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Major sites for neoliberal plus 
sustainable dev. discourses  

Rio+10 



 
 
 
 
 
 

contains within it two key concepts:  
 

1) the concept of ‘needs’, in particular the essential needs of the 
world’s poor, to which overriding priority should be given; and 

 
 

Sustainable development is development that 

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

Brundtland Commission (1987)  

 
 

2) the idea of limitations imposed by the state of technology and 
social organization on the environment’s ability to meet present 

and future needs. 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
John Drexhage and Deborah Murphy,  

International Institute for Sustainable Development 
 

“over the past 20 years, sustainable development 
has often been compartmentalized as an 
environmental issue. Added to this, and 

potentially more limiting for the sustainable 
development agenda, is the reigning orientation 

of development as purely economic growth.” 
 



World Bank’s 
‘impeccable’ logic  
of green capitalist 

pollution trade 
      

     

 

DATE: December 12, 1991 
TO: Distribution 
FR: Lawrence H. Summers 

“I think the economic logic behind dumping 
a load of toxic waste in the lowest wage 
country is impeccable and we should face up 
to that… Africa is vastly underpolluted” 
 

(preparing for original Rio Earth Summit, secret memo of Bank 
chief economist Larry Summers – full memo: www.whirledbank.org)  

 



 

1) The measurements of the costs of health 
impairing pollution depends on the foregone 
earnings from increased morbidity and 
mortality. From this point of view a given 
amount of health impairing pollution should be 
done in the country with the lowest cost, which 
will be the country with the lowest wages. I 
think the economic logic behind dumping a load 
of toxic waste in the lowest wage country is 
impeccable and we should face up to that. 

 

‘Dirty’ Industries: Just between you and me, shouldn’t the World 
Bank be encouraging MORE migration of the dirty industries to the 
LDCs [Less Developed Countries]? I can think of three reasons: 



 
2) The costs of pollution are likely to be non-linear as 
the initial increments of pollution probably have very 
low cost. I’ve always though that under-populated 
countries in Africa are vastly UNDER-polluted, their 
air quality is probably vastly inefficiently low 
compared to Los Angeles or Mexico City. Only the 
lamentable facts that so much pollution is generated 
by non-tradable industries (transport, electrical 
generation) and that the unit transport costs of solid 
waste are so high prevent world welfare enhancing 
trade in air pollution and waste. 

 

'Dirty' Industries: Just between you and me, shouldn't the World 
Bank be encouraging MORE migration of the dirty industries to the 
LDCs [Less Developed Countries]? I can think of three reasons: 



 

3) The demand for a clean environment for 
aesthetic and health reasons is likely to have 
very high income elasticity. The concern 
over an agent that causes a one in a million 
change in the odds of prostrate (sic) cancer 
is obviously going to be much higher in a 
country where people survive to get 
prostrate cancer than in a country where 
under 5 mortality is 200 per thousand.  

'Dirty' Industries: Just between you and me, shouldn't the World 
Bank be encouraging MORE migration of the dirty industries to the 
LDCs [Less Developed Countries]? I can think of three reasons: 



“Your reasoning is perfectly logical but totally insane.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Brazilian environment secretary José Lutzenberger (fired soon 
after); Summers became US Treasury Secretary, a Wall Street 

tycoon, President of Harvard and Obama's economic czar 

Your thoughts are a 
concrete example of 
the unbelievable 
alienation, reductionist 
thinking, social 
ruthlessness and the 
arrogant ignorance of 
many conventional 
‘economists’ 
concerning the nature 
of the world we live 
in... If the World Bank 
keeps you as vice 
president it will lose all 
credibility.  



first time SA hosted  
global environment 
conference: WSSD 

World $ummit on $ustainable Development 
Johannesburg, 31 August 2002: 30,000 protested 

UN 'type-two partnerships', privatisation of 
water, emissions trading, 'neoliberalised nature'  

 







'Care must be taken to ensure 
that cities and roads, factories 
and farms are designed, 
managed, and regulated as 
efficiently as possible to wisely 
use natural resources while 
supporting the robust growth 
developing countries still need… 
[to move the economy] away 
from suboptimalities and 
increase efficiency – and hence 
contribute to short-term growth 
– while protecting the 
environment.'  
 

 
 
May 2012 

not mentioned by World Bank: 
* financial speculation in 
commodities and nature,  

* export-led growth, or  
* irrationality of so much 

international trade, including 
wasted bunker fuel for shipping 



1) Sustainable Development Goals  

1) history of the concept – especially uses and abuses  

2) problems with multilateral institutions’ applications 

3) miscounting Millennium Development Goal impacts 

4) perpetual privatisation of public and merit goods 

5) ignoring activist initiatives – especially in public health  

full critique: http://www.therules.org 











9 October 2012 





StatsSA’s rebasing of 
poverty line brings 
about a substantial 
increase in the 
estimates for overall 
poverty (from 45.5% 
to 53.8%) when a 
switch is made from 
the existing upper-
bound poverty line 
of R620 per-person-
per-month to the 
revised level of R779 
per-person-per-
month.  



SA has a far lower 
public domestic debt 
than peer economies 

Malaysia, Brazil, 
Argentina, Thailand 

could SA’s Treasury spend more? 





very modest post-apartheid 
increase in social spending 





Source: IMF Article IV on SA, July 2013 



2) South Africa’s “War on Poverty”  

1) public relations gimmickry 

2) Talk Left, Walk Right 

3) evidence of poverty increasing  

4) yet much higher state spending is possible, desirable 

5) at a time inequality is becoming an extreme worry 











• corporate welfare spending (crony capitalism) with 
massive implications for implicit income: e-tolled roads, rail 

(especially the Gautrain), SAA passengers; tax-loopholed industrial districts; the world’s 
cheapest electricity during most of the past century; discounted water and wastewater; 
research and development support; and export subsidies 

• Free Basic Services adverse impact on inequality and 
consumption (depends on shape and slope of tariff curve) 

• Treasury’s deregulatory attitude to profit expatriation since 
1995, when exchange controls were first relaxed 

• Natural Capital accounting 





Treasury deputy director-general Michael Sachs (5 Nov): “Current levels of spending 
are sustainable, provided that real growth remains above 3 [percent per year]. In a 
secular stagnation scenario, social spending will be increasingly difficult to sustain.” 



can there be 
a non-

tokenistic 
child grant 

and 
pension? 



3) improvements in South Africa’s 
Gini coefficient inequality measure 

1) ‘improvements’ from World Bank (and Tulane 
University) have an extreme bias  

2) amongst other problems, they leave out 
‘corporate welfare’ and differential services 

3) in turn, this narrative helped generate early 
moves of an austerity drive, with Finance 

Minister Nhlanhla Nene cutting grants by 3% in 
2015 – while allowing rich South Africans to 
take R10 million out of SA (up from R4 mn) 



Herman Daly’s mandates 
for genuine sustainable development 

in 1996 ‘farewell to World Bank’ 
• stop counting natural capital as income; 
• tax labour and income less, tax resource throughput more; 
• maximize the productivity of natural capital in the short run, 
and invest in increasing its supply in the long run; and 
• move away from the ideology of global economic 
integration by free trade, free capital mobility, and export-led 
growth – and toward a more nationalist orientation that seeks 
to develop domestic production for internal markets as the first 
option, having recourse to international trade only when 
clearly much more efficient. 



“Africa Rising” (# of citations) 



“Africa Rising” GDP percentage increases, 1981-2012 



 MISSING FROM GDP: 
• non-renewable resource depletion 
• air, water, and noise pollution 
• loss of farmland and wetlands 
• unpaid women's/community work 
• family breakdown 
• other social values 
• crime 

Genuine 
Progress 
Indicator  

 

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







World Bank 
(minimalist) 
adjustments 
to 'genuine 

savings' 
fixed capital (-), 

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

and pollution (-) 

 

      

 



World Bank 
(minimalist) 
adjustments 
to ‘genuine 

savings’ 
fixed capital (-), 

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

and pollution (-) 

 

      

 



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 



‘double movement’ against capital, 
applied to AIDS medicines 







case study of successful  
SA-internationalist social  
movement advocacy for 

AIDS policy and solidarity:  
access to Anti-RetroVirals 

Gugu Dlamini 

•  1990s – US promotes Intellectual Property above all, so monopoly-
patented ARVs cost $10-15,000/person/year – way too expensive! 

• 1997 – SA's Medicines Act allows 'compulsory licensing' to break 
patent for generic producers – i.e., deglobalisation of medicines; 

• 1998 – US State Dept counters Medicines Act with 'full court press', 
Treatment Action Campaign (TAC) formed, stoning death of AIDS 
activist Gugu Dlamini in her Durban township due to stigmatisation 

• 1999 – Al Gore for president, ACTUP! opposition to Gore, Seattle 
WTO protest, Bill Clinton surrender, 'AIDS dissidents' emerge  

• 2000 – AIDS conference in Durban, rise of Thabo Mbeki's denialism 
• 2001 – 'PMA-SA v Mandela' lawsuit w Medicines sans Frontiers & 

Oxfam, while TAC imports Thai, Brazilian, Indian generics 



TAC’s Anti-RetroVirals campaign: 
 

 
 
  
 

Zackie Ahmat,  

Nelson Mandela 

• 2001 – Constitutional Court supports nevirapine,  
major World Trade Organisation (TRIPS) concession at Doha 

• 2002 – critiques of Mbeki, Tshabalala-Msimang, Erwin 
• 2003 – ANC compels change in state policy 
• 2004 – generics produced in SA, global AIDS funds increase 
• 2013 – 3 million public sector recipients of ARVs 
• 2014-15 threats – stock-outs, fiscal squeeze, Pepfar cuts 

strategic successes: 
• dramatic rise in life expectancy  

from 52 in 2005 to 62 in 2015 
• ‘commoning’ of intellectual property 
• decommodification, destratification 

• deglobalisation of capital 
• globalisation of solidarity 



Copenhagen Accord, COP 15, December 2009 

• Jacob Zuma (SA) 
• Lula da Silva (Brazil) 
• Barack Obama (USA) 
• Wen Jiabao (China) 

• Manmohan Singh (India) 



Africa burning  
 



Durban COP17: ‘Africa’s Climate Summit’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

confirmed 21st-c. climate-related 
deaths of 180 million Africans (Christian Aid) 





are UN negotiations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions working? 





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


This is a moment 
for human 
solidarity. 
 

Above all, the 
global climate 
moment is also 
Africa's moment – 
Africa's moment to 
lead the world. 

http://www.africaprogresspanel.org/the-effects-of-climate-change-are-being-felt-all-over-the-planet-but-not-equally-kofi-annan/ 




