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n 2010, the Second Conference on Economic Degrowth for Ecological Sustainability and Social Equity in Barcelona, Spain,
convened more than 500 participants from
over 40 countries to discuss how to intentionally “degrow” the global economy. (See
Box 2–1 for the definition of degrowth.) A
variety of academic papers were discussed—
from the mechanics of economic degrowth to
strategies on how to pursue and communicate
this challenging concept.1
The conference even drew attention to
some radical (albeit unsanctioned) approaches
to building the movement. At the peak of the
global financial bubble, for example, Enric
Duran—claiming to be an entrepreneur starting a new technology business in Spain—
approached a number of banks to seek loans.
He then promptly donated most of the
500,000 euros he collected to the degrowth
movement (minus interest and taxes paid).
Called by some a modern-day Robin Hood,
Duran used the loose lending practices of the
bubble era to engage in this act of what he
called “financial disobedience” and help reveal
the risks of a poorly regulated financial system
while simultaneously generating resources to

help fund alternatives to the current unsustainable economic system. While undoubtedly unconventional, Duran’s actions and
subsequent arrest certainly drew attention to
the movement.2
Degrowth in a globalized culture where
growth is seen to be essential for economic success and societal well-being seems to be a
political non-starter even for those who may be
sympathetic. For most people, who deeply
believe growth is essential to modern
economies, it seems to be a recipe for economic
and societal collapse. But the rapidly warming
Earth and other declines in ecosystem services
reveal that economic degrowth is essential and
will need to be pursued as quickly as possible
in order to stabilize Earth’s climate and prevent
irreparable harm to the planet and, in the
process, human civilization.3
Already, the conversation is changing in the
media and among scientists. The hope of preventing a temperature rise of 2 degrees Celsius is weakening. Numerous studies have
found that humanity is now on a path to
increase the average global temperature by 4
degrees Celsius. Most recently, the journal
Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society
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Box 2–1. Defining Degrowth
Degrowth is the intentional redirection of
economies away from the perpetual pursuit
of growth. For economies beyond the limits
of their ecosystems, this includes a planned
and controlled contraction to get back in line
with planetary boundaries, with the eventual
creation of a steady-state economic system
that is in balance with Earth’s limits.
Degrowth should not be confused with
economic decline. As Serge Latouche, a leading thinker on degrowth, explains, “The movement for a ‘degrowth society’ is radically
different from the recession that is widespread today. Degrowth does not mean the
decay or suffering often imagined by those
new to this concept. Instead, degrowth can be
compared to a healthy diet voluntarily undertaken to improve a person’s well-being, while
negative economic growth can be compared
to starvation.”
Ultimately degrowth is a process, not the
end point. As Latouche notes, the end point

even examined projections of a 4 degree
increase not by 2100 but by 2060, following the path of emissions that society is currently on. This path translates to catastrophe
for human society: massive shifts in population as coasts flood, areas hit by extreme
weather and droughts, and diseases spread
to new areas. And the 2011 climate talks in
Durban did nothing to stop the world’s rush
to this future.4
With governments like Canada pulling out
of the Kyoto Protocol and with a new climate
agreement probably stalled until 2020, the
world is in all likelihood in for massive ecological shifts, which needless to say are incompatible with a growing global economy. Indeed,
in 2007 the Stern Review on the Economics of
Climate Change projected that climate change
could reduce global economic well-being anywhere from 5 to 20 percent (measured in per
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is abandoning faith in the promise of growth
as driver of development. Economist Tim
Jackson puts this idea in a user-friendly way,
calling for “prosperity without growth.” However, that prosperity should not be confused
with what is deemed prosperity by many
today—a consumer lifestyle—as that depends
on a growth economic model and overuse of
Earth’s natural capital. Instead, as Latouche
explains, a prosperous society is one “in
which we can live better lives whilst working
less and consuming less.”
Thus degrowth will be a step toward a
more secure, sustainable, and just future,
helping to reduce the number and size of ecologically destructive industries and to reorient
economies in ways that improve well-being,
strengthen community resilience, and restore
Earth’s systems—a path that from any sane
perspective would be hard to confuse with
economic decline.
Source: See endnote 1.

capita consumption terms), depending on how
much human activities warm the world.5
These ecological changes are brought ever
closer and made ever larger by people’s continued belief that growth by all on an overtaxed planet is a useful pursuit. In the past
half-century, growth has been understood as
the cure-all to societal problems. In reality,
while it may help sometimes, continued economic growth is at the root of ecological shifts
that will cause far worse problems. As the
Prince of Wales noted in May 2011, “Our
myopic determination to ignore the facts and
to continue with business as usual is, I fear, creating the risk of a crash which will be far more
dramatic, and far harder to recover from, than
anything we have experienced over the past
few years.”6
And while that may be evident to those
who study environmental trends, society is so
23
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committed to growth that even many environmentalists and sustainable development
experts still advocate for “green growth,” or just
the decoupling of growth from material consumption. As Harald Welzer, author of Mental Infrastructures: How Growth Entered the
World and Our Souls, notes, “The current
debate on decoupling…serves above all to
maintain the illusion that we can make a sufficient number of minor adjustments in order to
reduce the negative environmental consequences of economic growth while leaving our
present system intact.” But humanity needs to
radically transform the global economy, reducing its size by at least one third—based on the
conservative ecological footprint indicator,
which finds that humanity is currently using the
ecological capacity of 1.5 Earths—even while
the poorest one third of humanity needs to
increase total consumption considerably in
order to achieve a decent quality of life.7

The Curse of Overdevelopment
Ultimately, overdeveloped countries (and
overdeveloped populations within developing
countries) will need to either proactively pursue a degrowth path or continue down the broken path of growth until coasts flood,
farmlands dry up, and other massive ecological changes force them away from growth into
a mad dash for societal survival. If overdeveloped populations keep ignoring the looming
changes—keeping their proverbial heads buried
in the sand—then this transition will be brutal and painful. But if a strategy of degrowth,
economic diversification, and support for the
informal economy is pursued now, before most
of societal energy and capital is focused on
reacting to ecological shifts, these overdeveloped populations may discover a series of benefits to their own welfare, to their long-term
security, and to Earth’s well-being.
It is no surprise that overdeveloped countries also suffer from a series of ailments con24
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nected to overconsumption—since affluence
and development decoupled long ago for many
in these countries. The clearest indicator is
the obesity epidemic now plaguing most industrial countries and developing-world elites. In
the United States, two of every three adults are
now overweight or obese, reducing their quality of life, shortening life spans, and costing the
country an extra $270 billion a year in medical costs and lost productivity due to early
deaths and disabilities. This epidemic may even
lead to the next generation living fewer years
than their parents did, primarily due to obesityrelated problems like heart disease, diabetes,
and certain cancers. Tragic statistics, but there
are many who prosper from this type of
growth: agribusiness, processed-food manufacturers, marketers, hospitals, pharmaceutical
companies, and others all profit from maintaining the status quo. The diet industry alone
earns up to $100 billion a year on obesity in
the United States. And the United States is not
exceptional on this front, merely a trendsetter.
In 2010, 1.9 billion people were overweight
or obese worldwide, up 38 percent over 2002,
even though total population rose 11 percent
in that time.8
Obesity, unfortunately, is not the only side
effect of overdevelopment. Increased debt burdens, long working hours, pharmaceutical
dependence, time trapped in traffic, even
increased levels of social isolation stem at least
in part from high-consumption lifestyles.
Indeed, while many modern advances—personal transport, single-family homes, televisions, computers, and electronic gadgets—seem
to have improved human well-being, in reality
these advances may have imposed significant
sacrifices on consumer populations without
their knowledge or consent.9
More broadly, along with reducing the
physical and societal side effects of the obsessive pursuit of growth, pursuing degrowth
would reduce the ecological impacts of the
human economy, as some populations would

WWW.WORLDWATCH.ORG

SUSTAINABLE PROSPERITY

consume less food, resources, and energy. Perhaps the most important but least tangible
outcome of this would be to reduce the loss of
Earth’s resiliency, which humanity and all
species depend on completely for their ability
to survive and thrive.
Of course, it is simple to advocate for the
sanity of degrowing the ecologically destructive global economy. But when growth is one
of the fundamental sacred myths of modern
culture, and when economists, the media, and
political leaders routinely wring their hands
whenever the economy contracts, shifting paradigms 180 degrees will be extremely difficult.
Instead, degrowth will need to be pursued
very strategically—working simultaneously on
a variety of complementary fronts.

Reducing Overall Consumption
by Overconsumers
At the heart of degrowth will be dramatic
shifts in individual and collective consumption patterns. A large percentage of people’s
ecological impact comes from food, housing,
and transportation. These sectors will need to
be dramatically overhauled so that people in
overdeveloped countries choose to live more
simply, in smaller homes, in walkable neighborhoods, traveling less by car and plane and
more by foot, bicycle, and public transit, and
eating less and lower on the food chain. Moreover, people will need to own less “stuff”—
from electronics to appliances, from books to
toys—that requires massive amounts of
resources and produces considerable waste.
Indeed, when adding up all indirect and direct
forms of consumption, in 2000 the average
American used 88 kilograms of resources a
day and the average European 43 kilograms a
day—numbers that need to contract tremendously to be sustainable, especially in the context of growing consumption demands by
developing countries.10
This presents a formidable challenge, as
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growth and consumerism are celebrated by
an advertising industry that spent $464 billion
worldwide in 2011 marketing the consumer
lifestyle, by Hollywood and the global film
industry, and by the media more broadly. A few
cracks are appearing, however, in what were
once solid traditions of the growth-centric
consumer culture. Some American teenagers,
for instance, are no longer rushing to get their
driver’s licenses—previously an essential rite of
passage to adulthood. In 1978, half of the 16
year olds in the country got their license; by
2008 the number had fallen to 31 percent.
Even by age 19, while 92 percent of teens
had a license in 1978, only 78 percent had one
in 2008. And this is a trend that now seems to
have persisted even beyond teenage years: the
percentage of total miles that are driven by people in their twenties fell from 21 percent in
1995 to 14 percent in 2009. Between the
expense of cars and gasoline, traffic, rising
environmental awareness, and shifts in technologies—with teens usually now connected
online with friends—young people are finding
less need for cars and more barriers to using
them. Of course, this shift brings problems of
its own, with the average U.S. teen now spending eight hours a day consuming media, but it
does reveal that even long-standing traditions
can become much less relevant over time.11
These shifts in deeply rooted consumption
patterns will have to be replicated hundreds of
times over in dozens of sectors—food, housing, transport, electronics, travel, pets, clothing, appliances and so on. And with changes
so extensive, few individuals will be willing to
make what they see as sacrifices—even if the
products’ downsides are made clear. (See Box
2–2.) Cultures quickly normalize certain
goods, shifts in infrastructure often require
them, social networks reinforce use of these
goods (“keeping up with the Joneses”), and it
is psychologically easy to convert a luxury item
into a perceived necessity. Today, more than
half of Americans view air conditioning and
25
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Box 2–2. Sacrifice and a New Politics of Sustainability
Many commentators who argue that a
sustainable society requires profound change
also believe that this would involve considerable sacrifice in wealthy consumer societies.
And that, they pessimistically assert, is just
not going to happen: most people are too
self-satisfied, apathetic, or uninformed to
sacrifice willingly. But in fact sacrifice is a
familiar part of everyday life and can be
consistent with an inclusive sense of selfinterest—although it can also be foisted on
people unjustly.
A person can willingly sacrifice, giving up
one thing of value for something more valuable, such as consuming less to save for a
child’s education. A person can also be sacrificed, as when a poor community bears the
health effects of a toxic incinerator. This
vital distinction about sacrifice is often overlooked—and is shaped by people’s views of
justice and effectiveness.
Recognizing the sacrifices that people
already make can foster a more balanced
consideration of political and policy choices.
Rather than seeing the task as convincing
people to sacrifice, it is possible to establish
a dialogue about how certain luxuries or conveniences might be traded for gains in quality of life for all. The point is to neither call
for sacrifice nor avoid talk of it, but to
broaden the conversation about choices
and challenges.
When those calling for sacrifice do not
follow suit, those being called to sacrifice
may perceive themselves as victims, rather
than agents, and resist calls to sacrifice.
When U.S. politicians push for emissions
reductions in China and India, where per
capita emissions remain radically lower, as
a precondition for American action, it has
the character of an unfair distribution of
burden—of calling for others to sacrifice,
rather than shared sacrifice. Sharing the
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burden, and clearly acknowledging that these
others are already giving up something of
value, can go a long way to countering this
hypocrisy and paternalism.
Sacrifice begets anxiety when people are
afraid that what they give up will be wasted.
To sacrifice willingly, this anxiety must be
tempered with the hope that what is given
up will lead to future good. But this hope can
rarely be sustained through individual action
alone, because the likelihood of success is
diminished by collective action problems.
A person might think, “If I act when others
don’t, I’ll incur costs without social benefit;
if I don’t act when others do, I’ll share in
the benefit without cost.” By contrast, when
action is coordinated, new opportunities
become feasible: large-scale investment in
infrastructure and renewable energy, land
use and urban planning to foster walkability
and reduce car dependence, incentives for
“green” jobs.
Such actions are not painless: public
investment requires taxes; land use policy
generates winners and losers; green jobs may
be at the expense of “brown” ones. Yet such
measures can reduce coerced and inequitable
sacrifice now and temper the coerced and
inequitable impact of climate change and
other environmental harms in the future.
To rethink sacrifice is not to offer a specific
set of policies. It is a way of thinking and talking about the challenges of sustainability that
opens a political dialogue at precisely the
point where it is often shut down. People
must build on the radical hope that the future
can be a better one for which it is worth taking
action, even if that action comes with certain
sacrifices. In a world with no guarantees, it is
this hope that can inspire change.
—John M. Meyer
Humboldt State University
Source: See endnote 12.
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clothes dryers as necessities, while new products like smartphones and high-speed Internet
are also becoming quickly perceived the same
way. Thus to reduce overall consumption, just
encouraging people to change their behavior
will be far from sufficient. Rather, government and business will need to play a central
role in editing consumers’ choices.12
“Choice editing,” at its simplest, is exactly
as it sounds—editing people’s choices toward
a certain end. Unfortunately, for the past 50
years that end was to stimulate economic
growth and consumption. But the same strategies can be applied to promote degrowth and
sustainability. Shifting the billions in government subsidies toward healthy sustainable
goods—such as providing subsidies for smallscale organic farms rather than giant commodity producers or shifting tax credits from
homeownership to living in small, efficient
homes that are owned or rented—could make
consumption patterns much more sustainable.
Of course, choice editing takes finesse: total
bans on some goods can lead to hoarding and
political reactionism. But even subtle taxes significantly shift consumption behaviors. When
Washington, DC, added a 5¢ tax on plastic
bags in January 2010, use of these bags plummeted from 22.5 million to 3 million—in one
month. And the $2 million in annual revenue
collected from the tax is being used to help
clean up the tons of consumer refuse polluting
the Anacostia River, a long-suffering waterway that flows through the nation’s capital.13
Businesses, too, can play a role in choice
editing, making it clear to customers what
the healthiest and most sustainable choices
are, such as by labeling products using health
and sustainability criteria or by pricing healthier and more-sustainable products favorably.
Walmart announced in early 2011 that it
would lower the price of its produce, reducing costs to customers by up to $1 billion, and
would work to lower the amount of salt,
added sugars, and unhealthy fats in their pack-

SUSTAINABLEPROSPERITY.ORG

The Path to Degrowth in Overdeveloped Countries

aged foods. These behind-the-scenes changes
could do a lot to shift consumers’ behaviors,
leading them to eat more vegetables and fewer
processed foods.14
While many companies are open to editing
their product lines to be more sustainable—and
are already doing so—few companies will be
bold enough to encourage people to not buy
their products at all, as their bottom line
depends on total sales. But one company in
September 2011 garnered considerable attention for doing just that. Patagonia, an outdoor
clothing manufacturer, urged its customers to
not buy its products unless they really need to.
And even then, Patagonia encouraged potential customers to consider buying its products
used instead, as “the environmental cost of
everything we make is astonishing.” The company set up a partnership with eBay to help customers resell used Patagonia products—a
surprising move, as the company receives no
share in those sales.15
Although Patagonia’s primary motive is to
prevent “environmental bankruptcy,” which,
as the company notes, is being driven by the
consumer culture, there is business savvy present too. The marketing value of these efforts
may more than make up for any lost sales, as
they increase loyalty of their “green consumer”
customer base. And there’s a first-mover benefit too. As the company’s forecasters are reading the economic and ecological tea leaves,
they already must recognize that in coming
decades more people will most likely buy less
stuff and more products that will last—so
developing that brand advantage now will lead
to long-term returns for Patagonia, even in an
overall contracting economy.16
Beyond choice editing, there are also many
groups helping to change specific consumption
patterns. Take burials. In the United States, 3
million liters of embalming fluid, 104,000
tons of steel, and 1.5 million tons of concrete
are used each year to bury the dead. Burials
there produce more than 1.5 million tons of
27
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carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions and cost the
average family about $10,000, in what is essentially a tax on the grieving. The good news is
that there are efforts to shift these trends,
burying people without chemicals in natural
burial grounds that create new community
parklands, which in turn create new space for
biodiversity and help serve as new carbon
sinks—a much better model than today’s pesticide-sprayed, grass-covered cemetery. And
these shifts in burial process are helping transform this essential human ritual so that it
reminds mourning families of humanity’s part
in the broader cycle of life—replacing efforts
to delay decay with a celebration that with
this loss comes new life.17
Similarly, the Slow Food movement is
working to shift dietary norms away from
meat-centric, highly processed, ecologically
destructive, unhealthy food back to enjoying
the preparation, cooking, and eating of “good,
clean, and fair food.” As food is such an emotionally evocative topic, Slow Food has tapped
enormous interest in how people eat, and
today it has over 100,000 members in chapters in 132 countries.18
Even when a broader transformation of diet
is beyond the reach of some—as not everyone
has time to slow down when they are simply
trying to make ends meet—there are gentler
entry points for shifting food and other consumption patterns toward lower-impact norms.
The Meatless Monday Campaign, for example,
encourages individuals to forgo meat once a
week as a way to reduce the significant health
and ecological impacts of meat consumption.
While this campaign was launched by The
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public
Health in 2003, the practice was actually first
instituted by the U.S. government during
World War I, and then again in World War II,
in order to ration meat for the troops. During
the first war, over 10 million American families and 425,000 food dealers pledged to go
meatless on Mondays. Although the new cam28
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paign has not reached that level, it has spread
to a variety of countries, including the United
Kingdom, Belgium, Israel, and India. The
French cafeteria management company Sodexo
has also come aboard, spreading the initiative
to the 2,000 corporate and government and
the 900 hospital cafeterias it manages.19
Altering such deeply set cultural norms will
take continual intervention at a number of levels by as many actors as possible. As an exhibit
on the government’s effect on the American
diet noted, to shift Americans’ diets during
war time “the battle was fought with squadrons
of celebrities, anthropologists, and cartoon
characters, and a flotilla of films, radio programs, pledge drives, and posters.” This deep
level of intervention will once again be necessary to shift current consumption patterns.20

Distributing Tax Burdens
More Equitably
Today, the gap between wealthiest and poorest has grown to dramatic proportions. (See
Chapter 1.) While this is a social justice issue,
it is also an environmental issue, for the more
wealth someone possesses, the more that person consumes. Ultimately, on a planet with 7
billion people, an ecologically sustainable
annual income is on the order of about $5,000
per person per year (in purchasing power parity terms)—far below the current understanding of western poverty levels. Beyond this
level, individuals purchase larger homes, more
appliances, air conditioning, electronic gadgets,
even air travel.21
But how does society intentionally converge global incomes toward a lower norm?
Shifting tax burdens will play a central role, as
will redistribution of job hours—reducing the
length of the average work week will free up
work and income for others while also helping
to reduce overall incomes of the overworked.
In the process, there would be not only ecological and economic benefits but considerable
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social benefits as well. Research has
shown that more-equitable societies
have less violent crime, higher literacy
levels, are healthier and less overweight, and have lower teen pregnancy and incarceration rates.22
Better distribution of incomes has
a clear impact on human development, as the Human Development
Report 2011 reinforced. This report
by the U.N. Development Programme found that when inequalities in income, health, and education
are taken into account, several of the
wealthiest nations fall dramatically in Poster of self-interested creatures encouraging people to go
human development rankings. The meatless on Mondays
United States falls from fourth to
twentieth in the rankings, for example, while if other taxes are adjusted as well. Recently,
countries with high equity fare better: Sweden much attention has been given to a small tax
goes from tenth to fifth and Denmark increases on financial transactions, which could both
from sixteenth to twelfth.23
help make financial markets less volatile and
One of the most direct routes to shifting generate revenue for sustainable development.
taxes is simply adjusting income tax burdens. While this has been advocated by some since
This may sound politically impossible in coun- first proposed by economist James Tobin in
tries like the United States—where anti-tax 1972, the idea suddenly has new life behind it.
political movements like the Tea Party exist. But Occupy movement protestors have included
efforts like Occupy Wall Street may open up this in their demands, and several influential
new political possibilities, especially if Americans individuals—including billionaires Bill Gates
start to recall their history. During World War and George Soros—have publicly backed it,
II, marginal income tax rates on those earning urging that the tax be used for development
more than $200,000 a year peaked at 94 per- aid. The European Commission is now concent. And while greater levels of influence by sidering a fee of $10 per $10,000 of financial
moneyed interests over the political system will transactions by 2015, which could generate
make this more challenging now, there is no $77 billion annually in new tax revenue. And
legal barrier that would prevent Americans while the idea has critics, the United Kingdom
from doing this again. Given that the threat of already imposes a $50 tax on $10,000 of stock
today’s environmental crisis is even graver for trades, so the tax is clearly workable, both
U.S. national security than World War II was, financially and politically.25
this type of shift should be on the table. Activists
Ecological taxes could also be strengthand researchers could benefit from studying the ened and even be used to offset burdens on
messaging used to get these tax increases the individuals most affected by the contracthrough Congress and try to apply those lessons tion of certain polluting industries and disto current tax reform efforts.24
ruptions brought about by degrowth. In late
Extremely high income tax rates are not 2011, Australia passed a tax of $23.78 per
necessarily the only (or the best) path to take ton of carbon, which is projected to cut CO2
SUSTAINABLEPROSPERITY.ORG

29

© The Monday Campaign, Inc.

SUSTAINABLE PROSPERITY

STATE OF THE WORLD 2012

Billboard Liberation Front

The Path to Degrowth in Overdeveloped Countries

McDonald’s billboard before and after being “jammed” by Billboard Liberation Front activists
emissions by an annual 160 million tons by
2020 while generating $15.5 billion a year by
2015. This is good news, since earlier in the
year the Australian government announced
it had to cut funding for environmental programs due to costly flooding—flooding that
environmentalists connected to climate
change. Governments will clearly need revenue
both to prevent additional environmental disasters and to adapt to a warming, more disaster-prone, world.26
Finally, one other industry ripe for taxation
is advertising. In the United States, corporations’ advertising budgets are currently tax
write-offs, but ending this and even modestly
taxing these expenditures could yield significant
new revenues. In 2011, advertising expenditures in this one country alone were $155 billion. Assuming the elimination of a tax write-off
at a modest 20 percent corporate tax rate, that
translates into $31 billion in new tax revenues.
Add to that a tax on advertising for unhealthy
and unsustainable products—such as junk food,
fossil fuels, and automobiles—and this could
provide new funds for marketing the elements
necessary for normalizing a less-consumptive
society; it could also deter the marketing of
unsustainable and unhealthy products.27
What would all these new taxes be used
for? First, not all taxes need to go into gov30

ernment programs; they can be redistributed
in a way that increases societal equity and that
compensates groups most affected by the shift
to a degrowth economy—providing people
with transitional support, key social services,
and training in new skills. But simply rebuilding public infrastructures would use up a sizable percentage of the taxes collected. At the
most basic, this includes improving public
water and sanitation systems, accelerating the
transition to the efficient use of renewable
energy, and replacing car-centric infrastructure with one centered on bicycles and public
transit. To these upgrades could also be added
new community centers, swimming pools, hiking trails, and libraries that lend not just books
and media, but games, toys, and tools—all of
which will help convert what are increasingly
private luxuries once again into public goods.
In the process, these new developments could
ease people’s frustration with shrinking levels
of wealth and diminished reserves of private
goods by providing new opportunities to play,
learn, and socialize.
The new funds can also be used to prepare
for an unstable future. Governments have key
roles to play in, for example, restoring ecosystems like forests and wetlands, supporting
entrepreneurs to create new small, local farms,
and actively preparing for the now inevitable
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changes that a warming world will bring
(including in some cases abandoning certain
areas altogether). The Netherlands is already
proactively addressing climate change—not
surprising, considering much of the country is
just above or even below sea level. In Hot: Living Through the Next Fifty Years on Earth,
Mark Hertsgaard describes the extensive
lengths to which the Dutch government is
going to prepare for a warming world—steps
many people would find too extreme.28
The Dutch government has created a 200year plan to adapt to climate change, spending
$1 billion a year to implement it. Coastal
hotels are being closed to make way for new
protective dikes, and farms are being converted to lakes, with the long-term public
interest taking precedence over short-term
private interests (though owners are compensated when dislocated). These significant
investments will need funding support—an
estimated $2–6 billion a year in the case of the
Netherlands—as will simply adapting to surprise weather disasters. Twelve disasters in the
United States in 2011 cost over $1 billion
each—causing $52 billion of damage (more
than the global total of disaster damage in
2009) and setting a new record for total number of devastating disasters to hit the country
in one year. With growing instability from a
changing climate, new tax revenue will be necessary to ensure that there is enough money in
the coffers to respond to the next surprise that
nature throws at humanity.29

Sharing Work Hours Better
Another way to improve access to incomes—
one that may more easily get through conservative legislatures—is to do a better job
distributing work hours. Since World War II,
the 40-hour workweek has been seen in many
western countries as “normal.” Few countries
have reduced working hours from this standard—even as technologies and productivity
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have improved and as reductions could help
shrink unemployment. More striking is that if
the true average workweek were calculated—
taking into account the unemployed, the
underemployed, the part-time workers and
full-time workers, and those working excessive
hours—it would be much lower. The New
Economics Foundation found that the average
Briton worked 21 hours a week in 2010.30
A better distribution of job hours among all
working-age individuals will not only help
reduce poverty, it could significantly improve
the quality of life for the many people working too much and it could reduce their ecological impacts. Psychologists Tim Kasser and
Kirk Brown have found that longer working
hours correlate negatively with life satisfaction levels and positively with ecological footprint. Moreover, if the work-hour reductions
are actively supported by the right social marketing messages, more of people’s time could
be directed toward living more sustainably:
bicycling instead of driving, drying clothes on
clotheslines, cooking instead of buying packaged foods or going to restaurants, taking
local “staycations” instead of exotic vacations,
playing board games instead of going out for
expensive entertainment, going to the library
instead of the bookstore, gardening, volunteering, and taking care of children and elderly
parents, all of which could help improve health,
social connectedness, and community engagement—in other words, well-being.31
Although many people would be willing
to earn and spend less, few have the opportunity to choose this, as businesses receive incentives to hire full-time employees. Some
countries have already taken steps to remedy
this. The Netherlands, for example, helps people cut their working hours to three-quarters
time by requiring employers to maintain individuals’ same hourly rate of pay and pro-rated
benefits at the reduced working rates. During
the recession, the German government helped
businesses retain employees they might oth31
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er wise have laid off in a program called
Kurzarbeit. The program, meaning “shortwork,” enabled companies to pay workers only
for the hours worked while the government
made up the difference (at up to two-thirds
time). The program has supported 1.5 million
workers across 63,000 companies, reducing
layoffs by 300,000–400,000 and helping to
keep the unemployment rate in Germany to a
17-year low. Through innovative programs
such as these, governments can help save overall costs and avoid societal disruptions caused
by unemployment while also helping with the
transition to shorter hours.32
Companies can also create more space for
leave time—such as through more vacation
time, more maternity and paternity leave, or
opportunities to job share. Some advocacy
groups like Right2Vacation.org are lobbying to
get a minimum one-week vacation for all U.S.
workers, as the country has no law requiring
vacation, and half of all workers there get a
week or less of annual vacation time. The more
vacation time built into work schedules, the
shorter the average work week will be and the
more overall jobs will be available. The same
is true with parental leave. The United States
is one of only four countries in the world that
does not have paid maternity leave. Providing
generous maternity leave not only helps mothers bond with new infants and increases the
probability of breastfeeding, it also reduces
total hours worked across the population and
thus helps distribute job hours more broadly.
In Sweden, new parents receive a combined
480 days of parental leave, with 390 days supported at 80 percent of their salary—which, not
surprisingly, encourages many of these new
parents to work less.33
Overall, there will need to be better distribution of job hours and in due course a contraction of the consumer economy. But mostly
the contraction—if managed—could be of
goods and services that are artificially stimulated
solely to make a profit and that cause both ill
32
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health and ecological degradation. Cigarettes,
junk food, cars, weaponry, alcohol, cosmetics,
disposable packaging, and many other sectors
of the economy produce jobs, but should these
oftentimes socially irresponsible industries be
maintained at current levels just to sustain overall employment levels? Or should society shift
the economy to provide a healthy and sustainable way of life along with work that does not
undermine the planet and humanity’s longterm well-being? Shrinking and even phasing
out certain economic sectors and replacing
them (when beneficial) with other economic
pursuits will be an essential step in degrowth,
even if to some it looks like “reverse progress.”

Cultivating a Plenitude Economy
Sociologist Juliet Schor has spent decades studying work hours and the high levels of consumption that accompany working too much.
She has drawn attention to these issues in popular books like The Overspent American and
The Overworked American. In 2010 she published Plenitude—a term that refers to great
abundance or the condition of being bountiful.
In this book, Schor calls for the controlled
reduction of the consumer economy, with more
people supporting themselves with a diverse
set of formal and informal economic activities,
including self-provisioning and trading of food
and artisan goods as well as maintaining and
repairing goods for longer periods. Ultimately,
shifting some portion of the household economy to these informal economic activities
“expands a household’s options with respect to
employment choices, time use, and consumption,” notes Schor. “The more self-provisioning one can do, the less income one has to earn
to reproduce a standard of living.”34
The combination of intentional shifts in
working hours and inevitable market contractions could help accelerate this plenitude
model. The recession in the United States has
played a role in increasing the number of peo-
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ple living in multigenerational households to 51.4 million Americans, up
10 percent between 2007 and 2009.
When different generations share a
home, living costs can be reduced
considerably—in housing, utilities,
and transportation. This helped keep
U.S. poverty rates of multigenerational households lower than those of
other households, even as their
median income levels were lower. In
addition, elderly parents can help with
children (and also be looked after if
necessary), lowering both child and
elderly care costs. And more household economic activities can be taken U.S. goverment social marketing poster from 1917
on—such as gardening or raising livestock. Although these are time-intensive activities, they can be done more easily consumed by households were grown in home
when more people share the time burdens.35 and community gardens. Gardening could
Multigenerational housing should be reduce both household food costs and the
actively celebrated by popular culture and sup- ecological impacts of agriculture if people are
ported with government incentives, as it will taught food cultivation strategies that emphasignificantly reduce ecological and economic size organic and integrated pest management
costs while redeveloping social capital and methods. As climate change disrupts largeneighborhood density. It may even open up scale agriculture and as food-insecure countries
new entrepreneurial opportunities: Lennar, a ban the export of grain, backyard and comU.S. housing developer, has created a new munity gardens could play a substantial role in
line of multigenerational houses to sell to peo- food security and community resiliency. Indiple embracing this demographic shift.36
vidual gardens have played an essential role in
Strategic social marketing could help this. Cuba, for example, since the collapse of the
Marketers have been targeting multigenera- Soviet Union reduced its access to cheap oil.
tional households in the United States since the In Havana alone, more than 26,000 food garrecession began, primarily to sell them more dens are spread across 2,400 hectares of land,
stuff. But if the government and public inter- producing 25,000 tons of food annually.38
est groups also reached out to these houseJuliet Schor is optimistic that, over time,
holds—offering pamphlets, online videos, and people will get disillusioned with the 9-to-5
workshops on canning, basic repair, sewing, work/spend/consume lifestyle and more of
and so on—this could help encourage diversi- them will actively seek out a plenitude lifestyle,
fication of household livelihoods and help nor- working fewer hours at paying jobs and helpmalize both this housing strategy and broader ing to rebuild local economies. Some civil
aspects of plenitude living.37
society organizations are working to accelerate
The contribution of this sector should not this transition in a variety of ways. For decades
be underestimated. In the United States, dur- there have been efforts to encourage people to
ing World War II, 40 percent of vegetables live more simply—working less, buying less,
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and enjoying the greater amount of time they
have with friends, family, or hobbies. “Voluntary simplicity” initiatives have taken on many
forms—from study circles and Simple Living
television shows to annual “Buy Nothing”
boycotts and websites that help people share
and exchange unneeded goods. They have
helped millions of individuals to “downshift”
their spending.39

logical impact, alter choices and behaviors to
reduce their carbon footprint, and advocate for
better care of God’s creation. Initiatives in the
religious community along these lines are still
fairly small. But given that 80 percent of the
people in the world identify themselves as religious, expanding the leadership role of religions
could dramatically accelerate the transition to
a plenitude society.40
In the United States, Common
Security Clubs have started working
over the past few years to proactively
rebuild social capital and links in the
informal economy. Community members come together in groups of
10–20 to assess how they could help
each other, exchanging skills and
resources—from tools and trucks to
time and an extra room in someone’s
home. Neighbors are once again starting to do what neighbors used to do:
help each other. Facilitated by the
Institute of Policy Studies, these clubs
are spreading around the country,
growing especially in church commuOutdoor oven at the Sirius Community, an ecovillage in
Massachusetts
nities or small towns where a basic
level of social cohesion already exists.
Many religions have been active in encour- Along with fostering community resilience,
aging adherents to live more simply as well— these groups also teach people about broader
a role their ancient teachings deeply support. economic issues and mobilize members to
From Pope Benedict XVI advocating for a less become politically active.41
commercialized and more meaningful ChristOn a larger scale, the Transition Towns
mas, to Jews developing a new Eco-Kosher movement founded in 2005 is working to
standard to encourage more-sustainable food reduce community energy usage and relocalize
choices, to Muslims advocating for a Green economies and food systems in order to make
Ramadan—with the annual fasting ritual being communities more resilient in the increasingly
expanded to include eating more locally grown constrained future. There are now nearly 400
food and reducing carbon footprints by 25 communities in 34 countries recognized as
percent—a wide variety of religious efforts are official Transition Town Initiatives. These towns
encouraging simpler living. In 2009, the have brought together diverse sectors of sociCatholic Church created the St. Francis Pledge, ety to create community gardens, tool
named after the monk who lived an ascetic exchanges, and waste exchanges between busilife in the thirteenth century and is the patron nesses, for instance. There is even an eco-cirsaint of the environment. People who take cus in Shaftesbury, England, that uses clowns,
the pledge are asked to reflect on their eco- humor, and performances to teach children
34
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and their families about climate change and
sustainable living.42
One U.S. effort—the Oberlin Project—is
taking the Transition Town model to a new
level, working to sustainably redevelop the
region around Oberlin College in Ohio. By
using the creative energy, talent, and financial
resources of the college community, this project—if successful—could help drive progress
toward the participants’ deep green vision of
a carbon-neutral city and a “20,000 acre greenbelt of farms and forests” that will form the
backbone of a robust local economy. As David
Orr, Oberlin professor and visionary behind the
project, notes, the entire effort will also serve
“as an educational laboratory relevant to virtually every discipline.”43
Ecovillages also play an essential role in
modeling the plenitude economy. With hundreds spread around the world, many of these
communities have pioneered a sustainable and
resilient way of life for decades—exploring the
frontiers of permaculture, alternative building materials, renewable energy systems, even
lost skills like horse-powered agriculture. The
majority of these ecovillages also make it a
central mission to spread these skills to broader
society, regularly holding retreats and workshops for visitors from around the world.44
Ecovillages have also rediscovered traditional wisdom that will play an important role
in a constrained future. At The Farm, in Tennessee, for instance, some midwives are a repository of knowledge about skills that had been
lost as the U.S. medical system eagerly
embraced modern technologies in delivering
babies. Today, in the United States, one third
of pregnant women have their babies by
Cesarean section (C-section)—putting themselves and their babies at often unnecessary
risk. Many of these procedures are due to misinformation, cultural pressures, even time pressures on hospital staffs. The Farm’s midwifery
program has helped train many new midwives
and has drawn attention to the overmedical-
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ization of childbirth, showing that Cesarean sections are rarely necessary. Of the 3,000 births
handled by The Farm’s program since 1971,
under 2 percent have been C-sections. Considering the ecological and financial resources
needed for surgery (along with the risks to
mother and baby), the degrowth of unneeded
medical interventions will be essential, and
society will need to look to innovators like
these for inspiration and advice on how best to
treat medical needs sustainably and safely.45
Government can play a valuable role in
cultivating a plenitude economy as well. As the
consumer economy has come to dominate,
many of the skills needed for a plenitude economy have been lost and will need to be
relearned. Governments could support training—both directly and through funding nonprofit or community organizations—to help
redevelop basic household skills. This is already
happening in several European countries.
More than 1,200 “social farms” have been
established in France, for example, and over
700 in the Netherlands. These ventures use
farming as a means of creating jobs and new
skills, as well as offering opportunities to
reconnect with nature, build community connections, and in some cases help rehabilitate
mentally handicapped populations—not to
mention provide sustainable and local sources
of produce.46
Governments could also help individuals
and communities get involved in the management and restoration of public and marginal
lands. Although this certainly would not appeal
to everyone, growing numbers of people seek
opportunities to lead a more-traditional lifestyle.
With support, a new, bolder version of “the back
to the land” movement of the 1970s could
take off. At the moment, the financial downturn
in Greece has led to a growth in the agricultural
sector of 32,000 jobs, even as unemployment
shot from 12 to 18 percent. This agrarian way
of life, with the right training, would not just
be low impact but could be actively eco-restora35
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tive, if it is based on proactive, sustainable management of ecosystems.47
The Colombian village of Gaviotas demonstrates just how much can be achieved by a
small community committed to ecological
restoration. This village of 200 people was
established on degraded savanna 30 years ago
and since then has replanted over 8,000
hectares of surrounding land with forest—an
area larger than Manhattan. This forest now
provides the village with food and tradable
forest products, while absorbing 144,000 tons
of carbon a year as it grows. Supporting this
type of community-driven ecological restoration—particularly in ways that encourage
extremely low-consumption lifestyles—could
help greatly in the pursuit of sustainability.48
The last important point about a plenitude economy is that it will free up ecological capacity for people who are living in true
poverty and maintain the key services that
society does not want to lose in a constrained
future—hospitals, vaccines, antibiotics, basic
education, energy production, clean water
infrastructure, and so on.

Moving Toward Degrowth
Ultimately the idea of decoupling growth and
prosperity is no longer a utopian dream but a
financial and ecological necessity, as Tim Jackson puts it. Right now, however, prosperity is
deeply understood as consuming ever more
and growing ever larger. Thus, moving toward
degrowth will involve redefining prosperity
altogether—resurrecting traditional understandings of what this word means: health,
social connectedness, freedom to pursue hobbies, and interesting work.49
Communicating this shifted meaning will
be a challenge, especially with 1 percent of the
global economic product spent each year marketing consumer goods and services and the
romanticized idea that they will bring happiness.
To succeed, effective communication strategies
36
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will need to be pursued across many realms—
from the Internet and the classroom to the
voting booth and the living room. Fortunately,
some promising initiatives may point the way.50
First, “social marketing” strategies are being
used to challenge overconsumption and even
growth. The Story of Stuff project has been
effective in challenging the use of cosmetics,
electronics, bottled water, and even the spending of unlimited funds on political marketing.
The New Economics Foundation also created a short film that captures the absurdity of
infinite growth flawlessly, applying this goal to
a hamster. As the film reveals, if a hamster
did not stop growing as it reached adulthood,
it would be 9 billion tons on its first birthday
and “could eat all the corn produced annually
worldwide in a single day. And still be hungry.”
As the narrator concludes, “There is a reason
why in nature things grow in size only to a certain point, so why do economists and politicians think that the economy can grow
forever?” Similarly, and seen by much larger
audiences, popular Hollywood films like
Avatar and WALL·E are also playing an
important role in drawing attention to the
possible devastating outcomes of a continued
obsession with growth and consumerism—
literally the destruction of planet Earth.51
Beyond film, there is now a degrowth
movement, with annual conferences on this
topic and a budding political movement;
degrowth political parties exist in several countries, including France and Italy. A variety of
publications and websites are devoted to the
subject, including a monthly magazine in
French, La Décroissance, and an Internet hub
for the topic at DegrowthPedia.org. As
degrowth is brought more openly into dialogues and as progressive politicians articulate
positive visions of it, the concept can move
from the realm of the taboo to the more normal, creating space for mainstream media and
political parties to break away from assumptions that growth is always good.52
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More aggressive efforts in the classroom tem—in this case, the island of Catan. By offerand academic settings may help too. In 2009, ing ways to win based on responsible envithe Adbusters Media Foundation—which is ronmental stewardship instead of just growth,
credited with starting Buy Nothing Day, and by making too much growth potentially
Turnoff the TV week, and Occupy Wall lead to all players losing, this board game can
Street—started a campaign to get
economics students to challenge their
professors to adapt the flawed neoclassic economic model to ecological
realities of life on a finite planet. By
putting up posters, starting debates,
sending open letters, and even walking out of class—as a group of Harvard students did in November
2011—students hope Economics
Department curricula will start teaching a “new economics—open, holistic, human-scale.” In a similar but
less confrontational manner, groups
like Net Impact, which has 20,000
members across six continents, are
working with Business School professors and administrators to inte- Perpetually growing hamster after having consumed most of Earth
grate sustainability and social
responsibility courses into academic curricula help players wrestle with the limits of growth.54
and to help find socially responsible business
In the end, whether societal leaders accept
opportunities for graduates.53
it or not, the natural limits of Earth—
Subtly harnessing popular culture icons to brought into view by increasing numbers of
question growth can also play an important a population of 7 billion striving to live as
role. One example is a new eco-educational sce- consumers—will shatter the myth of connario for The Settlers of Catan, an award-win- tinued growth, most likely due to dramatic
ning board game with over 18 million copies changes to the planet’s systems. Thus
in print in 30 languages. The scenario, Catan:
degrowth is part of humanity’s future. Will
Oil Springs, not only incorporates clear side people pursue this agenda proactively? Or
effects of growth, such as pollution and climate will Earth and its limits drive the contraction
change, it also questions whether continued of the global economy?
growth can be the definitive goal in a finite sys-
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In 1992, governments at the Rio Earth Summit made a historic commitment to sustainable
development—an economic system that promotes the health of both people and ecosystems. Twenty
years and several summits later, human civilization has never been closer to ecological collapse, one
third of humanity lives in poverty, and another 2 billion people are projected to join the human race over
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systems decline?
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