuals, based on a 

newly assembled set of economic inequality and environmental data available on the 

World Inequality Database (www.wid.world). 

 

• Global emissions of greenhouse gases reached 50 billion tonnes of carbon dioxyde 

equivalents (CO2) in 2019, i.e. around 6.6 tonnes of CO2 per capita. In 2021, global 

emissions have almost recovered their pre-pandemic peak.  
 

• At the global level, the top 10% of global emitters (771 million individuals) emit on 

average 31 tonnes of CO2 per person per year and are responsible for about 48% of 

global CO2 emissions. The bottom 50% (3.8 billion individuals) emit on average 1.6 

tonnes and are responsible close to 12% of all emissions in 2019. The global top 1% 

emit on average 110 tonnes and contribute to 17% of all emissions in a year. 

 

Figure A. Global carbon inequality in 2019 

 
Sources and series: Chancel (2021) 

 

• Global inequality in per capita emission is due to large inequalities in average emis-

sions between countries and to even larger inequalities in emissions in each country. 

Currently, average emissions in Europe are close to 10 tonnes CO2 per person and 

per year. In North America, the average individual emits around 20 tonnes. This value 

is of 8 tonnes in China, 2.6 tonnes in South & South-East Asia and 1.6 tonnes in Sub-

Saharan Africa. 

 

The 10% highest emitters are 
responsible for close to half of 
world individual emissions

The bottom 50% is responsible for 
12% of world emissions
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Figure 15  Per capita emissions across the world, 2019
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Interpretation: Personal carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well as 
imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. Modeled estimates based on the 
systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Sources 
and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Chancel (2021).
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Interpretation: Personal carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well as 
imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. Modeled estimates based on the 
systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households. Sources 
and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology and Chancel (2021).
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Some groups have reduced their per capita footprints
since 1990 – not all

Interpretation: Emissions of the global bottom 50% rose by around 20-40% between 1990 and 2019.
Emissions notably declined among groups above the bottom 80% and below the top 5% of the global
distribution, these groups mainly correspond to lower and middle income groups in rich countries.
Emissions of the global top 1% and richer groups rose substantially. Personal carbon footprints
include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well as imports
and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. Modeled
estimates based the systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables.
Benchmark scenario. Emissions split equally within households. Source and series: Author, see
Supplementary Information.

Figure IV
Global inequality and carbon emissions, 1990-2019
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Interpretation. Emissions of the global bottom 50% rose by around 20-40% between 1990 and 2019. Emissions notably 
declined among groups above the bottom 80% and below the top 5% of the global distribution, these groups mainly 
correspond to lower and middle income groups in rich countries. Emissions of the global top 1% and richer groups rose 
substantially. Personal carbon footprints include emissions from domestic consumption, public and private investments as well 
as imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. Modeled estimates based 
on the systematic combination of tax data, household surveys and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within 
households. Source and series: Chancel (2021)

The bottom 50% is 
responsible for 16% 
of emissions growth

The top 1% is 
responsible for 21%
of  emissions growth

Rise of emerging 
countries

Degrowth of lower and 
middle class emissions 

in rich countries

Rise in top 1% 
emissions from all 

countries 

Figure 6. Global inequality and carbon emissions, 1990-2019
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Interpretation: This figure presents the share of global GHG emissions by the top 1% and bottom 50% 
of the global population between 1990 and 2019. GHG emissions measured correspond to individual 
footprints, i.e. they include indirect emissions produced abroad and embedded in individual 
consumption. Modeled estimates based on the systematic combination of tax data, household surveys 
and input-output tables. Emissions split equally within households Sources and series: Chancel (2021)

Figure 7. Top 1% and bottom 50% shares in global carbon emissions, 1990-2019

The share of the top 1% in global 
emissions rose from 14.1% in 1990 
to 16.8% in 2019. The share of the 
poorest 50% rose from 9.6% to 12%.
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Bring climate negociations home: there’s now more emissions
inequality within countries than between countries.
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Interpretation: 37% of global carbon inequality between individuals is due to differences in emissions levels 
between countries while 63% is explained by inequality within countries in 2019.
Sources and series: Chancel (2021)

2019: 63% of global 
carbon inequality is 
due to within-
country inequality

1990: 63% of global 
carbon inequality is 
due to between-
country inequality

Figure 8. Global carbon inequalities are mainly due to inequality within countries, 1990-2019
(Theil index decomposition of global carbon inequality)
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Interpretation: The graph shows the share of world regions in each group of global emitters, from the lowest 1% to the 
highest 0.1%. Sources and series: Chancel (2021)

Figure 9A Geographical breakdown of global emitter groups, 2019
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Climate change has already exacerbated inequalities between
and within countries and will continue to do so in the future

Previous results show large inequality in contributions to climate
change between and even more so within countries. 

Latest IPPC report & recent research also show that poorest countries 
and poorest income groups are also hit hardest by climate change:

- (Burke et al. 2015: observed temperature increases have reduced GDP of poor
countries more than that of rich nations since 1960, mainly via agricultural 
productivity losses

- Hallegate et al. 2016: low-income groups are more exposed to increased
climate risks (floods, heatwaves) and more vulnerable to them. 
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A flat tax on carbon?
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A flat tax on carbon?

32

La taxe carbone vue par les experts
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Carbon taxation is often regressive and targetted at 
consumers w/o alternatives (yellow vests)

Yellow vests, 2018. Credit: lepharedunkerquois
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CHAPTER 6 Global carbon inequality

The reform was introduced at the same time 
as a suppression of the progressive wealth 
tax on financial assets and capital incomes 
(which would create around 3-4 billion euros 
of tax cuts, essentially concentrated among 
the top 1-2% of the wealth distribution). This 
reform was immediately opposed by the 
majority of the population. Many low and 
middle income households had to pay the 
carbon tax every day in order to go to work, 
having no alternative to using their cars, 
while tax cuts were given to the very rich, 
living in cities, with low-carbon transport 

options, who also benefit from very low 
energy tax rates when they travel by plane. 
This situation triggered a wave of social 
protests (which eventually spread to other 
European countries) and eventually led to 
the abandonment of the carbon tax. 

In principle, a carbon tax can be a powerful 
tool to reduce emissions. In some countries, 
it has been implemented successfully 
and has contributed to limiting carbon 
emissions. However, the French example 
shows that when carbon policies are 

Figure 6.10abcd   Per capita emissions by income group and reduction requirements to meet Paris Agreement targets in the 
US, France, India, and China
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CHAPTER 6Global carbon inequality

improperly designed and do not consider 
the socio-economic context in which they 
are implemented, they can easily fail and 
generate mistrust, making environmental 
policies look unfair. Let us be clear: the scale 
of transformation required to cut greenhouse 
gas emissions drastically in rich countries 
cannot be attained if environmental and 
social inequalities are not integrated into the 

very design of environmental policies. We 
discuss options to properly address carbon 
inequalities within and between countries 
below.

The first way to address carbon inequality is 
to properly track individual emissions within 
countries. Most governments do not publish 
aggregate carbon footprint estimates (they 
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Emissions reduction requirement 
to meet Paris Agreement 2030 targets in India

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Full
population

Bottom
50%

Middle
40%

Top
10%

Full
population

Bottom
50%

Middle
40%

Top
10%

Average GHG
emissions: 
8 tonnes per
person per year

8.0

3.0

7.2

36.4

Em
is

si
o

ns
 (t

o
nn

es
 C

O
2e

 p
er

 c
ap

it
a 

p
er

 y
ea

r)

Em
is

si
o

ns
 (t

o
nn

es
 C

O
2e

 p
er

 c
ap

it
a 

p
er

 y
ea

r)

2019 2030

On average, emissions
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Interpretation: Individual carbon footprints include emissions from all greenhouse gases stemming from domestic consumption, public 
and private investments as well as imports and exports of carbon embedded in goods and services traded with the rest of the world. 
Modeled estimates based on the systematic combination of national accounts, tax and survey data, input-output models and energy 
datasets. Emissions are split equally within households. The 2030 target corresponds to the overal emissions budget annouced by 
governments for 2030, divided by the total population of the country in 2030. Sources and series: wir2022.wid.world/methodology 
and Chancel (2021).

Bottom groups in rich countries already near 2030 
climate targets: US
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CHAPTER 6 Global carbon inequality

The reform was introduced at the same time 
as a suppression of the progressive wealth 
tax on financial assets and capital incomes 
(which would create around 3-4 billion euros 
of tax cuts, essentially concentrated among 
the top 1-2% of the wealth distribution). This 
reform was immediately opposed by the 
majority of the population. Many low and 
middle income households had to pay the 
carbon tax every day in order to go to work, 
having no alternative to using their cars, 
while tax cuts were given to the very rich, 
living in cities, with low-carbon transport 

options, who also benefit from very low 
energy tax rates when they travel by plane. 
This situation triggered a wave of social 
protests (which eventually spread to other 
European countries) and eventually led to 
the abandonment of the carbon tax. 

In principle, a carbon tax can be a powerful 
tool to reduce emissions. In some countries, 
it has been implemented successfully 
and has contributed to limiting carbon 
emissions. However, the French example 
shows that when carbon policies are 

Figure 6.10abcd   Per capita emissions by income group and reduction requirements to meet Paris Agreement targets in the 
US, France, India, and China
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Factoring-in inequality at the heart of climate
policy design

Table 7. An inequality reality-check for climate policies
What kind of climate policy?

Decarbonize green 
energy supply

Decarbonize green 
energy access

Switch in energy end-uses 
(building, transport, industry)

Bottom 
50%

Middle 
40%

Top 10 %  
& Top 1%

Which social 
group is 

targetted?

: :

Table 7. An inequality-check  for climate policies
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Table 7. An inequality reality-check for climate policies
What kind of climate policy?

Decarbonize green 
energy supply

Decarbonize green 
energy access

Switch in energy end-uses 
(building, transport, industry)

Bottom 
50%

Industrial policy: public 
investments in renewables 

(off or on-gridd); Social 
protection: increase 

transfers to workers in 
industries affected by the 

transition

Public investments in 
green energy access (e.g. 

clean cookstoves; 
construction of new zero 
carbon social housing)

Develop public transport systems: 
low-carbon bus, rail, car-sharing 
strategies; energy retrofitting in 

social housing; cash-transfers to 
compensate increase in fossil 

energy prices

Middle 
40%

Same as above + Financial 
incentives to encourage 

middle-class investments in 
green energy. Bans on new 

fossil investments

Subsidies for green 
housing construction; 
Buildings regulations; 

penalty and bans on sales 
of inefficient housing

Same as above; Stricter regulations 
& taxes on polluting purchases 

(SUVs, air tickets); Subsidies on 
green alternatives (elec. vehicles)

Top 10 %  
& Top 1%

Wealth or corporate taxes 
with pollution top-up to 
finance the above & 

accelerate divestment from 
fossils; Bans on new fossil 

investments

Wealth or corporate taxes 
with pollution top-up (see 
left); Fossil fuel subsidy 

removal*

Strict regulations on polluting 
purchases (SUVs, air tickets); 
Wealth or corporate taxes with 

pollution top-up (see left); Carbon 
cards to track high personal carbon 

footprints & cap them

Which social 
group is 

targetted?

Interpretation: The table presents different types of climate policies and of their potential impacts on social 
groups. The types of measures and their impacts are non-exhaustive *Fossil fuel subsidies typically benefit 
wealthy groups more than poorer groups in rich and developing countries. Table adapted from Voituriez and 
Chancel (2020) and Rodrik and Stantcheva (2021).

Table 8. Revenues from a progressive wealth tax with a pollution top-up

Wealth group 
($)

Number of 
adults 

(million)

Total group 
wealth          
($ bn)

Avg. group 
wealth          
($ m)

Wealth tax 
revenues from 

group ($bn)

Revenues 
from fossil 

assets top-up 
($bn)

Total tax 
revenues  
(% global 
income)

All above 1m 62.2 174 200 2.8 1695 100 1.7%
1m - 10m 60.3 111 100 1.8 684 64 0.7%
10m - 100m 1.8 33 600 19 432 19 0.5%
+100m 0.1 29 570 387 579 17 0.6%

Interpretation: The table presents revenues from a global progressive wealth tax with a pollution top-up. The wealth tax 
rates range from 1% for individuals with net wealth between $1m-$10m, 1.5% between $10m-$100m, 2% between $100m-
$1bn, 2.5% between $1bn-$10bn, 3% between $10bn-$100bn, 3.5% above $100bn. On top of this wealth tax, we apply 
a tax on the ownership of assets in oil, gas and coal majors. The rate ranges from 10% to 15%, with a discount 
proportional to these firms' green energy production (which is currently extremely low for oil majors, around 2% only of 
capital investments in renewables). Sources: Chancel (2021)

: :

Factoring-in inequality at the heart of climate
policy design

Table 7. An inequality-check  for climate policies

: :
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Key dimension: time. In some countries, window of opportunity to tax
pollution before poorest groups adopt polluting lifestyles
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Wrapping up: inequality as a political choice

• Inequality varies a lot across countries and over time
Tied to social organization rather than ”natural” economic laws. 

• Low inequality is possible with high economic prosperity
Rich countries post-WW2: low pretax and post-tax inequality and 
social state growth thanks to highly progressive taxes and strong 
predistribution

• High wealth inequality closely tied to other forms of 
social injustices including environmental injustices
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Wrapping up: no deep decarbonization without
significant redistribution

• High inequality makes climate protection more difficult
Need to cushion the worse-off, not ex-post, but in the very
design of social and climate policies

• Risk is repeating mistakes with trade policies of the 1990-
2000s : too little, too late realization of the need to 
acknowledge losers and truly accompany them

• Significant efforts from large and wealthy polluters to 
finance green investments for all likely to be key



More resources online!

• All our data is accessible online along with
codes & methodologies: visit
wir2022.wid.world

• Report based on the work of 100+ 
researchers on all continents affiliated to the 
World Inequality Database. 

• First systematic assessement of global 
income, wealth, gender and carbon
inequalities over 30 years

• Diverging inequality levels & trajectories
across countries reveal the importance of 
social policies rather than deterministic
forces driving inequality


