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• John Stuart Mill 1840s & Lewis 
Mumford 1940s: ‘stationary state’ 

• 1970s ‘Limits to Growth’, Club of 
Rome: Donella Meadows, Dennis H. 
Meadows, Jørgen Randers and 
William Behrens  

• Herman Daly’s Steady State Economy, 
1973 

• Décroissance (Gorz in 1972, 
Georgescu-Roegen in 1979, Latouche 
et al from 2002) 

• Ecological Macroeconomics without 
Growth: Peter Victor, Managing 
without Growth, 2008, Tim Jackson, 
Prosperity without Growth, 2009 

• 2010 Barcelona “Degrowth 
Declaration” 

• 2014 Leipzig conference 



Degrowth (décroissance), steady-state, Prosperity without Growth 

• physical economy: accounts of 
energy and material flows, account 
of virtual water, risks of rebound 
effects due to increased eco-
efficiencies, and  

• social aspects of the economy: 
dematerialized relational goods and 
services 





Physical economy:  
a basic accounting framework 
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Source: Gualter Barbas Baptista 



Industrial  
metabolism 

• Based on 
industrialized 
countries in 
North America, 
Europe, and 
Asia 

• More than 2/3 
mineral (i.e. 
non-renewable) 

• Slightly less 
than 1/3 each 
biomass, fossil 
energy carriers, 
and 
construction 
minerals 

• Total of 14.8 
t/cap 

Anke Schaffartzik and Marina Fischer-Kowalski - Institute of Social Ecology, Vienna 



• Slowing of material 
extraction and 
consumption 
between 1980 and 
2000 

• Reduction of 
material extraction 
and consumption 
between 2000 and 
2010 

Dematerialization in industrialized economies 
(lots traceable to outsourcing of production) 



Planning to slow metabolism: 
degrowth and the financial system 
 

Joachim Spangenberg 
Helmholtz Centre for Environmental Research UFZ 
Dept. Community Ecology, Halle, Germany 

Capping economic growth by capping 
resource consumption 

• Annually reducing resource consumption licences by 
the rate of resource productivity increases. 

• As a result the aggregate economic activity remains 
on the same level, GDP growth is eliminated. 



suspicion: degrowth means collapse 
because without a growth perspective,  
- Companies would refrain from investing, 
- and their share values would plummet. 
- Banks would stop lending,  
- and their share values would go up in smoke. 
- The whole financial system, based on the stock 

exchange, would collapse,  
- with all stocks devalued 
- and with it the pensions of millions of workers in 

particular in the affluent countries. 
That is what the conventional wisdom of neo-classical 
economics says. As usual, it is nonsense. 

 
 

Joachim Spangenberg 



is degrowth compatible with a  
capitalist mode of production? 

Serge  
Latouche  

“Degrowth Economics,” Le Monde Diplomatique, November 2004, http://mondediplo.com 

“reformist measures, whose principles were 
outlined in the early 20th century by the liberal 
economist Arthur Cecil Pigou [and] would bring 
about a revolution” by internalizing 
environmental externalities of the capitalist 
economy, plus shorter working hours plus 
guaranteed basic income – but leaving intact 
property relations and the capital-labour 
relationship 



Latouche: “Degrowth must apply to the South as 
much as to the North if there is to be any chance to 
stop Southern societies from rushing up the blind 
alley of growth economics.  
 “Where there is still time, they should aim not for 
development but for disentanglement—removing 
the obstacles that prevent them from developing 
differently…  
 “Southern countries need to escape their 
economic and cultural dependence on the North 
and rediscover their own histories—interrupted by 
colonialism, development and globalization—to 
establish distinct indigenous cultural identities…” 



Herman Daly: “It is absolutely a waste of time as well as morally 
backward to preach steady-state doctrines to underdeveloped 
countries before the overdeveloped countries have taken any 
measure to reduce either their own population growth or the 
growth of their per-capita resource consumption. Therefore, the 
steady-state paradigm must first be applied in the overdeveloped 
countries…. 
 “One of the major forces necessary to push the overdeveloped 
countries toward a…steady-state paradigm must be Third World 
outrage at their overconsumption… 

“The starting point in development economics should 
be the ‘Impossibility Theorem’ that a U.S.-style high 
mass consumption economy for a world of 4 billion 
people is impossible, and even if by some miracle it 
could be achieved, it would certainly be short-lived.” 

Steady-State Economics, Washington, D.C.: Island Press, 1991 



The ecological struggle must aim not merely for 
degrowth in the abstract but more concretely for 
deaccumulation—a transition away from a 
system geared to the accumulation of capital 
without end. In its place we need to construct a 
new co-revolutionary society, dedicated to the 
common needs of humanity and the earth. 



externalization 
of costs takes 
the form of an 
extraction of 
surpluses, both 
economic and 
thermodynamic: 
 

1) social debt to 
inadequately 
paid workers;  
 

2) an embodied 
debt to women 
family caregivers  
and  
 

3) an ecological 
debt drawn on 
nature at large. 





“a short-run Green 
Keynesianism or a 
Green New Deal”  



 
 
 

Martinez-Alier:  
FROM THE SOUTH  

we hear that local economic  growth is needed but there 
are also new trends, new ideas 

 
 

 

• Proposals such as “Leave the oil in the soil, leave the coal in the hole, 
leave the tar sands in the land, leave the shale gas under the grass…” 
(Yasuni ITT) 

• Sumak Kawsay + Buen Vivir + Rights of Nature (Bolivia/Ecuador) 

• Claims for an Ecological Debt, climate justice 

• Claims for environmental liabilities from extractive industries (Shell, 
Chevron/Texaco) 

• Critique of ecologically unequal trade, Latin American debates on post-
extractivism (Alberto Acosta, Eduardo Gudynas) 

• Via Campesina: food sovereignty  





Environmental Justice Organisations, Liabilities and Trade 
Research network established by Joan Martinez-Alier, EU-funded 2010-15 

Ivonne Yánez 

Winnie Overbeek 

Godwin Ojo 

Patrick Bond 

Serah Munguti 

Lucie Greyl 



Problems applying ‘degrowth’ in the South (Beatriz Rodríguez-Labajos)  

• Degrowing is not an appealing idea in the South 
– History / experience of poverty and scarcity 

– Against the basic principles of living and working hard 

– Growing is part of EJ agendas (  healthy children, organic food crops, creativity …) 

– ‘Voluntary’ degrowth, only through crises /urban elites  Austerity is a “degrowth strategy for poor people” 

• Beyond detached terms, detached ideas/approaches 
– Multiple meanings of ideas in multi-cultural, pluri-national countries                                           

 (e.g. What does ‘time allocation’ mean for indigenous communities?) 

– Issues framed differently from how Southern groups organize and discuss the problems      

 (e.g. EJOs concerned about strategies and tactics, not necessarily publically discussed) 

– Degrowth is too anthropogenic an approach 

• Communication (& dissemination) issues 
– No mention of Degrowth among Southern groups -  why is it not part of the debate around alternatives ? 

– Semantic controversies: denying the opponent actually legitimise it (e.g. South Africa and ‘non-white’) 

– Maybe other language is needed:  redistribution; appropriate use of welfare …. 

• Eurocentric thinking (again!) 
– Western/ high-income countries centred approach  individualistic 

– Aversion to standardising principles that undermine the flourishing of local initiatives 

• Not radical enough 
– Degrowth proposals seems accommodating stances within the boundaries of the prevailing system (not shared 

pesrspective)   Is degrowth anti-capitalist? 

– Why not move the discourse towards  Eco-socialism … Re-commonalising …. Nature’s centred perspective … 



Core themes  a) Analogies with environmental justice struggles b) Analogies with current activities in your organization 

Time 
Grassroots and political time through political engagement  
Time needed to socialise, to rediscover the own lost soul  

Rediscovery of role in society through popular 
epidemiology (Epicentro Project) 

Resources 
availability 

Campaigns against land grabbing 
Fair distribution of environmental burdens (reduction) and 
benefits  
Critique of Africa’s multiple Resource Curses 

Leave the oil in the soil, leave the coal in the hole, leave 
the tar sands in the land … 
Paralysed biodiesel projects in the Tana Delta (Kenya) 
Biocide campaign 
Analyses of the Resource Curse  (including climate 
change), ileave it in the ground’ plus ‘climate debt’ 
approach 

Hard 
Infrastructure 

Struggles against mega-projects & useless infrastructures (e.g. 
dams) 
Demands for extension of basic needs infrastructure  
(International) solidarity work (e.g. ALBA) vs large infrastructures 

Struggle against high speed road (‘Stop biocide’ 
campaign) 
Opposition to mega-projects in South Africa and 
Nigeria 

Finances 
Awareness of the role of finance in strengthening environmental 
injustice 
Need to diversify sources of currency Against fiscal imperialism 

Arguments to impose capital controls, to lower the 
ratio of finance to real econ. activity, to nationalize 
financial assets 

Institutions 
and socio-
economic 
organisation 

Communities that conquer back territories invaded by tree 
plantations 
Community energy committees in Nigeria (demonstrative stage) 

Promotion of small, local base and envir. friendly 
production  
Critiques of the power structures in all scales 
(governmental / corporative) 

Commons 
Community-Based Forest Management (WRM) 
Communal lands, protected & used for communal purposes only 

National movement for water (and energy) – In Italy 
‘From rights to commons’ (climate debt) 

Social 
comparison 

Need to better equalities in terms of access to basic resources 
and distribution of environmental burdens 
Desire to end Africa’s artificially drawn borders (of Berlin in 1885) 

Nigeria’s National Basic Income Scheme (NaBIS) 
Biocide campaign 
Anti-xenophobia research and programming 

Material 
needs 

Food sovereignty 
Growth for basic needs projects (e.g. South Africa’s 
failed Reconstruction and Development Programme of 
1994) 

Consumer 
imaginary 

Need to rebuild peoples' imaginaries into low & appropriate 
consumption 
Critique of hedonistic consumption norms 

Story of Stuff project (2009) (including on cap-and-
trade critique) 



we do agree, North and South:  
correct GDP bias 

 

A “genuine progress indicator” corrects the bias in GDP Source: redefiningprogress.org  



 MISSING FROM GDP: 
    resource depletion (crucial to extractivism) 
    air, water, and noise pollution 
    loss of farmland and wetlands 
    unpaid women’s/community work 
    family breakdown, crime 
    other social values Genuine 

Progress 
Indicator  

 
towards 

degrowth? 

 



new measurements against GDP 

Seattle: 
• physical health  
• time or work-life balance  
• social connection and 
community vitality  
• education  
• access to arts, culture and 
recreation 
• environmental quality 
and access to nature 
• good governance 
• material well-being  
• psychological well-being 

• Ecological footprint 
• Full cost accounting   
• Global Peace Index 
• Green GDP 
• Gross domestic product  
• Happy Planet Index  
• Human Development 
 Index  
• Index of Sustainable 
Economic Welfare 



“Africa Rising” (# of citations) 



“Africa Rising” GDP percentage increases, 1981-2012 



15.09.2015 UNEP ETB 28 

A “green economy” is not … 

‘Ecological Footprint’ already 
exceeds Earth’s regenerative 
capacity… our demands on the 
planet have doubled over the 
last 40 years… 

Global GHG Emissions at 42 
GtCO2e per annum are 5 times 
higher than the Earth can 
absorb … 

…One which undermines natural capital … or risks human survival ... 



Programme for Infrastructure 
Development in Africa  

(PIDA): $93 billion/year 

‘Useful 

Africa’  
Le Monde  

Diplomatique 







WAVES ‘50/50’ Campaign for Natural Capital Accounting 

 Building on the Gaborone Communique on NCA 
from the African Sustainability Summit, hosted by 
Botswana May 24-25, signed by 10 African countries 

 

62 (32 developing) countries signed the NCA 
Communique, endorsing 

• Implement natural capital accounting where there are  
internationally agreed statistical standards –the SEEA 

• Develop methodology for the more difficult to measure natural 
capital – ecosystem services  

• Demonstrate how NCA can support decision-making for 
sustainable development 

Glenn-Marie Lange, Program  Manager for WAVES Global Partnership, Environment Department, The World Bank 



World Bank 
(minimalist) 
adjustments 
to ‘genuine 

savings’ 
fixed capital (-), 

education (+), natural 
resource depletion (-), 

and pollution (-) 

 

      

 



World Bank 
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World Bank 
adjustments to 

‘genuine savings’ 



South Africa’s natural capital accounts 
a first cut in the World Bank’s Changing Wealth of Nations (2011) 
 
substantial ‘subsoil assets’ within ‘natural capital’($/capita) 

depletion of subsoil (mineral) assets = 9% of income 

net decline in SA’s per person wealth: $245   





“Africa Rising”  
(really?) 



“Africa Middle Class Rising” 
(hmmm, a $2/day ‘middle class’?) 



what’s rising? multinational corporate profits 
as a percentage of firm equity 

  

 

Source: UN Conference on Trade and Development (2007), World Investment Report 2007, Geneva.  

extractive industries 



and African protests Rising  

Agence France Press 



African protests rising 



in 2014, a 
slight decline 

in African 
protests  

(but maybe due 
to bored 

AFP/Reuters 
journos) 



African political protests 





African protests (and food prices) rising  









       

  

 

Source: Michael Burawoy 

Karl Polanyi’s double movement: waves of globalisation 

social and labour movements 

climate 
justice 



This Changes Everything:  
Capitalism vs. the Climate  
Naomi Klein, author of the #1 international  
bestsellers, The Shock Doctrine and No Logo,  
returns with This Changes Everything,  
a must-read on how the climate crisis needs  
to spur transformational political change 
 
     We seem to have given up on any serious effort to prevent catastrophic climate change. 
Despite mounting scientific evidence, denialism is surging in many wealthy countries, and 
extreme fossil-fuel extraction gathers pace. Exposing the work of ideologues on the right who 
know the challenge this poses to the free market all too well, Naomi Klein also challenges the 
failing strategies of environmental groups.  

     This Changes Everything argues that the deep changes required should not be 
viewed as punishments to fear, but as a kind of gift. It's time to stop running 
from the full implications of the crisis and begin to embrace them.  
        Naomi Klein is an award-winning journalist, syndicated columnist and author of the 
international bestsellers, The Shock Doctrine and No Logo. She is a member of the board of 
directors for 350.org, a global grassroots movement to solve the climate crisis, a Puffin 
Foundation Writing Fellow at The Nation Institute, and a former Miliband Fellow at the LSE. 

http://books.google.co.kr/books?id=P81bAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0


This Changes Everything  
• energy (oil/coal to renewables) 
• transport (private to public, shipping to local production) 
• urban form (from sprawling suburbs to compact cities) 
• housing/services (from hedonism to socio-ecological) 
• agriculture/food (from semi-feudal, sugar-saturated, carbon-intensive 

plantation-grown to organic, cooperative and vegetarian-centric) 
• production (from multinational-corporate capitalist logic to ‘Just 

Transition’ localization, eco-social planning and cooperation) 
• consumption (from advertisement-driven, high-carbon, import-

intensive and materialistic to de-commodified basic-needs guarantees 
and eco-socially sound consumption norms) 

• disposal (from planned obsolesence to ‘zero-waste’) 
• health, education, arts and social policy (from capitalist-determined 

to post-carbon, post-capitalist)  
• social/private space (from durable race/class/gender segregation to 

public space, recreation, desegregation and human liberation)  
 
 

 

http://books.google.co.kr/books?id=P81bAwAAQBAJ&printsec=frontcover&source=gbs_ge_summary_r&cad=0




lead US climate negotiator Todd Stern,  
on demand for recognising climate debt? 

 
‘The sense of guilt or  

culpability or reparations  
– I just categorically 
reject that’ 

Stern thus rejects core 
principle: ‘polluter pays’ 

WikiLeaks revealed  
(Feb ‘10) Stern/Pershing 
bribery and bullying:  

Ethiopia, Maldives,  
Bolivia, Ecuador 

AU climate leader 
Meles Zenawi:  
UN Advisory  
Group on Finance 
cochair – but he 
halved AU’s 2009 
demands for 
climate debt  

Maldives cabinet gets 
$50m in US aid = U-turn, 
to support Copenhagen   



‘ecological 
debt’ now 
recognised 

as one 
implication 

of Green 
Economy 



 

GHG/capita by country, 2000 

Australia 
USA 

Saudi Arabia 
Canada 

Kazakhstan 
Russia 



who are climate ‘creditors’? (who’s owed?) 
a ‘Climate Demography Vulnerability Index’ 

 

main losers:  
• Central America 

and Caribbean 
• Andes and Amazon 
• Central/South Asia 

and Middle East 
• SubSaharan Africa 
• Southeast Asia and 

small islands 



Africa burning  
 



who’s owed? climate change ‘creditors’ 

main losers:  
Central America,  
central South America, 
Central and Southeast Asia 
and much of Africa 

Ecuador 
(Yasuni Park) 







leave the oil in the soil? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

  

Yasuni ITT in Ecuador’s  
Amazon rainforest 



Accion Ecologica, Quito 
eco-feminist-indigenous defence of Yasuni 

http://www.accionecologica.org/ 
http://www.amazoniaporlavida.org/es/El-Juego-del-Yasuni/age-of-yasuni-un-esfuerzo-para-hacer-visibles-las-luchas-de-los-pueblos-originarios.html 



Ecuador 



not just nature, also people 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



Quito solidarity with Yasuni 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 





The results after one year of implementation have 
been remarkable. 
• Before the pilot program, 42% of children in 

the village were malnourished. Now … 10%.  
• The village school reported higher attendance 

rates … children better fed and more attentive.  
• Police statistics showed a 36.5% drop in crime. 
• Poverty rates declined from 86% to 68% (97% 

to 43% when controlled for migration).  
• Unemployment dropped as well, from 60% to 

45%, and there was a 29% increase in average 
earned income, excluding the BIG. 

 

Carnegie Council: 
http://www.policyinnovations.org/ideas/briefings/data/000163 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Basic Income 
Grant (BIG) pilot in 
Otjivero, Namibia 

(funded by German-
Namibian Evangelical 

Lutheran church)  
Council of Churches of Namibia (CCN), the 
National Union of Namibian Workers (NUNW), 
the umbrella body of the NGOs (NANGOF), the 
umbrella body of the AIDS organisations 
(NANASO), the National Youth Service (NYC), the 
Church Alliance for Orphans (CAFO), the Legal 
Assistance Centre (LAC) and the Labour Resource 
and Research Institute (LaRRI) 




