
GROWTH TRENDS

Global Demographic Growth: US Demographic Growth:

1950:  2.5 billion 1950:  150 million
2000:  6.0 billion 2000:  281 million
2012:  7.0 billion (2.8-fold increase) 2012:  315 million (2.1 fold increase)

Forecast: 2011 UN projection of 10.1 billion Forecast: Census Bureau projects 436 million
by 2100 by 2050; 618 million by 2100

Global Economic Growth: US Economic Growth:

1950:  $6 trillion 1950:  $294 billion
2000:  $43 trillion 2000:  $9.9 trillion
2012:  $70 trillion (11.7-fold increase) 2012:  $15.9 trillion (54-fold increase)

Forecast: January 2013 IMF projection of 3.5% Forecast: IMF projects 2.2% growth in 2013;
global growth in 2013; represents a represents a doubling time of 
doubling time of 20 years; $140 trillion 32 years; $32 trillion in 2045;
by 2033; $280 trillion by 2053 $64 trillion in 2077

Global Urban Growth: US Urban Growth:

1950:  732 million in cities 1950:  64% urban (96 million)
2000:  2.8 billion in cities 2000:  81% urban (227 million)
2012:  3.5 billion in cities (4.8-fold increase) 2012:  82% urban (258 million)

           (2.7-fold increase)

Forecast: UN projection of 7 billion urban Forecast:  89% urban by 2050 or 388 million
residents by 2050 in urban places; 3 million a year

represents 30 cities of 100,000
every 12 months
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MOUNTING EVIDENCE OF EXISTENT
ECOLOGICAL LIMITS TO GROWTH

In 1991 the Ecological Society of America declared the existing scale of the human enterprise was 
“threatening the sustainability of Earth's life-support systems.”

[Life-support services provided by ecosystems:  maintenance of a benign mix of atmospheric gases; 
climate control; regulation of the hydrologic cycle;  purification of air and water;  decomposition of 
wastes;  regeneration  of  soil  nutrients;  pollination  and  pest  control;  seed  and  nutrient  dispersal;  
provision of forest products & food from the ocean; creation & maintenance of biodiversity; lessons in 
resilience; aesthetic & spiritual rewards.]

During the early 1990s, noted ecologists Paul Ehrlich & Edward Wilson warned that under current  
trends fully 50 percent of the species on the planet could be eliminated by 2050.

By  1997  research  on  per  capita  ecological  footprints  revealed  the  current  ecological  footprint  of 
humanity already exceeded the planet's ecological capacity to sustain the size of the human enterprise 
at that time.

In 2002 an international team of ecologists, economists, and conservation biologists warned nearly all 
ecosystems on the planet are shrinking in response to expanding human needs.

In 2005 a four-year assessment of the state of global ecosystems conducted by 1,300 experts from 95 
countries reported that some 60 percent of the ecosystem services that support life on Earth are being  
degraded or used unsustainably.

In 2007 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change called for a reduction 80 percent in global 
emissions from 1990 levels to avert “dangerous anthropogenic climate change.”

In 2009 a group of eminent scientists published findings indicating human activity had already pushed 
3 of Earth's 9 biophysical processes beyond the planet's ability to self-regulate, and warned current 
trends would lead to “catastrophic consequences.”

In  2010  the  8th Living  Planet  Report  issued  by  the  World  Wildlife  Fund  declared  the  collective 
ecological footprint of humankind exceeds Earth biocapacity by 50 percent.

In 2012 scientists  published a  paper in the Journal  Nature warning that the global ecosystem was 
rapidly approaching a planetary-scale critical transition or “state shift” as a result of human influence, 
and that this abrupt and irreversible shift would threaten the planet's ability to sustain us and other  
species.
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NEOCLASSICAL (GROWTH) ECONOMICS VERSUS COMMUNITY (NO-GROWTH) ECONOMICS

Neoclassical Economics Community Economics

Sanctifies the primacy of economic growth Sanctifies the primacy of ecological sustainability

Idealizes an ideology of growth and wealth Idealizes an ideology of stability and sufficiency

Considers  economic  growth  to  represent  the  central 
panacea for societal problems and the primary indicator of 
societal progress

Considers  economic  growth  to  represent  the  source  of 
societal problems and the antithesis of societal progress

Values  specialization,  efficiency,  and  productivity  in 
pursuit of material affluence

Values  diversity,  resilience,  and  durability  in  pursuit  of 
community well-being

Champions the merit of individuality and competition in 
economic decision making and behavior

Champions  the  merit  of  solidarity  and  cooperation  in 
economic decision making and behavior

Celebrates capital-  and energy-intensive enterprises as a 
way of increasing productivity via reduced labor inputs

Celebrates labor-intensive businesses as a way of advancing 
local  employment  security  and  moving  toward  full 
employment

Sanctions  the  exploitation  of  resources  and  natural 
systems in furtherance of economic growth

Encourages  the  conservation  of  resources  and  natural 
systems in furtherance of ecological sustainability

Serves  a  wants-based  consumer  society  guided  by  the 
postulate of non-satiety concerning goods

Serves  a  needs-based  conserver  society  guided  by  the 
principle of sufficiency of goods

Suggests  individual  well-being  is  best  served  by 
commodity-intensive  lifestyles  realized  under 
consumerism

Suggests individual well-being is served by the furtherance 
of community well-being under conserver lifestyles

Touts  the advantages of  economic globalization without 
place-based loyalties

Touts the advantages of place-based economies with place-
based loyalties

Makes a case for the advantages of economic integration 
and interdependence in a global marketplace

Makes a case against  external  dependencies  and for  local 
self-sufficiency

Favors  an  export-oriented  development  model  where  a 
few, large-scale firms with comparative advantages gain 
external dollars to fuel further growth

Favors an import-substitution development model where a 
diverse  set  of  small-scale businesses  meet essential  needs 
within a stable economy

Endorses  national  and  multinational,  for-profit 
corporations  capable  of  realizing  economies  of  scale  in 
furtherance of increased production for a global market

Endorses  local,  nonprofit  community  corporations 
producing local goods for local consumption in furtherance 
of making communities self-reliant in necessities

Promotes  national  and  multinational,  for-profit  financial 
institutions  capable  of  funding  ongoing  economic 
expansion

Promotes local, nonprofit financial corporations capable of 
funding  local  business  without  the  inordinate  finance 
charges that force further growth

Argues for the desirability of “sustained growth” and the 
possibility of “sustainable growth”

Argues for the desirability of “sustainable development” and 
the impossibility of “sustainable growth”

Discounts or rejects the idea of limits to economic growth 
based  on  unlimited  prospects  for  substitutability,  eco-
efficiency, and human ingenuity

Accepts the idea of limits to economic growth based on the 
limited  ecological  capabilities  of  bioregions  and  existent 
ecological limits globally

Evidences  uncompromising  loyalty  to  the  growth 
imperative

Evidences  uncompromising  fealty  to  the  no-growth 
imperative

Spokane New Economy Summit, presentation of material from The No-Growth Imperative:  Creating Sustainable  
Communities under Ecological Limits to Growth, Earthscan/Routledge.
Gabor Zovanyi, Professor of Urban Planning, Eastern Washington University - April 6, 2013


