
  

Living within limits to Growth - how 
do we do it?

Mark Burton

● Limits to Growth, Planetary Limits and Climate Change
● GDP and its problems
● Alternative Frameworks
● Feasibility of Degrowth and Steady State
● What practical policies?



  

The Limits to Growth

By Donella Meadows et al.  
Published 45 years ago. 

‘Systems dynamics’ uses a 
computer model to predict 
how different components of a 
system interact with each 
other, often in feedback loops, 
or circular and interlocking 
ways, to influence what 
eventually happens.  



  
Jackson and Webster (2016) 
APPG:LtG / Univ Surrey.



  

Limits to Growth – was right

Limits to Growth’s thirty year update, published by the Club 
of Rome in 2004, and two modelling studies in 2008 and 
2014 from the University of Melbourne concluded that the 
world is tracking Limits to Growth’s ‘standard run’ projection.

Historical data show that the global population and economy 
has developed according to the patterns the researchers 
modelled in 1972.

“We are not aware of any model made by economists that is 
as accurate over such a long time span.”  

Hall, C. and Day, J.  American Scientist, 2009.



  
From Taylor (2014) “Is  Global Collapse Imminent?” Univ. of Melbourne

Dotted lines: LtG Standard Run.    Solid lines: actual data. 

Actual data broadly in line with L2G Business as Usual “Standard Run”



  

Planetary boundaries

From Steffen et al. (2015) Science.



  

Climate Change

Average temperatures are now some 1.3 degrees 
above the pre-industrial level.

Atmospheric levels of carbon dioxide have just 
passed the 410 ppm level.

There is only about 4 years left of the global carbon 
budget that can be used if we are to have a 2/3 
chance of keeping temperature rise to below 1.5 
degrees (the aspiration of the Paris agreement).



  

Climate change and GDP growth

“...Globally, economic and population growth continue 
to be the most important drivers of increases in CO2 
emissions from fossil fuel combustion. The 
contribution of population growth between 2000 and 
2010 remained roughly identical to the previous three 
decades, while the contribution of economic growth 
has risen sharply... Between 2000 and 2010, both 
drivers outpaced emission reductions from 
improvements in energy intensity....”  

International Panel on Climate Change, 2013



  

Emissions slowing down &  
decoupling from GDP growth?



  

What about the actual emissions 
though?

(R
everse scale)

Recessions as a test of the  
emissions = f(GDP) thesis.



  

Decoupling (continuing to grow but 
with less material throughput).

1) There has been relative decoupling: the reduction in material throughput 
per unit of GDP.

2) But the global economy has not decoupled in absolute terms: material 
throughput (including carbon emissions) increase with GDP, albeit at a lower 
rate. 

3) Some countries, however, appear to have absolutely decoupled their 
carbon emissions from GDP growth in recent years.  

4) But there are still some doubts about the reality, extent and permanence of 
that decoupling.

5) Even in the decoupling countries, emissions reductions are nowhere above 
2% p.a.   We need in the region of 10% in these richer countries to avoid a 
global 2°C temperature rise.

See our review: http://tinyurl.com/mmg9b5a 

http://tinyurl.com/mmg9b5a


  

Material flows aren't decoupling 
from GDP growth.

“Humanity is using natural resources at a level never seen before. The 
total amount of 70 billion tonnes of raw material extraction is 
unprecedented, and per-capita levels of resource consumption are at 
their highest level in history). These numbers are predicted to rise unless 
stringent reduction targets and policies are put in place.”

“With every 10% increase in gross domestic product, the average 
national Material Flow increases by 6%.”

Wiedmann et al. (2015)

So it is inescapable, there are physical limits to growth – 
improvements can be made in efficiency, but sooner or later we hit 
the walls.



  

What is GDP?

Office of National Statistics

“Gross Domestic Product”

So GDP is a measure of the overall scale of the economy.  
Because that depends on the value of money and the 
population, there are variants such as “GDP at purchasing 
power parity” and “GDP per capita”.  
For local economies, GVA (Gross Value Added) is a roughly 
parallel measure.



  

GDP won't do!

Simon Kuznets, GDP's chief architect, warned against equating its 
growth with well-being.

“Economic indicators such as GDP were never designed to be 
comprehensive measures of prosperity and well-being. We need 
adequate indicators to address global challenges of the 21st century 
such as climate change, poverty, resource depletion, health and 
quality of life.”  European Commission.

“GDP fails to capture the economic wellbeing of most citizens – and 
that is a very big shortcoming indeed in the present circumstances.” 
R Lambert, Financial Times. 

“There is nothing inevitable about using GDP as the measure of 
economic performance. Throughout history ‘the economy’ has been 
understood in different ways.” Diane Coyle, Prof of Economics, U of 
Manchester.



  

“When a rising tide sinks most 
boats”

From P Tcherneva  When a rising tide sinks most boats: trends in us income 
inequality.  Levy Economics Institute. 2015



  

Problems with GDP growth

To recap:
● Economic instability due to approaching resource depletion.
● Environment and climate.

● Inequality: no necessary relation with inequality but growth makes redistribution 
seem unnecessary.

And also:
● Lifestyle and quality of life – consumerism comes to define life's priorities 

but life satisfaction doesn't rise once incomes reach a certain level.

● Extraction and exploitation – habit and culture destruction, impacts on 
indigenous peoples, destruction of means of subsistence outside market 
economy.



  

Alternative frameworks

The Steady State Economy: an economy that is designed 
and managed so it does not have to, and is not permitted to 
grow forever.

Degrowth: 2 ideas: a) Changing the conversation – stop 
talking about growth!  b) A reduction in the scale of 
economic activity.  
“Living better, with less.”

Post-growth:  Comes after growth.  Puts life and everything 
needed to maintain it at the centre of economic and social 
activity.



  

Is it feasible?

1)  Japan
Very low growth ( 0.51% p.a.) since early 1990s.
Trading surplus.  Low unemployment, low crime. High levels of 
equality. V high life expectancy. High government debt but financed 
by private sector.  Household debt 2/3 that of UK.

2)  Evidence from modelling studies.
Various studies using a variety of methods.

“We also simulated a successful transition from a growth state to a 
stationary state without destabilising the economy”. 

(Tim Jackson, 2016, Prosperity Without Growth 2nd Ed.)



  

OK, but practically, what (1)?

Limit throughput – resource caps and taxes.

Share the wealth, share the work.

Improve the way money is generated, is invested 
and circulates.

Re-localise the economy – relative de-linking / 
subsidiarity.

Change the conversation – stop blethering about 
“growth” and pick better measures of well-being.



  

OK, but practically what (2)?

Steady State Manchester:

We have focussed on the City Regional level, in 
the context of devolved powers and the mayoral 
election.

Developed policy proposals on money, work, 
enterprise, housing, caring for each other, 
democracy, inequalities and the strengths of 
communities as well as energy and the 
environment.



  

OK, but practically, what?  (2)

See
http://tinyurl.com/k29cmzc 

Policies for the City Region

http://tinyurl.com/k29cmzc


  

Summary and conclusion
● Continued Economic growth is leading to overshoot 

and collapse – economically, ecologically and socially.
● Managed degrowth to a Steady State Economy is the 

only feasible future for meaningful prosperity.
● Feasible, practical policies can be identified to help us 

get there.
● We might even prefer living like that.

Thank You

 mark.burton@poptel.org  

steadystatemanchester.net

mailto:mark.burton@poptel.org
http://steadystatemanchester.net/
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