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Time to write about something entirely different. As we, all of humankind, struggle with
things such as climate change it brings about an interesting discussion on the concept of
no-growth economies. As we all share the same biosphere it would mean balancing
wealth as a starting point across the globe. Given our propensities as humans that is
unlikely to ever happen. It could be said that most of the history of mankind as hunters
and gatherers and later as agrarian societies were no-growth economies. Oil changed all
that. As an aside it is interesting how Nature rewards aggressive behavior within a
biosphere. The most virulent will survive until it destroys its host (cancer comes to mind).
In any case on the concept of no-growth economies it is unlikely that within any of our
lifetimes we will see this type of change of economic philosophy but my research brought
up some of these interesting ideas as food for thought.
Growth in an economy can only be the result of three factors. First, is the rise in
population. Each new person requires the basics of existence and production must expand
to satisfy this demand. Second, innovation may lead to improved productivity which
allows more to be created using the same amount of input as before. Efficiencies in the
use of raw materials can also allow for growth with a fixed rate of consumption. For
example, we can now store an hour of music on a minuscule piece of silicon. At the start
of the recording era this was 20 lbs of shellac records. Third, we can increase the size of
our economy by taking from others. This was blatant and explicit in the days of
colonialism, but today is much more subtle.
We do have some examples of no-growth economies, especially in staple consumer
items. Things like toothpaste and soap (arguably coca-cola too) are part of a static
market. But because of the prevailing pressure from the growth and progress market these
industries expend much effort trying to expand their businesses anyway. Meaningless
product variations are introduced, but mostly this is just a competition to take away
market from a competitor. So while individual companies can do slightly better or worse
the overall demand is population limited. Expansion into foreign markets is another way
to raise the income level as is merging with other companies. True growth, however, does
not really occur.
The world consumption of oil is north of 84 million barrels a day. Yet even though
worldwide production may have peaked and prices move once again towards $100 per
barrel, there is no substitute for oil—nothing stands ready to replace even 10 percent of
present consumption. Fossil fuels underwrite our material lives. Consumption is the
essence of economic growth, the sustained expansion in goods and services. Long before
we deplete all known deposits, their escalating cost could make our highly dispersed,
energy-intensive economic geography unworkable. Oil is not simply implicated in
everything we call growth. There has never been growth without it.
Our trouble lies in a simple confusion, one to which economists have been prone since
the beginning of the Industrial Revolution. Growth and ecology operate by different
rules. Economists tend to assume that every problem of scarcity can be solved by
substitution, by replacing tuna with tilapia, without factoring in the long-term

environmental implications of either. But whereas economies might expand, ecosystems
do not. They change—pine gives way to oak, coyotes arrive in New England—and they
reproduce themselves, but they do not increase in extent or abundance year after year.
Most economists think of scarcity as a labor problem, imagining that only energy and
technology place limits on production. To harvest more wood, build a better chain saw; to
pump more oil, drill more wells; to get more food, invent pest-resistant plants.
The Agricultural Revolution that began in seventeenth-century England radically
increased the amount of food that could be grown on an acre of land, and the same
happened in the 1960s and 1970s, when fertilizer and hybridized seeds arrived in India
and Mexico. But the picture looks entirely different when we change the scale. Industrial
society is roughly 250 years old: make the last ten thousand years equal to twenty-four
hours, and we have been producing consumer goods and CO2 for only the last thirty-six
minutes. Do the same for the past 1 million years of human evolution, and everything
from the steam engine to the search engine fits into the past twenty-one seconds. If we
are not careful, hunting and gathering will look like a far more successful strategy for
survival than economic growth. The latter has changed so much about the earth and
human societies in so little time that it makes more sense to be cautious than triumphant.
Consider, too, the world’s fisheries. The planetary marine catch increased from 19
million tons a year in 1950 to 80 million tons by 1990. Seventy percent of the world’s top
saltwater fish species are now considered overexploited or fully exploited. The harvest of
Atlantic cod, in particular, peaked and began to decline in 1970. In 1991 the cod fishery
collapsed; fleets went out to the Georges Bank off the coast of Newfoundland to find
nothing. The government of Newfoundland has been intermittently closing its two largest
fisheries since the early 1990s to build up the spawning biomass to its long-term average.
The catch is kept at a level below the average rate of reproduction. It will never again
exceed it. Fishermen now catch fewer fish than they did in 1950, when the expansion
began. The limiting factor, in other words, is no longer tools but natural capital. The cod
themselves now determine the size of the industry. In an economic sense, the cod fishery
is now in stasis.
The world cannot continue to support an ever increasing population; the access to
specialty natural resources will become limited and there may be constraints on the
sources of energy as well. The growth model has worked well now for several hundred
years in Europe and North America, but there are increasing signs that continual growth
is getting harder to sustain and is imposing undesirable side effects. As some point the
rate of growth must slow, especially in the developed countries and perhaps even stop.
There will always be some limiting factor that will inhibit growth, it may be energy or
water or arable land, but there will eventually be a choke point.
Not in our lifetime?
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