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1. Introduction 
 

The challenges facing the world today - climate change, energy supply, growing economic 
inequality, global poverty, financial crises, food security, water stress, resource scarcity and 
conflicts relating to many of these issues - are increasingly recognized as being interlinked. 
The interplay of different factors at local, national, regional and global scale is extremely 
complex, and influenced by the rules, laws and conventions that human beings have created 
at these different levels. This briefing paper aims to introduce some of the debates 
surrounding these issues and the relationships between them. In particular, by examining the 
assumptions upon which our economic system is predicated – notably economic growth – and 
the commitment to tackling our global climate emissions and reducing our consumption of 
resources. 
 
This is a discussion paper. It begins from the premise that: 
 
 
 
 
 
 

footnote1 

2. European Context 

The EU is a free-market institution – it was set up as a common market, and many of its key 
policies relate to economic growth. The Europe 2020 strategy is for smart, sustainable and 
inclusive growth. As part of the goal of creating sustainable growth, there are three energy 
and climate targets for 2020:  
 

 20 per cent reduction in CO2 emissions, compared to a 1990 baseline (legally binding); 
 20 per cent energy to be supplied by renewables (legally binding) and; 
 20 per cent energy savings compared to business-as-usual projections, via increased 

energy efficiency (non-binding).  
 

The EU’s strategy for sustainability is based on the idea of “decoupling” economic growth 
from environmental damage and resource use. It focuses on ‘improving the economic and 
environmental efficiency of production and products, rather than on changing consumption 
patterns’.2 

                                         
1 Woodward, David, 'More with less: Rethinking poverty reduction in a changing climate' in Simms, Andrew et al. (eds.), 
Other worlds are possible. Human progress in an age of climate change. The sixth report from the Working Group on 
Climate Change and Development (London: New Economics Foundation, 2009), p. 27, [on-line], accessed May 2011, 
available at: http://www.neweconomics.org/sites/neweconomics.org/files/Other_worlds_are_possible_0.pdf 
2 Michaelis, Laurie, EU Sustainable Consumption and Production Action Plan. Briefing, evaluation, and action for Quakers 
(Brussels: Quaker Council for European Affairs, 2010), p. 15, [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: 
http://www.quaker.org/qcea/energysecurity/SCPAP.pdf  
It is worth noting here that ‘efficiency’ is not easily definable in economic terms, nor is it a value-free term, since the 
pursuit of efficiency in some activities can lead to damaging externalities for others. For further reading see: [Continued]  

 

‘Economic growth is not intrinsically good or bad. It is good to the extent that it promotes 
the fulfillment of basic needs and/or increases quality of life, and bad to the extent that 

it undermines them immediately, or in the long term; for example, through adverse 
environmental effects.’1 
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2.1 Economic Growth 

Economic growth is growth in the productive capacity of an economy, an increase in the 
value of the total output of goods and services produced. More broadly, it is growth in the 
level of financial transactions in an economy, and it is usually measured as growth of Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP), per capita.  

Economic value, or “wealth”, is conventionally represented by money, which can be 
exchanged for goods and services. Goods and services embody 
energy and raw materials, which at the most basic level, are 
natural resources. Economic wealth can thus be understood as 
command over natural resources. Money is the means which 
enables people to consume these embodied resources and 
energy.  

Reflecting the dominance of neoliberal economic thinking in 
policy-making circles, citizens are defined first and foremost as 
“consumers”. When economic growth falters, people are 
encouraged to borrow and to spend money to buy things, 
thereby fulfilling their role as consumers. This role is crucial to 
an economic system that is only stable as long as it is growing. In some ways, consumer 
behaviour is an even stronger steer for politics than voter behaviour, as election results and 
manifesto promises influence the policy choices of governments less obviously than clear 
indications of what consumers do and do not choose to consume. 

Economic wealth and the consumption of resources are clearly interlinked. But it is also 
clear that merely having abundant natural resources (traditionally conceived as a country’s 
territorial allotment of natural resources – whatever comes from under and off the ground) 
does not equate to wealth. Many of the poorest countries in the world are extremely 
resource rich. But there is another way in which resources and economic wealth correlate. A 
re-conceptualization of what the socio-economic process consists of demonstrates that 
wealth simply is the command of resources, when conceived in terms of the utilization of 
ecological space, as explained below (cf. Figure 1). 

Orthodox economics tends to regard inputs to, and outputs from, the economy as coming 
from, and going nowhere. It fails to recognize that the economy is a subsystem of the 
ecosystem; inputs represent resources taken from it, and outputs waste returned to it. 

Ignoring the ecological constraint that this places on economic activity is absurd, for:  
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[Continuation] Wolff, Richard, ‘“Efficiency”: Whose Efficiency?’ in Post-Autistic Economics Review, (Issue 16, October 
2002), [on-line], accessed July 2011, available at: www.paecon.net/PAEReview/issue16/Wolff16.htm 
3 Suzuki, David in Marchant, Jo, 'Special report: Interview – The environmental activist' in New Scientist Special Issue. The 
Folly of Growth: How to stop the economy killing the planet. (New Scientist Issue 2678, 15 October 2008), [on-line], 
accessed May 2011, available at: http://www.newscientist.com/article/mg20026786.300-special-report-economics-blind-
spot-is-a-disaster-for-the-planet.html N.B. "eco" is from the Greek oikos, for "home". 

 

 

“eco” means home, ecology ‘is the study of home, economics is the management of 
home, and of course, our home is the biosphere'.3 

An economy that damages the home it is meant to manage, an economy that befouls 
its own nest, is a failing economy. 

 

 Decoupling (see 2.3) is a 
response to the challenge 
of environmental limits, 
and finite resources (see 
2.5) 

 

 Discussions of how to 
ensure growth is 
sustainable should not 
neglect to examine what 
the actual purpose of 
unlimited economic growth 
is (see 2.6) 
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Wealth correlates with resource consumption when conceived as the utilization of ecological 
space. Ecological space refers to 'the total amount of biologically productive land and water 
area required to produce the resources consumed and to assimilate the wastes generated 
using prevailing technology'.4  
 
A country or region’s occupation of ecological space, its ecological footprint, is measured in 
‘global hectares’ - world average productivity. Resource consumption is not limited to the 
territorial allotment of resources, since wherever a resource or product originated, in our 
global trading system, ecological space was used in its extraction or production, and waste 
assimilation.  
 
'When a country’s ecological footprint is larger than its available ecological capacity, it must 
‘import’ carrying capacity from elsewhere and/or deplete its natural capital faster than it 
can be replenished... It may also ‘export’ wastes such as carbon dioxide emissions in excess 
of what its vegetation and surrounding oceans can absorb'.5  
 
Studies have shown that wealth – that which economic growth measures – and ecological 
space consumption – i.e. ecological footprints - do correlate positively: 
 A strong correlation was found between per capita footprints and per capita GDP for 134 

countries in 2000;6  
 The US had the largest footprint, at 9.57 hectares per person (hpp), whilst Africa's was 

under 1.8hpp;7  
 Correspondingly, US GDP per capita was $33,924, whilst Africa's was only $728.8   

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
4 Hayward, Tim, 'Thomas Pogge’s Global Resources Dividend: a critique and an alternative' in Journal of Moral Philosophy, 
(Volume 2.3, 2005), p. 325 
5 Paredis, Erik et al., Elaboration of the Concept of Ecological Debt’, (Center for Sustainable Development, Ghent 
University, 2004), [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: 
http://www.cdo.ugent.be/publicaties/005.ecodebt_report_1_core.pdf 
6 Venetoulis, Jason, Chazan, Dahlia and Gaudet, Christopher, Ecological Footprint of Nations 2004, (Redefining Progress, 
2004), p. 10, [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: 
http://www.globalchange.umich.edu/globalchange2/current/labs/ecofoot/footprintnations2004.pdf 
7 ibid. pp. 8-9 
8 UNdata, Record View: Per capita GDP at current prices - US dollars [on-line], accessed Jan 2010, available at: 
http://data.un.org/ 

Figure 1. 
Economic Wealth and Ecological Footprints 

 
Economic wealth correlates with resource consumption when resource consumption is conceived as the 
utilization of ecological space. Ecological space refers to 'the total amount of biologically productive land 
and water area required to produce the resources consumed and to assimilate the wastes generated using 
prevailing technology'.4  
 
A country or region’s occupation of ecological space - its ecological footprint - is measured in ‘global 
hectares’, of world average productivity. Resource consumption is not limited to the territorial allotment of 
resources, since wherever a resource or product originated in our global trading system, ecological space was 
used in its extraction, production and waste assimilation.  
 
'When a country’s ecological footprint is larger than its available ecological capacity, it must “import” 
carrying capacity from elsewhere and/or deplete its natural capital faster than it can be replenished… It may 
also “export” wastes such as CO2 emissions in excess of what its vegetation and surrounding oceans can 
absorb'.5  
 
Studies have shown that wealth and ecological footprints do correlate positively: 
 A strong correlation was found between per capita footprints and per capita GDP for 134 countries in 

2000;6  
 The US had the largest footprint, at 9.57 hectares per person (hpp), whilst Africa's was under 1.8 hpp;7  
 Correspondingly, US GDP per capita was $33,924, whilst Africa's was only $728.8   
 

 
 

 

Map of countries by 
size of their 

ecological footprints, 
2003 
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The entire socio-economic process of extraction, production and consumption takes place 
within a single biophysical reality, and the constituent elements of the resources utilized in 
this process do not disappear, their configuration is merely altered. When accounting for 
shares of natural resource utilization, both product and by-product, along with 
environmental services (e.g. the absorption capacity of oceans, soils, vegetation etc.), 
energy (in its available or useable forms and in its unavailable or dissipated forms) and the 
effects on resources not directly embodied in the product (e.g. pollution), should be 
included in the calculations.9  

2.2 Defining Sustainability 

Sustainable growth and development, or “sustainability”, has been defined as economic 
growth that: 

10 

 

Whether economic growth is meeting the needs of the present is one question, and whether 
it can do so without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs 
is another. In order to address the latter question, the concept of decoupling must be 
examined.  

2.3 Decoupling 

The concept of decoupling economic growth from resource use 
and climate emissions is based on evidence that efficiency 
improves over time, as prevailing technologies advance. For 
example, energy efficiency in the EU since the 1990s has 
improved by around 0.5 per cent per year.11 If the EU meets its 
energy efficiency target (which it is currently expected to miss by 
more than half) then this would increase to 1–1.5 per cent 
improvements per year, three times the present rate. 

There is however an important distinction to make between 
relative and absolute decoupling: 

 Relative decoupling is a reduction in the resource intensity of the economy, when 
efficiency gains lead to incremental reductions in the impact of growth over time. 
This means that the rate of increase in resource use and climate emissions is lower 
than the rate of increase in GDP. There is some evidence for relative decoupling, as 
global GDP increased 23 fold over the last century, whereas resource use only 
increased 8 fold.12 In other words, GDP has grown faster than resource use, with 
resource efficiency increasing by 1 to 2 per cent each year.  

 Absolute decoupling is an absolute reduction in total resource use, even as GDP 
continues to grow. In developed countries there is some evidence of relative 
decoupling (although critics suggest it is not so much decoupling as outsourcing, as 

                                         
9 Hayward, Tim, 'Global Justice and the Distribution of Natural Resources' in Political Studies, (Volume 54, Issue 2, 2006),  
p. 357 
10 The World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundtland Commission), 1987  
11 Tipping, P. et al., Impact Assessment on the Future Action Plan for Energy Efficiency, carried out by ECN (NL) and WS 
Atkins (UK) for DGTREN. Contractor: ECORYS, NL. (2006) 
12 Swilling, Mark, ‘Resource Efficiency: the agenda for economic transformation’, at EU Green Week, May 24-27 2011 

 

“meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs.”10 

 

 Decoupling is a response 
to the perceived need 
for economic growth 
(see 2.1 and 2.6) 
combined with the 
recognition of 
environmental limits and 
resource scarcity (see 
2.5), especially the 
threat of climate 
change. 
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more and more of the goods and services consumed in developed countries are 
produced in developing countries where the corresponding resource use and climate 
emissions occur), but there is no evidence for absolute decoupling, anywhere. 

Despite this, it is absolute, not relative decoupling that would be required13 in order to make 
global economic growth compatible with the kind of dramatic and speedy reduction in our 
resource use and climate emissions that the UN International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
demands (see below). Resource use, in this context, should be conceived as including things 
like the finite capacity of natural carbon sinks - the atmosphere, oceans, forests and soils - 
to absorb or carry CO2, i.e. the broader understanding of ecological space consumption. 

2.4 Rates of efficiency increases 

In order to stay below the internationally agreed “safe level” of two degree Celsius average 
temperature increase, (beyond which there is a greater likelihood of triggering positive 
feedback mechanisms, such as melting permafrost releasing 
methane, triggering further warming, thereby triggering further 
feedbacks, and so on14), it is imperative that climate emissions 
are cut quickly and deeply - an incremental reduction in the rate 
at which they increase is clearly not the same as meeting this 
need. 

There is growing evidence that there is an even greater urgency 
to make these reductions than our targets currently recognize. 
The latest IPCC report, as well as the international climate 
negotiations and EU targets, are based on the assumption that 
450 parts per million by volume (ppmv) of C02 in the atmosphere 
is equivalent to a two degree rise. However, there is increasing 
scientific consensus that it is actually 350 ppmv that is the safe 
level, and that 450 ppmv would take us well over a two degree temperature rise.15 It is 
feared that 450 ppmv could lead to up to a six degree rise, which could result in ecological 
meltdown of the scale of 70 per cent of all species extinction.  

An efficiency increase (decreasing the carbon intensity of growth) of 0.5-1.5 per cent cannot 
prevent dangerous climate change under either of these scenarios. For decoupling to bring 
us the timely solution it is heralded to be, efficiency improvements at every level of the 
economy – from extraction, production, and transportation, to consumption and the 
assimilation of waste, and the inclusion of externalities (internalising the cost of things like 
pollution so they are included in prices) – would need to occur at a much higher rate. Taking 
into account population and income growth, Tim Jackson, author of ‘Prosperity without 
growth’, has estimated that the economy would need to become less carbon-intensive at a 
rate more like 7-11 per cent every year, globally, not just in Europe.16 There is a complete 

                                         
13 Whilst absolute decoupling at the global level would be required i.e. a reduction in overall global resource use and 
climate emissions, the different situations and responsibilities of different countries means that developing countries could 
only be expected to achieve relative decoupling, and therefore that developed countries would have to achieve even 
swifter and deeper absolute decoupling in order to compensate and still achieve global absolute decoupling i.e. overall 
reductions. This fact only adds to the challenge.  
14 See, for example, Hansen, James, ‘Tipping Point: Perspective of a Climatologist’ (2008–2009 State of the Wild) [on-
line], accessed May 2011, available at: http://pubs.giss.nasa.gov/docs/2008/2008_Hansen_1.pdf 
15 Hansen, J. et al., ‘Target atmospheric CO2: Where should humanity aim?’ in The Open Atmospheric Science Journal 2, 
(2008), p. 217,  [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: http://arxiv.org/abs/0804. Also see 350.org [on-line], accessed 
May 2011, available at http://www.350.org/en/about/science.   
16 Jackson, Tim, Prosperity Without Growth? The transition to a sustainable economy, (Sustainable Deveopment 
Commission, 2009). See Chapter  5, The Myth of Decoupling, pp. 47-57, [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: 
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=914 

 

 Whether decoupling (see 
2.3) is a viable response 
to climate change and 
resource scarcity, 
depends on what the 
feasible rates of 
efficiency increases are.  

 

 It also relates to how we 
view physical limits, (see 
2.5) and more 
fundamentally whether 
we see growth as the 
best means to an end or 
an end in itself (see 2.6) 
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lack of evidence that this is feasible. Indeed, recent market analysis shows that as Europe’s 
economy has picked up from the recession, GHG emissions have started to grow again, being 
2-4 per cent higher at the end of 2010 than the end of 2009.17  

Energy and resource efficiency, and the use of technology (not just hi-tech, but lo-tech, 
socially, culturally and ecologically appropriate technologies) clearly have an important role 
to play, but an evidence-based conclusion indicates that the political commitment to 
decoupling and sustainable growth ignores the speed with which we need to tackle climate 
change and reduce our emissions. Those who ‘promote decoupling as an escape route from 
the dilemma of growth need to take a closer look at the historical evidence – and at the 
basic arithmetic of growth.’ Indeed, it is ‘fanciful to suppose that “deep” emission and 
resource cuts can be achieved without confronting the structure of market economies.’18 

2.5 Finite Resources 
 

The structure of market economies, in particular the neo-liberal 
economic model, pay negligible attention to where resources 
come from and the sinks into which wastes are deposited. 
Ignoring them effectively presumes they are unlimited. Yet, it is a 
scientific fact that ‘the amount of water, land, air, minerals and 
other resources present on the planet we live on - is fixed'.19 
Thus, there are limits on the Earth's ability to sustain our 
economy; limits which our recent patterns of consumption pay no 
attention to (see Figure 2). A sustainable scale for the economy 
will not be determined by allocative efficiency (how resources are 
allocated in a market economic system) or prices, 'but should be a 
social decision reflecting ecological limits'.20 

 
A common response to concerns over finite non-renewable resources, such as minerals and 
ores, is that technology will provide substitutes. Certainly, there is great potential for 
replacing our fossil fuel dependence with clean renewable energy technologies, and when 
'shortages do emerge, experience and economic theory suggest that prices will rise, 
accelerating technological change and substitution'.21 Yet this response is maladapted to the 
rapidity with which a transition from fossil fuel reliance to renewable energy would need to 
take place, for if we burn fossil fuels until they are gone, we'll very likely be committed to 
atmospheric levels of carbon that will trigger runaway climate change. With the stakes set 
so high, losing 'a planet similar to that on which civilization developed and to which life on 
Earth is adapted', it is rational to err on the side of caution.22 Instead of following the 
precautionary principle however, Cornucopians place their 'faith in boundless human 
ingenuity rather than a dispassionate appraisal of what the evidence suggests, particularly 
with regard to ecological constraints.'23 
 
Furthermore, whilst there are many renewable resources, like productive soils, fish stocks 
and the absorptive capacity of the oceans and soils, as our economy increases pressure on 
                                         
17 Thomson Reuters Point Carbon, EU emissions up 3% on 2009 as recession eases, [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at 
http://www.pointcarbon.com/aboutus/pressroom/pressreleases/1.1524730 
18 Jackson 2009, p. 57 
19 Daly, Herman, 'Special report: Economics blind spot is a disaster for the planet' in New Scientist 2008, ibid. 
20 Paredis et al. 2004, ibid. p. 76 
21 World Resources Institute (WRI) WORLD RESOURCES 1994-95. A Guide to the Global Environment, (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1994), [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: http://pdf.wri.org/worldresources1994-95_bw.pdf 
22 Hansen, J. et al., 2008, ibid. p. 217 
23 Hayward, Tim, 'On the Nature of Our Debt to the Global Poor' in Journal of Social Philosophy, (Volume 39, Issue 1, 2008), 
p. 12. N.B. A Cornucopian is commonly understood to be someone who believes that there are no insurmountable limits of 
matter or energy to supply exponential growth, as needs will be met by continued advances in technology. 

 

 Finite resources (broadly 
conceived) are the main 
contention as to why 
there are limits to 
growth (see 2.1) 

 

 For those who see 
decoupling as a way to 
avoid these limits, wit is 
vital to look at the 
sustainability maths (see 
2.3 and 2.4) and at what 
the point of growth is in 
the first place (see 2.6). 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
24 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
24 New Scientist 2008, ibid. Details of graph and data sources [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn14950-special-report-the-facts-
about-overconsumption.html 
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these systems 'to supply more and more and to absorb ever more waste and pollution, 
degradation of their productive capacity and even the possibility of ecosystem collapse 
cannot be ruled out'.25 For example, the agricultural Green Revolution in the second half of 
the twentieth century, which increased crop yields dramatically, was seen by some as proof 
that technology can overcome natural limits. However, reliance on chemical fertilizers, 
amongst other things, 'depletes the organic or humus content of the soil, which then 
accelerates moisture loss', and monocultures and extra cropping seasons don't allow land to 
rejuvenate like traditional crop rotation systems.26 These methods have resulted in 
increasing soil erosion, nutrient depletion and long-term land degradation, altering the 
conditions that made increased yields possible in the first place. Without due care and 
appropriate consideration, increasing productivity past a certain point may only be possible 
at the expense of future productivity. 
 
We cannot know that technology won't provide solutions to all the problems we create, just 
as we cannot know that it will. It is true that pressure from approaching limits can be 
alleviated by reducing the environmental impact of our activities, making transport and 
production more energy efficient, or by recycling, substituting, or replacing 'functions that 
nature used to perform, such as sewage treatment or flood control or soil fertilization, with 
human capital and labor'.27 Aside from the prudence of a precautionary principle however, 
technology 'can relieve the symptoms of a problem without affecting the underlying 
causes... [and] divert our attention from the most fundamental problem – the problem of 
growth in a finite system'.28 It is for this reason that we need 'to move beyond technological 
change to changing the vector of final demands in ways that allow for more equitable and 
sustainable consumption across the world'.29  
 
2.6 Unlimited growth… why do we need it? 
 
The prevalent economic model equates growth with 
progress, and exponential growth in demand, 
production and consumption are essential to 
economic stability and to support a financial system 
based on interest bearing credit. Yet exponential 
growth in a finite, closed system is impossible 
because the 'growth represented by the increase in 
the value of products in the economic system is only 
achieved at the “cost” of a diminution of the 
ecological system's capacity to maintain the supply 
of intact resources'.30 Despite this, growth has become an end in itself. Mainstream 
economics has lost touch with the truth that growth is only good when it serves the interests 
of its makers i.e. human beings, all seven billion of them, and the countless future 
generations, in meeting their needs and improving their lives.  
 
Defenders of global economic growth often argue that it is necessary to achieve poverty 
eradication. Yet growth is an extraordinarily inefficient means to do this; the rich must 

                                         
25 WRI, ibid. 
26 FitzRoy, Felix R. and Papyrakis, Elissaios, An Introduction to Climate Change Economics and Policy, (London: Earthscan, 
2010), p. 31 
27 Meadows, Donella H., Meadows, Dennis L., and Randers, Jorgen, Beyond the Limits: Global Collapse or a Sustainable 
Future, (London: Earthscan, 1992) p. 91 
28 Meadows, Donella H., Meadows, Dennis L., Randers, Jorgen, Behrens III, William W., The Limits to Growth. A report for 
the Club of Rome’s project on the predicament of mankind, (London: Earth Island, 1972), p. 154 
29 Ghosh, Jayati, Rethinking material realities, in Simms et al. 2009, ibid. p. 18 
30 Hayward, Tim, 'Global Justice and the Distribution of Natural Resources' in Political Studies, (Volume 54, Issue 2, 2006), 
p. 363 
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 From the premise stated at the beginning 
of this paper, that economic growth (see 
2.1) is neither intrinsically good nor bad 
(see 1.), the underlying thread of this 
discussion should be, what is it for and 
why do we need it?  

 

 Neo-liberalism may be the hegemonic 
paradigm, but QCEA’s opinion poll (see 
3.) is indicative of the beginnings of a 
paradigm shift.  
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become vastly richer in order to ensure incremental gains for the poorest.  In the 1990s, for 
$1 to reach those in extreme poverty, 'it took $166 of extra global production and 
consumption, generating enormous environmental impacts which counter-productively hurt 
the poorest most'.31 Because growth is linked with increased ecological space consumption, 
the detrimental impacts of climate change on the poor will quickly outweigh the benefits 
from growth. For global economic growth to raise the income of the poorest to $3 a day, 15 
planets would be required; the earth would be 'uninhabitable long before poverty is 
eradicated'.32  
 
The purpose of exponential growth in developed countries must also be questioned: there is 
mounting evidence that beyond a level of material sufficiency, higher incomes do not 
increase subjective happiness or wellbeing.  Moreover, there are 'hidden costs of 
superficially affluent societies, in terms of depression, suicide rates, family and community 
breakdown, addiction’.33 There is also increasing documentation of the benefits of more 
equal societies, as Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett demonstrate in ‘The Spirit Level’ - 
greater equality is more important than increasing wealth for better functioning societies.34 
 
 
35 
 
 
 
 
Even in industrializing countries, growth does not necessarily increase life satisfaction, as it 
brings increased urbanization, air pollution, long working hours and the erosion of traditional 
family structures and cultural practices. In China, subjective happiness ‘deteriorated 
dramatically between 1990 and 2007, despite the large gains in average GDP per person 
reported by official statistics’.36 
 
Nonetheless, the economy 'is structurally reliant on economic growth for its stability. When 
growth falters... politicians panic. Businesses struggle to survive. People lose their jobs and 
sometimes their homes. A spiral of recession looms.'37 Growth is inbuilt into the system, 
questioning it or pointing to limits remains economic heresy. Yet 'a macro-economy that is 
structurally required to grow in scale beyond the biophysical limits of the Earth, is an 
absurdity, and heading for the ultimate crash'.38  
 
This contradiction has inspired a movement towards prosperity without growth, away from 
prosperity 'for the few founded on ecological destruction and persistent social injustice' 
towards prosperity as 'our ability to flourish as human beings – within the ecological limits of 
a finite planet'.39 Although this would mean moving away from political and economic short-
termism, and great changes in the lifestyles of the rich, 'there is plenty of evidence that the 
work-dominated and materially encumbered affluence of today is not giving us enjoyable 

                                         
31 Simms et al. 2009, ibid. p. 12 
32 Simms, Andrew, Leitch, Daisy, Harling, Pamela and Johnson, Victoria, The Up in Smoke reports: a summary, (New 
Economics Foundation, 2008), [on-line], accessed May 2011, available at: 
http://www.neweconomics.org/sites/neweconomics.org/files/The_Up_in_Smoke_Reports_Summary_1.pdf 
33 Simms et al. 2009, ibid. p. 15 
34 Pickett, Kate and Wilkinson, Richard, The Spirit Level: Why Equality is Better for Everyone, (Penguin, 2009). For more 
information, take a look at: http://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/ [on-line], accessed May 2011. 
35 Thomas Merton, quoted in Simms et al. 2009, ibid. p. 15 
36 FitzRoy and Papyrakis 2010, ibid. p. 64 
37 Jackson 2009, ibid. p. 5 
38 Daly, Herman, 'Special report: Economics blind spot is a disaster for the planet' in New Scientist 2008, ibid. 
39 Jackson 2009, ibid. p. 5 

 

“The rich have everything they want except happiness, and the poor are sacrificed to 

the unhappiness of the rich.” – Thomas Merton 35 
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lives, and that switching to a more sustainable society in which we work and produce less 
would actually make us happier'.40  
 
3. Opinion Poll Results  
 
The QCEA blog41 hosted an opinion poll about the compatibility of economic growth with a 
swift and steep reduction in climate emissions i.e. the effectiveness of decoupling. The 
results from the poll are represented in Figure 3.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is a result that would surprise politicians and policy makers, who remain largely 
dedicated to, or at least entrapped by, the prevailing neoliberal economic logic. Evidence is 
mounting that exponential growth in a finite system is paradoxical, and that the 
mathematics of decoupling do not add up to the solution our political leaders herald it to 
be. Public opinions, shaken by one too many financial crisis, more and more frequent 
political crises, and impending climate crisis, are starting to change. These are the first 
steps towards a paradigm shift. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                         
40 Soper, Kate (2008): 'Special report: Nothing to fear from curbing growth' in New Scientist 2008, ibid. 
41 QCEA, [on-line], accessed May 2011, http://qceablog.wordpress.com 

Do you think economic growth is compatible with slashing our climate 
emissions? 

I don't know - 10%

No - 69%

Yes - 14%

Maybe - 7%

 Yes. We can decouple economic growth from resource use and climate emissions - 13.79%  (4 votes)

Maybe. Decoupling seems to make sense, but I don't know if we can do it quickly enough - 6.9%  (2 votes)

No. Increases in resource efficiency - or decreases in the carbon intensity of the economy - are not happening fast
enough to sufficiently reduce our climate emissions -  68.97%  (20 votes)

I don't know. I don't really understand decoupling - 10.34%  (3 votes)

Figure 3. 
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4. Concluding Thoughts 
 
The sustainable growth or growth vs. sustainability debate is not likely to be settled any 
time soon. The global economy is structurally required to grow, and although more and more 
voices are questioning the prevailing economic paradigm in light of environmental 
constraints and structural inequality, it remains the hegemonic paradigm. Yet history is full 
of paradigm shifts. If we look into our hearts and minds, when we envision the world we 
want to live in, and as we endeavour to make analyses based on evidence, science and the 
precautionary principles inherent to rational choice, there is a strong rationale to recognise 
that: 
 

 

 

 

42 
 
 
5. What next? 
 
This discussion paper is only an introduction, a beginning. QCEA encourages people to hold 
discussion groups, in Quaker Meetings and other Quaker and non-Quaker groups, to think 
about and debate these issues. QCEA would love to hear feedback on the conclusions that 
groups, or individuals, come to. 
 
The following questions could be considered:  
 

o What kind of changes to our systems, and to our lives, would help create a 
sustainable economy? 

o What stands in my/our way to bring about these changes? 
o What should our government/the EU do to help bring about change? 
o Within the framework of the world as it is, what can be done to send the 

necessary messages to politicians (i.e. what kind of consumer behaviour, political 
activism, etc. is feasible)? 

o How do we imagine a different, more sustainable and just economic framework, 
and how could we make a peaceful transition to it from the world as it is today? 

o How can we team up with others elsewhere to magnify our voices on these issues? 
 
Please send feedback from discussions by email to rtansey@qcea.org.  
 
 

                                         
42 Simms et al. 2009, ibid. p. 60 

 

‘Mere reform within the current global economic system will be insufficient; that alone 
will not eradicate poverty in a carbon constrained future. To do that, systemic change 

and new development models will be needed. 
 

‘Collectively we must devise, manage the rapid transition, and implement new economic 
models that allow us to meet basic needs and maximise human well-being, without 

catastrophically over-shooting the Earth’s biocapacity to support us.’42 

This briefing paper was written by  
Rachel Tansey, QCEA Programme Assistant, in May 2011 


