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Abstract International environmental policy has failed to

reverse climate change, resource depletion and the gener-

alized decline of biodiversity and ecological life support

systems. This paper traces economic roots of current en-

vironmental problems and examines the evolution of sus-

tainability policy since the publication of Club of Rome’s

report Limits to growth and the celebration of the first Earth

summit in Stockholm in 1972 to the publication of UNEP’s

Green economy report and the celebration of the last Earth

summit in Rio 2012. Our emphasis is on the evolving

framing of the relations between growth and the environ-

ment and the role of markets and states in the sustainability

policy agenda. We review influential policy documents and

Earth summit declarations since the early 1970s. Three

major changes are identified in international sustainability

discourse: (1) an analytical shift from a notion of growth

versus the environment to a notion of growth for the en-

vironment, (2) a shift in focus from direct public regulation

to market-based instruments, and (3) a shift from a political

to a technocratic discourse. We note that attempts in sus-

tainability policy to address the conflict between growth

and the environment have pulled back severely since the

1970s and discuss the observed patterns of change in

relation to changes in the balance of political and ideolo-

gical forces. We conclude summarizing main insights from

the review and discussing perspectives of the sustainability

debate on growth and the environment.

Keywords Earth summits � Ecodevelopment � Economic

growth � Green economy � Market-based instruments �
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Introduction

After four decades of international environmental policy

and governance more than 60 % of ecological life support

systems are declining worldwide (MA 2005), biodiversity

loss remains unabated (Butchard et al. 2010), global con-

sumption of energy and materials keeps rising (Krausmann

et al. 2009), CO2 concentrations have surpassed 400 ppm

(IPCC 2013), and rising costs of inaction are expected from

climate change (Stern 2006) and biodiversity loss (TEEB

2010). Rockström et al. (2009) research on planetary

boundaries concludes that human pressure on the biosphere

has reached a stage where large-scale environmental dis-

ruption can no longer be excluded and Ehrlich et al. (2012)

note that humanity has never been moving faster nor fur-

ther from sustainability than now.

It may seem paradoxical that environmental decline

keeps accelerating after four decades of international en-

vironmental governance at a time where the ‘green’, the

‘ecological’, and the ‘sustainable’ have become ubiquitous

notions of our daily life.1 However, from the perspective of

ecological economics the failure to reverse ecological
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3 Escuela Técnica Superior de Arquitectura, Universidad
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decline should not come at surprise. A core premise of

ecological economics is that finite resources and ecological

sinks make continued growth of the economy unsustainable

(Georgescu-Roegen 1971; Martı́nez-Alier 1987; Pelletier

2010). Our expanding global economy consumes a grow-

ing throughput of material and energy resources that in turn

leads to growing pollution and CO2 emissions (Haberl et al.

2009). Although some environmental indicators, par-

ticularly at the local and urban levels, have improved over

the last decades, mounting empirical data show that at the

global level, increases in GDP have run in parallel with

mounting pressure on ecological life support systems. If

some countries are dematerializing in relative terms (per

unit of GDP) as of today, no symptoms of absolute de-

materialization of the global economy are apparent

(Krausmann et al. 2009; Jackson 2009; Naredo 2010;

Lorek 2014). At planetary scale, GDP remains highly

coupled to total energy and material consumption as well

as to CO2 emissions. Kuznets Kurve-inspired hypothesis of

dematerialization with GDP growth has come true only in

developed countries that outsourced industrial activity to

developing countries with cheaper labor force and softer

environmental regulation standards (Jackson 2014).

Departing from the premise that continued increase in

the physical size of the economy cannot be ecologically

sustainable, this paper contributes to the debate on growth

and the environment that has been revitalized in recent

years by the literature on planetary boundaries (Steffen

et al. 2015a) and degrowth (D’Alisa et al. 2014). We first

set the historical background by examining the evolution of

ideas in economic thinking with regard to the conflict be-

tween economic growth and the environment. Next, we

analyze the shifting discourse around the relation between

growth and the environment in international policy docu-

ments and sustainability forums. Specifically, we review

Earth summit declarations and key policy documents

defining official sustainability positions in the period that

extends from the publication of Club of Rome report Limits

to growth (Meadows et al. 1972) and the first Earth summit

held in Stockholm in 1972, to the publication of UNEP’s

report on the Green economy (UNEP 2011a) and the

celebration of the last Earth summit held in Rio in 2012.

We analyze the key concepts that have guided the design

and articulation of environmental policies over this period

(e.g., ecodevelopment, sustainable development, green

economy) and we examine the decisive question of how

each of these concepts has framed the relation between

economic growth and planetary boundaries. Changes in

sustainability discourse are identified and interpreted in the

context of major institutional and political transformations

within the studied period.

Background: divorce between economy
and the environment

International environmental governance emerged in the

second half of the 20th century with the aim of addressing

the tensions between policies of economic growth, poverty

alleviation and environmental protection. If many

manifestations of the conflict between growth and the en-

vironment did not became apparent until the mid-20th

century (Steffen et al. 2015b), their economic roots are to

be searched long before (Naredo 2010). In this section we

set the stage for the analysis by tracing the roots of sus-

tainability problems back in the origins of modern eco-

nomic science and particularly in the path along which it

has developed over the last two centuries.

In the 18th century, the French authors known today as

the physiocrats founded a system of political economy

based on the supremacy of natural order. They believed

that land was the source of all wealth and that monetary

policy should be guided in coherence with the laws of the

underlying biophysical environment. For the physiocrats,

the notion of production had an inherent material meaning

and necessarily involved processes of physical production

(e.g., agriculture) (Naredo 2003). Differently from today,

the mere extraction or transformation of previously exist-

ing materials (e.g., mining) was not considered production

(Quesnay 1757/1958). The physiocrats believed that agri-

culture (in general, all extraction from renewable re-

sources) was the only economic activity capable of

producing a surplus (produit net) or net profit over and

above the expenses of production, including the cultiva-

tors’ profit (Meek 1963). They claimed that economics

should aim to expand the production of renewable flows

(richesse renaissante) without undermining the underlying

resource base (biens au-fond) (Quesnay 1757/1958).

The idea that the physical size of the economy could

not expand indefinitely in a finite planet remained present

in the classical economic period (1770–1870s). Notions

of physical limits were present in Thomas Malthus’

concerns about long-term capacity to feed a population in

exponential growth (Malthus 1853), David Ricardo’s

decreasing returns on land (Ricardo 1817/2001), and the

more explicit forecasts by John Stuart Mill regarding

what he deemed an unavoidable—but also desirable—

long-term transition towards a stationary economy (Mill

1848/1909). Land (today’s natural capital), which ac-

cording to Malthus included ‘‘the soil, mines, and fish-

eries of the habitable globe’’ (Malthus 1853: 9) retained a

central position in economic analysis and most classical

economists acknowledged the contribution of the ‘‘ser-

vices’’ rendered by ‘‘natural agents’’ (today’s ecosystem
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services) to the creation of wealth (e.g., Say 1829: 250;

Ricardo 1817/2001: 208; Marx 1867/1887: 13—revised

in Gómez-Baggethun et al. 2010).

During the 19th century, unprecedented industrial de-

velopment and technological innovation triggered chan-

ges in economic thinking that eventually weakened

drastically the position of land and natural resources in

economic thinking. Three major changes operated in the

focus of economic analysis: (1) from the production

factor land to the factors labor and capital (Daly and

Cobb 1989), (2) from physical to monetary analysis

(Hubacek and van den Bergh 2006), and (3) from use

values to exchange values (Gómez-Baggethun et al.

2010). This set of changes has been referred to as the

post-physiocratic epistemological break and identified as

a major paradigm shift in the history of economic theory

and practice (Naredo 2003: 148). The post-physiocratic

epistemological break was gestated in the classical eco-

nomic period and completed with the so-called

marginalist revolution of the 1880s that set the founda-

tions of neoclassical economics.

By the fall of the classical economic period some

authors kept paying attention to natural resources and

physical limits. For example, Stanley Jevons raised

concerns about the depletion of coal stocks noting that

gains in energy efficiency per unit of production in-

creased total energy consumption (a phenomenon known

as the ‘‘Jevons paradox’’). Likewise, authors like Gray,

Ramsey, Ise and Hotelling raised concerns on the effects

of resource depletion on future generations (Martı́nez-

Alier 1987). However, concerns over the exhaustion of

natural resources languished from the 1930s as econo-

mists theorized that capital and technology would allow

for the substitution of natural resources, thereby ad-

vancing the notion of the feasibility of a continued

economic growth unconstrained by physical limits

(Crocker 1999).

By the mid 20th century, land and natural resources

had been entirely removed from production functions in

economic analysis (Hubacek and van den Bergh 2006)

and economic concerns on physical scarcity had virtually

disappeared (Georgescu-Roegen 1975). In Solow’s theory

of economic growth (Solow 1956), land had been re-

moved from the production function. He argued that as a

particular resource becomes scarce, rising prices would

encourage consumers to move to other substitutes (Solow

1973) concluding that ‘‘If it is very easy to substitute

other factors for natural resources […] the world can, in

effect, get along without natural resources’’ (Solow 1974:

11).

In the political arena Keynesianism had become a doc-

trine of long-term economic growth, oblivious of energy

and material flows (Martı́nez-Alier 2014). With few

exceptions,2 consensus around the pursuit of growth and

development was embraced by political leaders across the

left and right political spectrum, from capitalist western

economies to socialist and non-aligned countries (Escobar

1995; Kallis et al. 2014).

The critique of growth in the 1970s

The early 1970s marked a turning point in the above men-

tioned trends motivated by rising concerns about rapid

population growth, increasing pollution, and—after 1973—

upwardly spiraling oil prices. In addition, a radical critique of

mainstream economic approaches flourished at this time.

Authors like Georgescu-Roegen (1971), Odum (1971),

Commoner (1971), Daly (1973) and Harich (1975) pointed to

the impossibility of growing perpetually in a finite planet.

Others pushed the critique of growth even further to put into

question the very notions of ‘development’ and ‘progress’ as

underpinnings of growth ideology and the expansionary vi-

sion of modern industrial civilizations (e.g., Ellul 1964; Ilich

1973; Castoriadis 1974/1985; Gorz 1975/1980).3

Club of Rome report and its political resonance

In 1972, the Club of Rome report Limits to growth

(Meadows et al. 1972) challenged widespread assumptions

in mainstream economic thinking regarding the viability of

perpetual economic growth. The report alerted of the im-

possibility of endless growth in population and production

in a finite planet. Cumulative growth in population and

economic size, the report stated, would only be feasible

during a transitory period. In its basic tenets, Limits to

growth re-edits the concerns raised by Malthus in the 19th

century—even if references to this author are surprisingly

2 According to Moolakkattu (2010: 154) when asked by a journalist

after the independence of India if the new country would try to reach

the British standards of living, Gandhi replied ‘‘It took Britain half the

resources of the planet to achieve this prosperity. How many planets

will a country like India require!’’. In his remarks at the University of

Kansas, March 18, 1968 R. F. Kennedy pointed to the non-sense of

using growth as a measure of progress: ‘‘if we judge the USA by

that—that Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette

advertising […] It counts the destruction of the redwood and the loss

of our natural wonder in chaotic sprawl […] it measures everything in

short, except that which makes life worthwhile’’. Full speech

available at: http://www.jfklibrary.org/Research/Research-Aids/

Ready-Reference/RFK-Speeches/Remarks-of-Robert-F-Kennedy-at-

the-University-of-Kansas-March-18-1968.aspx.
3 The pursuit of perpetual growth as societal goal has no historical

precedents in pre-modern thinking. Until the notion of ‘production’

became a central element of economic analysis, the idea of a society in

continuous expansion was absent in all major political writings. For

example, the utopias described by Plato and Aristotle proposed ideal

societies as being stable in population and supplies (see Naredo 2010).
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omitted in the report (see Galtung 1973). Malthussian

concerns on population growth also revived in this time.

Paul Ehrlich noted that ‘‘if population growth would con-

tinue [at the prevailing rate] for the next 900 years, there

would be some 120 people per km2 throughout the entire

planetary surface, including seas and oceans’’ (Ehrlich

1968). If population growth increased at the rate of the

energy and materials consumption, ecological limits would

be reached much earlier (Meadows et al. 1972—see also

Cipolla 1962).

Concerns on the unfeasibility of perpetual growth

resonated beyond environmental and academic circles to

higher levels of decision making. In 1972 European

commissioner for Agriculture Sicco Mansholt wrote a

letter to European Commission President Franco Mal-

fatti proposing a change in objectives and policy. Eur-

ope should not aim at maximizing economic growth,

measured by the gross national product, but it should

aim to increase ‘‘Gross National Happiness’’. In a

seminar organized in France by ‘Le Nouvel Observa-

teur, Mansholt stated: ‘the central question is how we

can reach a zero growth economy in this society […] I

am worried on whether we will be able to keep under

control vested powers that struggle to maintain per-

petual growth. Our system as a whole keeps insisting

on growth’ (quoted in Martı́nez-Alier 2014). As an

irony of history, this would become a letter to himself,

when only one month later Mansholt became the 4th

president of the European Commission after the former

president resigned from his post. In addition, the oil

crises of 1973 had a wide repercussion in the public

opinion on environmental issues, fostering a societal

debate around existing patterns of resource use and

consumption in developed countries.

Launch of international environmental governance

In 1971, UNESCO launched the program Man and Bio-

sphere (MaB) in an attempt to explore ways to conciliate

poverty reduction and nature conservation. The United

Nations Conference on the Human Environment, held in

Stockholm in 1972, stressed the need to reverse global

ecological decline and promoted the creation of the

United Nations Environmental Program (UNEP). Besides

making a strong case for immediate action to avoid irre-

versible damage upon ecosystems, the summit Declara-

tion endorsed a politically committed tone proclaiming a

‘‘fundamental right to freedom, equality […] dignity and

well-being’’ and stating that the ‘‘apartheid, racial segre-

gation, discrimination, colonial and other forms of op-

pression and foreign domination stand condemned and

must be eliminated’’ (UNCHE 1972, Principle 1). Public

planning and regulation are set at the forefront to take

action to halt environmental decline. The preamble states

that ‘‘governments will bear the greatest burden for large-

scale environmental policy and action’’; ‘‘natural re-

sources of the earth […] must be safeguarded for the

benefit of present and future generations through careful

planning’’ (ibid: Principle 2); ‘‘States shall take all pos-

sible steps to prevent pollution’’ (ibid: Principle 7); ‘‘ap-

propriate steps should be taken by States’’ (ibid: Principle

11, see also Principle 25).

Mounting questioning of the viability of growth as

global economic objective begged a new concept capable

of incorporating environmental concerns into economic

goals. Ignacy Sachs, United Nations consultant on envi-

ronmental issues, suggested the term ecodevelopment as a

compromise of the right to development in poor countries

within the biocapacity of ecological life support systems.

UNEP defined ecodevelopment as ‘‘Development at re-

gional and local levels […] consistent with the potentials of

the area involved with attention given to […] natural re-

sources, and to application of technological styles’’ (UNEP

1975). Farvar and Glaeser (1979) underline the political

essence of this approach and its emphasis on practical

measures to effectively deal with the power variable. Ac-

cording to Sachs (1984) international structures, as well as

moral commitment, needed to be radically changed (see

also Redclift 1987).

For some years the term ecodevelopment gained

popularity in policy spheres dealing with environment and

development. Its influence peaked in 1974 when the term

was subscribed at the so-called Cocoyoc Declaration.

Organized by UNEP and the United Nations Commission

on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), the Cocoyoc

symposium examined the economic and social roots of

environmental deterioration and its final declaration

openly challenged mainstream theories of growth and

development: ‘‘We believe that thirty years of experience

with the hope that rapid economic growth benefiting the

few will ‘‘trickle down’’ to the mass of the people has

proved to be illusory. We therefore reject the idea of

‘‘growth first, justice in the distribution of benefits later’’’’

(UNEP/UNCTAD 1974, Article 1) […] ‘‘We reject the

unilinear view which sees development essentially and

inevitably as the effort to initiate the historical model of

the countries that for various reasons happen to be rich

today’’ (ibid, Article 2). In line with the spirit of Stock-

holm 1972, the Cocoyoc Declaration emphasized physical

limits, social justice and public planning: ‘‘The task of

statesmanship is to guide the nations towards a new sys-

tem more capable of meeting the inner limits of basic

human needs for all the world’s people and of doing so

without violating the outer limits of the planet’s resources

and environment’’ (ibid, Article 2). The documents make

a political case for decentralization, autonomy, equity,
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freedom and cooperation, and against exploitation, re-

pression and torture (ibid, Article 3).4

Growth restored as sustainable development

Despite its initial success, the term ecodevelopment was

short-lived. In an interview held in 1994, Sachs recalls that

only a few days after the release of the Cocoyoc declara-

tion, Henry Kissinger, as chief of US diplomacy, rejected

the declaration entirely in a three-feet long cable sent to

UNEP and UNCTAD directors (Weber 1994), de facto

vetoing the term ecodevelopment in official international

forums (see also Naredo 1996; Galtung 2010).

The case for growth in the Brundtland report

The term sustainable development followed as a new guiding

notion for global environmental governance. In 1983, United

Nations Secretary General asked the Prime Minister of Nor-

way, Gro Harlem Brundtland, to create an organization in-

dependent of the United Nations to focus on environmental

and developmental problems and solutions, materialized in

the creation of the World Commission on Environment and

Development (WCED). In 1987, the WCDE presented the

report Our common future (more widely known as the

Brundtland report), which defines sustainable development

as ‘‘a development model able to meet the needs of present

generations without compromising the capacity of future

generations to meet their own needs’’ (WCED 1987). The

Brundtland report reframes environmental problems and

solutions in a way that turns upside-down the understanding

of the relation between growth and the environment that had

guided sustainability reports over the 1970s. Growth is no

longer presented as the culprit of ecological decline but as the

solution to social and environmental problems.

The root of the problem was no longer to be found in

opulence but in poverty. Martı́nez-Alier (2002) notes a par-

allelism with Inglehart’s (1990) thesis on ‘‘post-materialist’’

values: the poor act under the influence of pressing material

needs linked with survival that result in predatory behavior

and hinder the emergence of an environmental conscious-

ness. In the foreword, Brundtland subscribes the thesis of the

‘‘downward spiral of poverty and environmental degrada-

tion’’ noting that ‘‘poverty place unprecedented pressures on

the planet’s lands, waters, forests, and other natural re-

sources’’ and stressing that the ‘‘links between poverty and

environmental degradation formed a major theme in our

analysis and recommendations’’ (WCED 1987: 7).

The report claims that there is no necessarily a trade-off

between growth, equity and the environment. ‘‘What is

needed now is a new era of economic growth—growth that is

forceful and at the same time socially and environmentally

sustainable’’ (WCED 1987: 7). It advocates growth also for

industrial countries: ‘‘If large parts of the developing world

are to avert economic, social, and environmental catastro-

phes, it is essential that global economic growth be revital-

ized. In practical terms, this means more rapid economic

growth in both industrial and developing countries’’ (ibid,

par. 72). ‘‘The Commission’s overall assessment is that the

international economy must speed up world growth’’ (ibid,

par. 74). The report recommends growth rates of 5–6 % for

developing countries (par. 30) and states that growth rates of

3–4 % in rich countries ‘‘could be environmentally sustain-

able if industrialized nations can continue the recent shifts in

the content of their growth towards less material- and energy-

intensive activities and the improvement of their efficiency in

using materials and energy’’ (ibid, par 32). Article 24 states:

‘‘to bring about socially and environmentally sustainable

development it is indispensable, among other elements, for

industrial countries to resume internationally expansionary

policies of growth, trade, and investment’’.

In summary, by shifting the focus of the problem from

growth to poverty and by presenting the former as the solution

to the latter, sustainable development liberates growth from

the stigma that had plagued it over the 1970s to be reframed as

a necessary step towards the solutions to environmental

problems. After the publication of the Brundtland report and

the celebration of Rio 1992, the general proposition in offi-

cial sustainability forums is that economic growth is good for

the environment (Arrow et al. 1995). This is justified by the

claim that there exists an empirical relation between per

capita income and environmental quality (Grossman and

Krueger 1993, 1995). When income grows environmental

degradation increases up to a point, after which environ-

mental quality improves (the relation has an ‘‘inverted-U’’

shape) (Selden and Song 1994). People in poor countries—

the argument goes—cannot afford to emphasize conservation

over material well-being but when a country has become rich

enough, people give greater attention to the environment.

This leads to environmental legislation and new institutions

for the protection of the environment (cf. Martinez-Alier

2002).

In addition to the changes in content, tone and spirit of

the environmental policy discourse, the fall in the prices of

oil and other raw materials further contributed to dissipate

4 The political commitment becomes most explicit in the final

passage of the Declaration: ‘‘There is an international power structure

that will resist moves in this direction. Its methods are well known:

the purposive maintenance of the built-in bias of the existing

international market mechanisms, other forms of economic manipula-

tions, withdrawing or withholding credits, embargoes, economic

sanctions, subversive use of intelligence agencies, repression includ-

ing torture, counter-insurgency operations, even full-scale interven-

tion. To those contemplating the use of such methods we say: ‘‘hands-

off. Leave countries to find their own road to a fuller life of their

citizens’’’’.
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concerns on resource exhaustion—now labeled as ‘catas-

trophist’—and to restore the faith in economic growth. For

example, the second Meadows report, Beyond the Limits

(Meadows et al. 1992) commissioned by the Club of Rome

to evaluate progress since the first report, tones down sig-

nificantly the environmental implications for economic

growth even if statistical data in the report showed that the

state of the environment was significantly worse than two

decades earlier (see Naredo 2010). Furthermore, to convey

an image of ‘economic seriousness’, the authors ordered

the writing of the preface to Jan Tinbergen, Nobel laureate

in economics for his work on economic growth, to under-

line that ‘‘the great merit of Beyond the Limits is that it

[…] clarifies the conditions under which sustainable de-

velopment, a clean environment, and equitable incomes

can be organized’’ (Meadows et al. 1992: xi). As Nordhaus

(1992: 3) puts it ‘‘Criticisms of the Limits I view made by

economists and engineers have convinced many that two

major factors—technological change and the market

mechanism—can prevent the scarcity of appropriable nat-

ural resources from constituting a significant drag on long-

term economic growth’’.

Rio 1992 and Johannesburg 2002

The case for growth and trade liberalization advanced in

the Brundtland report was backed in the United Nations

Conference on Environment and Development in 1992 in

Rio de Janeiro. Principle 12 of the final declaration makes

the case for an ‘‘open international economic system that

would lead to economic growth and sustainable develop-

ment in all countries, to better address the problems of

environmental degradation’’ at the time it warns that policy

measures for environmental purposes should not constitute

unjustifiable ‘‘restrictions on international trade’’ (UNCED

1992, Principle 12). Principle 16 recalls that the polluter

pay principle should be enforced ‘‘without distorting in-

ternational trade’’. Since the Rio 1992 Conference, the

United Nations collaborated with the General Agreement

on Tariffs and Trade (GATT, today World Trade Organi-

zation) to harmonize sustainable development with free

trade (Michel 1996).

The push towards growth and trade liberalization is

further ratified in the Johannesburg Declaration on Sus-

tainable Development in 2002, which Principle 18 states:

‘‘we will work together to […] benefit from the opening of

markets’’ (UN 2002: 3). More explicit than the declaration

itself is the Annex titled ‘‘Plan of Implementation’’, which

makes repeated references to the mandates of the World

Trade Organization (WTO). Paragraph 16. b states that

incentives for green investments should be provided

‘‘avoiding trade distorting measures inconsistent with the

rules of the WTO’’ (ibid: 14); paragraph 19.c recalls that

the polluter pays principle should be promoted ‘‘without

distorting international trade’’; paragraph 20. p refers to the

promotion of ‘‘sustainable development through the use of

improved market signals and by removing market distor-

tions’’ (ibid: 17); paragraph 40. k encourages ‘‘market-

based incentives’’ (ibid: 31). This list goes on.

A concomitant change in tone and discourse is observed

when comparing the United Nations Conferences on Human

Settlements Habitat I held in Vancouver in 1976 and Habitat

II held in Istanbul in 1996 (Naredo 2010). While the former

enounced the objective of ‘improving people’s quality of

life’, the latter merely suggested a need for ‘proper housing,

more secure, healthy, habitable, sustainable and productive

human settlements’; while the former made reiterated ref-

erence to ‘equity’ and ‘equality’, explicit calls to these

principles are absent in the latter; whereas the former

pointed to the State as the main subject of change in envi-

ronmental and territorial issues, the latter downgraded such

responsibility to municipalities, private companies, and

NGOs. In sum, while in 1976, public planning was seen at

the key driver of sustainability, in 1996 planning had been

downplayed, and the hope was put on market forces. In the

meantime, as the faith on the possibility of reconverting

the metabolism of industrial societies faded, sustainability

summits acquired an increasingly symbolic and ceremonial

character (Naredo 2010).

Green economy and Rio 120: more growth
and trade liberalization

The above-described trends in sustainability policy in re-

lation to growth, trade and the environment are reaffirmed

and strengthened in UNEP’s Green economy report and the

Rio ?20 declaration. Most relevant passages in this regard

are revised below.

UNEP’s Green economy report

In June 2012, the international community gathered at the

United Nations Conference for Sustainable Development,

more widely known as Rio ?20. The notion of green econ-

omy was supposed to play a central role as a guiding

framework of the multilateral discussions of the summit. With

this purpose, prior to the summit UNEP prepared a document

of more than 600 pages entitled ‘‘Towards a green economy:

Pathways for sustainable development and eradication of

poverty’’ (UNEP 2011a, b), where the green economy is

defined ‘‘as one that results in improved human well-being

and social equity, while significantly reducing environmental

risks and ecological scarcities’’ (UNEP 2011a: 16).

As in sustainable development, the logic of growth

remains unchallenged and no conflict between growth,
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the environment, and social justice is expected. The re-

port states that ‘‘The key aim for a transition to a green

economy is to enable economic growth and investment

while increasing environmental quality and social inclu-

siveness’’ (ibid: 16) and that ‘‘Perhaps the most prevalent

myth is that there is an inescapable trade-off between

environmental sustainability and economic progress’’

(ibid: 16).

Leaving behind the political dimensions of sustainability

identified in the Stockholm and Cocoyoc declarations (see

‘‘Launch of international environmental governance’’), the

Synthesis for Policy Makers states that ‘‘a green economy

does not favor any political perspective over another’’

(UNEP 2011b: vi). Instead, the green economy report pre-

sents sustainability as an economic problem which amend-

ment lies in the technical domain: ‘‘Achieving sustainability

rest almost entirely on getting the economy right’’ (UNEP

2011a: 17). Environmental problems emerge—the report

states—from our incapacity to manage correctly the infor-

mation on environmental externalities (ibid: 14).

Emphasis is put on technical fixes through market-

based instruments and removal of distortions to trade,

with measures that include ‘‘eliminating environmen-

tally harmful or perverse subsidies, addressing market

failures created by externalities or imperfect informa-

tion, creating market-based incentives’’ (ibid: 16). This

line of argumentation is strengthened later in the report,

by highlighting that ‘‘the use of market-based instru-

ments, the creation of markets, and when necessary, the

implementation of regulatory measures, should play a

role in the internalization of this information’’ (ibid:

19), and that ‘‘Market-based instruments, such as trad-

able permits, are powerful tools for managing the

‘‘economic invisibility of nature’’’’ (ibid: 31). ‘‘As op-

posed to taxes—the report goes—[tradable permit

schemes] let the open market determine the price’’

(ibid: 31). The report further emphasizes the role of

governments in the set up of payments for ecosystem

services (PES) schemes and carbon markets (e.g.,

p. 189). In summary, the green economy seems to

synthesize the macroeconomic perspectives of sustain-

able development and the developing toolset of market-

based mechanisms for environmental governance

(Naredo and Gómez-Baggethun 2012).

United Nations Conference on Sustainable

Development 2012 (Rio 120)

In the preparations for the United Nations Conference on

Sustainable Development of 2012, more widely known as

Rio ?20, limits to growth were widely discussed in relation

to the concept of planetary boundaries (Rockström et al.

2009), which received explicit support from United

Nations Secretary General Ban Ki-moon.5 Finally, how-

ever, all references to planetary boundaries were omitted

from the declaration, which reaffirms the case for economic

growth. Article 4 states ‘We also reaffirm the need to

achieve sustainable development by promoting sustained,

inclusive and equitable economic growth’ (UN 2012,

resolution 66/288: 2). The case for economic growth is then

recalled in 22 other articles of the declaration (e.g., articles

6, 10, 11, 19, 52, 56, 58, 61, 62, 94, 106, 149, 156, 158,

252).

Equally explicit is the Rio ?20 declaration in its case for

trade liberalization. Article 281 states ‘‘We reaffirm that

international trade is an engine for development and sus-

tained economic growth, and also reaffirm the critical role

that […] meaningful trade liberalization, can play in

stimulating economic growth and development worldwide

[…] we remain focused on achieving progress in address-

ing […] trade distorting subsidies and trade in environ-

mental goods and services’’ (ibid: 53).

In summary, the last Earth summit reaffirms the depar-

ture from the spirit of Stockholm and Cocoyoc and a

continuity with the growth and free trade ideology brought

about by the sustainable development consensus. In this

light, it does not seem to be by chance that it came to be

labeled Rio ?20 instead of Stockholm ?40.

Discussion

From our review, we identify major changes in the period that

extends between the publication of Club of Rome report

Limits to growth (Meadows et al. 1972) and the first Earth

summit held in Stockholm in 1972 to the publication of

UNEP’s report on the Green economy (UNEP 2011a, b) and

the celebration of the last Earth summit held in Rio in 2012:

(1) from growth versus sustainability to growth for sustain-

ability, (2) from a focus on states and public regulation to

market-based instruments and trade liberalization, and (3)

from a political to a technocratic sustainability discourse.

From growth versus sustainability to growth for

sustainability

The shift in sustainability policy discourse in regard to

growth reflects an adaptation of international environ-

mental governance to prevailing expansionary economic

5 ‘‘For most of the last century, economic growth was fuelled by what

seemed to be a certain truth: the abundance of natural resources. We

mined our way to growth. We burned our way to prosperity. We

believed in consumption without consequences. Those days are

gone… Over time, that model is a recipe for national disaster. It is a

global suicide pact’’ United Nations (UN) Secretary General Ban Ki-

Moon addressing the World Economic Forum, 29 January 2011.
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policies. In 1972 Club of Rome report Limits to growth

challenged widespread assumptions in economic thinking

regarding the feasibility of achieving perpetual growth in a

finite planet, calling for structural changes in the mode of

production of industrial societies, an approach that was

backed by the declarations of Stockholm 1972 and Co-

coyoc 1974. In the 1980s, however, United Nations report

Our common future totally reframed the diagnosis pre-

senting growth no longer as an obstacle but as prerequisite

for environmental sustainability, an approach ratified by

the Rio declaration in 1992. The Green economy (UNEP

2011a, b) reinforces the idea that no trade-offs exist be-

tween growth and the environment and the Rio?20 dec-

laration reaffirms growth at the core of the sustainability

agenda. The presumption in national and international

economic policy is still that economic growth and trade

liberalization are, in some sense, good for the environment.

Sustainable development claims regarding an alleged

synergy between economic growth, equity and the envi-

ronment clash with empirical data. Aggregated physical

indicators show a generalized environmental decline (MA

2005; Rockström et al. 2009). Indicative data shows that

between 1980 and 2008, the global use of biomass in-

creased by 35 %, mineral extraction grew by 133 %, fossil

fuels went up 60 %, metals 89 % and GHGs rose by 42 %

(Dittrich et al. 2012). In regard to equity, the Gini coeffi-

cient (the most widely used measure of income inequality)

has increased in recent decades in China, India, the Euro-

pean Union, the USA and in most other OECD nations,

often to record levels (OECD 2011). Within countries,

rising inequality is the norm (UNDP 2011: 72). In addition,

Picketty’s (2014) recent findings are transforming the de-

bate about wealth and inequality. Not only does he show

that inequality has increased over the last decades but also

that growing inequality is a structural tendency of the ac-

cumulation process and that growing economic disparities

threat to generate extreme discontent and undermine basic

democratic values.

From states and regulation to markets

and liberalization

Sustainability discourse in the 1970s presented action to

halt global ecological problems as a raisson d’Etat, where

governments were to lead economic transitions to sus-

tainability using all means for territorial and resource

planning. Since the 1990s, the focus is shifted from public

planning to the private initiative (corporations and NGOs)

and to the promotion of market-based instruments. The

role of the state is downscaled to the least powerful of the

administration levels—the municipalities—through the

Agenda 21.

This shift in focus from public regulation to market-

based instruments is to be understood in the context of the

economic crises of the 1970s that paved the way for the rise

of neoliberalism (Harvey 2005) and what some authors

have called ‘market environmentalism’ (Smith 1995;

Gómez-Baggethun and Ruiz-Pérez 2011). By the time that

Reagan and Thatcher proclaimed that markets rather than

governments held the key to human prosperity and freedom

in the late 1980s, many economists started to emphasize

the alleged advantages of market-based instruments over

state-driven environmental regulation (Ackerman and Ste-

wart 1985; Stewart 1992). Favored by their compatibility

with dominant economic ideology, policy instruments

based on market forces became privileged governance

tools (Gómez-Baggethun and Muradian 2015).

From politics to technocracy

Our review documents a shift from the politically com-

mitted tone in the early days of sustainability policy (see

‘‘Launch of international environmental governance’’) to

the technocratic approach where sustainability is presented

as an apolitical problem amenable of technical fixes. The

technocratic discourse of sustainable development and the

green economy reflects a broader process of depoliticiza-

tion of public debate in liberal democracies, whereby

politics are downgraded to the search for technical solu-

tions to pre-framed problems (Kallis et al. 2014).

Swyngedouw (2011) discerns between the ‘‘political’’

(the antagonistic struggle between alternative visions of

sustainability and the tactics to achieve it) and ‘‘policies’’

as public management (the search for technocratic and

managerial governance solutions to pre-framed problems),

noting that there is a tendency for the latter to foreclose the

former. Sustainability discourse is articulated around a

naturalization of the need for economic growth and free

trade as the only reasonable and possible forms of orga-

nization. It is well known, however, that like visible part of

icebergs, positivistic technocratic approaches rest on vast

bodies of submerged ideology (Bromley 1990; Naredo

2003). Our review unveils growth and free trade ideology

underlying international sustainability policy. The case for

economic growth in sustainable development has replaced

the case for ‘‘intellectual, moral, social and spiritual

growth’’ advanced in the first paragraph of the Stockholm

Declaration of 1972; the case for technical fixes in the

green economy has replaced the political case for au-

tonomy, decentralization, freedom and equality, and

against segregation, discrimination, and oppression stated

in Principle 1 of the Stockholm Declaration of 1972

(UNCHE 1972) and Principles 2 and 3 the Cocoyoc Dec-

laration (UNEP/UNCTAD 1974).
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Conclusion

This paper traces economic roots of current environmental

degradation. We documented major shifts in international

sustainability policy since its inception in the early 1970s

to the present as it became permeated by the ideological

premises of growth and free trade. We illustrated that

ambition to address the conflict between growth, equity and

the environment have pulled back severely since the 1970s

paralleling the adaptation of sustainability policy to the

premises of dominant economic ideas. Major shifts iden-

tified from our review include: (1) the rehabilitation of

economic growth with the establishment of the sustainable

development consensus and the denial of the conflicts be-

tween growth, equity and ecological resilience, and (2) the

commodification of environmental policy through the ex-

pansion of market values, instruments, and language in

global environmental governance.

In its quest to address the ecological-economic contradic-

tions of the industrial civilization, international sustainability

policy was since its inception faced with a dilemma, either

reshaping the global economy through the enforcement of

caps to fit ecological imperatives of biocapacity, or reshaping

sustainability principles to fit economic imperatives of growth.

Our review illustrates that the former approach gained mo-

mentum in the 1970s with widespread recognition of limits to

growth and social injustice in official sustainability forums. It

also shows that the latter approach took over with the estab-

lishment of the sustainable development consensus now rati-

fied in the green economy. By denying the conflict between

economic growth, social equity and ecological limits, current

conceptualizations of sustainability obscure planetary bound-

aries and the positional—not generalizable—(Hirsch

1976) character of developed-nation lifestyles.

In a context of growing societal inequalities (OECD

2011; Picketty 2014) and accelerating environmental de-

cline (Ehrlich et al. 2012), a radical turn in international

sustainability policy is required to address the economic

roots of ecological and social degradation. Four valuable

decades are gone. Borrowing the words of Marcel Proust’s

famous work, we contend that sustainability policy needs

to move on ‘‘in search of lost time’’. Differently from

Proust, however, sustainability must turn its glance to the

future. For the sake of the discussion in this special feature,

a critical question concerns whether the social and intel-

lectual movement of growth objectors can, in convergence

with other political forces, push a new turn in international

sustainability policy, bringing ecological limits and redis-

tributive policies back to the official sustainability agenda.

Such a project may only be accomplished following

an epistemological break in economic thinking that

recouples the economy with planetary boundaries by ac-

knowledging limits to the substitution of natural resources

and the unaccounted social and ecological costs of

growth. This involves breaking down the worldview un-

derpinning the sustainable development consensus, in-

cluding the technological dream of dematerialization and

the case for an expansionary economy premised on the

axiomatic necessity of unconstrained growth. It also in-

volves turning the critique of growth into a positive

transformation program to redistribute wealth and restruc-

ture the scale of economic activities relative to global

biocapacity. Recent progress in political propositions to

enforce resource caps, environmental and consumption

taxes, controls on advertising, maximum and minimum

wages, and reduction of working time (Kallis et al. 2014) is

an important move in this direction that opens up new

perspectives for the debate on growth and the

environment.
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