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18(6), 2010

Crisis or Opportunity? Economic 
Degrowth for Social Equity and

Ecological Sustainability

Introduction by Schneider F, Kallis G, 
Martinez-Alier J

• Editorial - Serge Latouche

• Why environmental sustainability can most 
probably not be attained with growing 
production, Roefie Hueting

• Energy transition towards economic and 
environmental sustainability: feasible paths 
and policy implications, Simone 
D’Alessandro Tommaso Luzzati Mario 
Morroni

• Relax about GDP growth: implications for 
climate and crisis, Jeroen van den Bergh

• Impact caps: why population, affluence and 
technology strategies

should be abandoned, Blake Alcott…..



Sustainable de-growth: Mapping the context, criticisms and future

prospects of an emergent paradigm

(Forthcoming in Ecological Economics)

Joan Martínez-Alier, Unai Pascual, Franck-Dominique Vivien, Edwin Zaccai

Abstract

“Sustainable de-growth" is both a concept and a social-grassroots

(Northern) movement with its origins in the fields of ecological

economics, social ecology, economic anthropology and

environmental and social activist groups. This paper introduces the

concept of sustainable de-growth by mapping some of the main

intellectual influences from these fields, with special focus on both

the Francophone and Anglophone thinking about this emergent

notion. We propose hypotheses pertaining to the appeal of

sustainable de-growth, and compare it to the messages enclosed

within the dominant sustainable development paradigm…..



Socially Sustainable Economic Degrowth

(Development and Change, 2009)

Joan Martinez Alier

ABSTRACT

a) Economic growth is not compatible with environmental sustainability. The 
effort to push up the rate of growth by increasing obligations to repay financial 
debts is in direct conflict with the availability of exhaustible resources and with 
the capacity of waste sinks. 

b) The economic crisis of 2008–09 has resulted in a welcome change to the 
totally unsustainable trend of increasing carbon dioxide emissions. The Kyoto 
Protocol of 1997 was generous to the rich countries, giving them property rights 
on the carbon sinks and the atmosphere in exchange for the promise of a 
reduction of 5 per cent of their emissions relative to1990. This modest Kyoto 
objective will be fulfilled more easily because of the economic crisis. This 
shows that economic de-growth, leading to a steady state, is a plausible 
objective for the rich industrial economies. 

c) This would be supported by the environmental justice movements of the 
South, which are active in resource extraction conflicts.



Degrowth Events

London Conference, Jan 12 2009



Conference in Vienna, 

Growth in Transition, 

28-29 Jan.2010
A conference on the difficult prospects for growth given the increased 

amount of energy and materials that are used by the economy



Barcelona Degrowth 

Conference,

26-29 March 2010

Thirty years ago, Nicholas
Georgescu-Roegen published a
book in French (edited by
Jacques Grinevald and Ivo
Rens) with the title “Démain la
Décroissance” (Degrowth
Tomorrow) (1979). We say,
“Aujourd’hui la Décroissance”
(Degrowth today). Economic
degrowth can be good for the
environment but it must be
socially sustainable.

The 2nd international
conference on economic
degrowth for ecological
sustainability and social equity
will take place in Barcelona, it
follows from the first
international conference (Paris,
April 2008).



Is Degrowth unstable?

• Tim Jackson (in Prosperity without growth, 2010) 
argues that degrowth is unstable. Without growth, 
private investment decreases, the government then 
must increase public expenditure, then the public 
debt increases, then we get into a “fiscal crisis of the 
state” in order to pay the debt… downward spiral.

• However, nobody is preaching Degrowth forever: 
degrowth should lead to a steady state economy (in 
terms of energy / materials use), as C. Kerschner has 
shown in his article in JCP. 



Beyond GDP

• There is a debate in Brussels on “beyond 
GDP”. Macroeconomic accounting is badly 
done.

• This not new – remember Sicco Mansholt 
1972 (president of the EC), remeber Nicholas 
Georgescu-Roegen, 1971, Kenneth Boulding, 
1968, Roefie Hueting, 1980, Herman Daly, 
1973 (steadý-state economy)… Beyond GDP 
lies economic degrowth towards a steady 
state economy with less use of energy and 
materials.



A multi-criteria approach to 

macroeconomic assessment

• Instead of focusing in GDP growth, and 

instead of trying to “green” GDP accounts 

(as even President Sarkozy said a few 

months ago, drawing on Sen and Stiglitz)

• Try to import into politics a multi-criteria 

approach – GDP down a bit, unemployment 

increases, GHG down, soil sealing down, 

well-being up or down? (Shmelev and 

R.Labajos, in Ecological Economics, 2009, 

for Austria since 1950 to today).


