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Given continuing population growth and concerns about sustainability, are the days of the growth paradigm numbered, in your view? Do alternatives exist?

Introduction.

What is the current growth paradigm? This is the set of assumptions that has dominated the approach to economics since the evolution of the Industrial Revolution in the mid-18th century. It is a linear approach that uses the raw materials to manufacture products that is then utilised by consumers. The more resources available, the greater ability for productivity. The availability of that product is proportionate to the consumption by the world’s population and in later years, has exceeded it through marketing. The resources include labour through which the ability to expand operations, along with investment in machinery and techniques, has ensured continual growth. It is measured by Gross Domestic Product per capita, (GDP) over a given year, (Sachs, 2015, p14), by which national economies are assessed and their status in the global framework is determined. It is seen as ‘Capitalism’ and its origins are very much found in western developed economies, predominantly in the earlier years by those of the USA and Great Britain. 

Significant Events Affecting The Growth Paradigm.
 
[bookmark: _Hlk160621455]The power and longevity of this paradigm was further perpetuated by certain events in history. One of those being the Bretton Woods Conference, an economic forum to ’fix’ the world at the conclusion of the 2nd World War. This could be seen as when the world accelerated towards globalisation. This conference brought about a structure, determined by the western capitalist nations, that created the International Monetary Fund (IMF), and the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD), progenitor of the World Bank, (Lamoreaux and Shapiro, 2019, p1), and a system of pegged but adjustable exchange rates with the US Dollar as the key currency, to foster the growth of international trade and investment, (Eichengreen, 2019, p38). Whilst this gave the nation states more control over economic growth, it left many problems unresolved, many countries’ needs unmet, and these omissions would lead to the eventual collapse of the system, (Lamoreaux and Shapiro, 2019, p1).

Whilst there was a period of growth for the first two decades following World War Two as governments spent money on public services and infrastructure whilst retaining tight controls over financial markets, (Hann and Hart, 2012, p2), it was solely driven by a fiscal approach. Even Walt W. Rostow In his publication ‘The Stages of Economic Growth’ in 1960, advocated an upward linear approach to economy, culminating in mass consumption, (Tsiang, 1964, p619), a theory that gave no consideration for distribution and welfare of labour or a ceiling at which growth was complete. With a downturn in the 70’s and 80’s, a new approach came to the growth paradigm, namely Neo-liberalism. While the usage of the term neoliberalism varies considerably, it can be referred to as the set of economic policies which became popular in economic development and has remained for over 30 years namely increased privatisation, economic deregulation and lowering taxation, (Thompson, 2023). If Bretton Woods gave birth the economic globalisation, neoliberalism unleashed it untethered on the world. 

The next event that was screaming at supporters of the conventional growth paradigm for change is the financial crash of 2008. Even after this, world leaders, who started to look for inspired expressions for visionary social and economic progress, still referred to growth, only now they prefixed the noun with words such as balanced, sustained, smart, long term and lasting, (Raworth, 2017, p35), arguably   more as political soundbites than serious commitment. 


The Growth Paradigm Effect On The World’s Population.

There has for a long time been concerns about the economic development of the planet and increases in GDP per capita are not necessarily increasing social welfare as it is currently interpreted by the global businesses and governments of our time.  Ayres describes the use of the phrase ‘sustainable economic growth’, as an oxymoron and illusionary by dominant western democracies, adding further that the GDP “reflects frantic activity whilst little or no progress has been made in terms of health, diet, housing and education”.  (Ayres, 1995, p117-118). The effect of this expansion of economies can be correlated in terms of the ever-increasing size of the world’s population which is shown in figure 1.1. the more the economies need to expand, the more labour resources are needed to maintain the growth.
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1.1 Global Population (10,000 B.C.E -Present. (Source: Sachs, 2015, p20).
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1.2.  The Size Of The World Population Over The Long Run. (Source: World In Data, 2024).

Looking at current figures and the projections in figure 1.2, it may be a fair assumption that the population is spiralling out of control. Under the present paradigm this is seen as unsustainable because of the relationship between the consumption of the planet’s resources that have limited availability and the predicted population expansion. It is not everyone’s view that the population is on a trajectory of continual growth. Danny Dorling, a professor at Oxford University, gave a TED Talk in Exeter where he offers evidence that the world’s population is slowing down and stabilizing, predicting a ceiling figure of 9-11 billion by the end of the century, (Dorling, 2016, 5:40). The downturn in population growth is supported by an article, published and broadcast by the BBC on 28th Feb 2024, reporting that as a change of lifestyle, South Korea are looking at a reduction in their population by half by 2100, (Mackenzie, 2024). It is not the size of the population that is the only factor affected by the growth paradigm. Production is usually focused around urban areas and from the outset this caused a migration of that resource, initially from rural work to the growing towns and cities in the hope of better income and later, with globalisation. This elevated to cross-continent migration with the majority of the flow to developed nations from the developing nations. Whilst this gives an imbalance of the world’s population, it can be argued that whilst it can be shown through the available data, that the concentrations focus heavily on the Asian continent and the cities within, it should not be a considered a problem when seeking alternative methods of economy, focusing more on sustainability than growth and therefore putting an infrastructure in place to compliment the numbers. As long as there is enough food and shelter to accommodate them and social systems to support them, it will not matter where they are located. This is supported in an article by David Satterthwaite discussing the Sustainable Development Goals, (SDG’s), where he states that people are at the centre of sustainable development and they require an “effective and appropriate international response to achieve that” but they must “meet their needs without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs”. However, he does express concern that “the goals do not include a voice within political systems and bureaucracies, especially for the very people to whom most of the goals and targets are aimed”, (Satterwaite, 2014, p52-53).

Alternative Approach to Economics.

[bookmark: _Hlk160800181]A very well researched paper from Corvinus University of Budapest evaluates the virtues of negative, zero and positive growth theories in relation a transition towards sustainable development, (Harangozo, Csutora and Kocsis, 2017). The negative or degrowth approach is explained as the focus on the importance of well-being rather than growth with a bottom-up transition. The authors argue that two major principles of this are that the economy should not exceed the Earth’s carrying capacity and that economy should be centred on human well-being and happiness and downscale production and consumption. On a similar vein, zero growth is based on the mantra that material and energy should not increase if humanity is not to exceed the ecological boundaries thereby having a positive social impact on life in a world that has prosperity well beyond material growth. Whilst positive growth appears to be based on the tradition economic approach, The authors point out “An important characteristic of advocates of positive growth is that they seek to decouple economic growth and natural resource use and thus promote an improvement in material and energy efficiency”, (Harangozo, Csutora and Kocsis, 2017, p174). The paper goes on to examine the implications and affects that each approach would have on the states, businesses and society, offer up the shortcomings and conclude that it would take far reaching policies to implement them to set any economies that would shift away from the current paradigm. They acknowledge that there have been developments in zero growth, (Harangozo, Csutora and Kocsis, 2017, p175), although this is more suitable to large and wealthy economies and therefore would exclude the majority of countries due to their lack of experience as it requires equitable downscaling of production and consumption to increase well-being, (Harangozo, Csutora and Kocsis, 2017, p177 table). 

To achieve any shift from the conventional linear growth paradigm, it would be prudent to look at the alternatives which would need to be circular. There are two similar models that could be considered to achieve that shift; A concept called Foundational Economics and Doughnut Economics, both of which fit comfortably with negative or zero growth. Foundational Economy is best described as “an evolving approach to socio-economic development which focusses on the provision of everyday universal basics like food, housing, health services and transport within planetary limits”, (The Foundation Economy, 2024). It also has at its core a zonal perspective that focusses this heterodox theory on “maximalist social innovation, and the reconstitution of citizenship”, (Russell et al, 2022, p12). Simply put its focus are on the essential services and requirements needed for existence within the zonal perspective for each area that allows socio-economics to flourish whilst limiting the neoliberal alternatives. Figure 1.3. shows the areas deemed essential although it could be questionable whether strict adherence to foundational economics would include tourism and hospitality as essential services. 
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1.3 Theory Of Foundational Economy. Source: (Glasgow City Council, 2019).

Whilst the boundaries of Foundational Economics are defined by a zonal approach, Doughnut Economics by Kate Raworth, (illustrated in figure 1.4), which is another circular approach, has boundaries that are defined by the planets capacity to continue to function. Raworth’s view is that 
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1 4. Model of Doughnut Economics.Source: (Raworth 2017).
economics should start with humanity’s long-term goals and not with the long-established theories, (Raworth,2017, p8). Raworth lays out the seven points to be focused on to achieve the equilibrium of Doughnut Economics. The first and fundamental point in the doughnut model is to ‘Change The Goal’. In this she advocates moving away from the fixation if GDP, which is described as a cuckoo in the nest, (Raworth,2017, p28), as it “has been used to justify extreme inequalities of income and wealth coupled with unprecedented destruction of the living world”, and focus more on “meeting the human rights of every person with the means of our life-giving planet”, (Raworth, 2017, p22). The full seven points are:
1. Change The Goal.
2. See The Big Picture.
3. Nurture Human Nature.
4. Get Savvy With Systems.
5. Design to Distribute.
6. Create To Regenerate.
7. Be Agnostic With Growth. (Raworth pp22-23).
She does however, acknowledge that these seven ways to think in the modern era do not come with “policy prescriptions or institutional fixes” and it would take time but needs to start with a change in direction to the thinking of 21st century economics, (Raworth, p26).
Exploring Methods To Empower Alternative Approaches

Since its inception in 1944 at the Bretton Woods conference, the introduction of the World Bank and supporting IMF has advanced money to developing nations to improve their infrastructure etc. The purpose was to promote economic growth and prosperity. In fact, all the advancement of these loans to member states has achieved is unpayable debt. 
A lot of the so-called developed nations have debt higher than their current GDP per capita. So, here’s the first step in an approach to an alternative paradigm; Write the Debts off!! This is not a recent revelation. It was championed by Ann Pettifor, a leading South African born economist with a project called ‘Jubilee 2000’ when predicting the 2008 financial crisis, (Pettifor, 2006).
Who owns the World Bank? And whose money is it?  The World Bank is a developed world’s institution that is controlled by its shareholders, (The member states), that is loaning money to its shareholders and then charging them interest!! A Lot of the money is invested from private sector to fund developing nations initiatives (World Bank, 2024). There is growing concern that the democratic process within the United Nations organisation, (UN), is being undermined by the dominant players in these partnerships which are powerful western corporations and foundations whose “rhetoric and promises of partnerships fail to effectively democratise global governance or act as the silver bullet for the everyday plights of exploited children, women and workers”, (Gregoratti, 2014, p319). This concern of dominance and control is supported and voiced in a statement from a group of environmental activist groups who issued a statement prior to the RIO+ conference voicing their concerns that the UN had given the businesses a voice by declaring them a ‘Major Group’ despite the fact “that it should not be treated as part of civil society” thereby earning a seat at the influential High Level Political Forum, (HLPF), which is the main platform for dealing with the Sustainable Development Goals, (United Nations, 2024), and give examples such as multinational oil companies, which are accused of exploitation and human rights violations, linked with the United Nations Environmental Programme, (UNEP), (Friends Of The Earth et al, 2012). By writing off world debt, surely this frees up the unachievable repayment burden which could subsequently allow the developing countries to flourish without a focus on growth to meet their commitments.
Another utopian and radical move in the right direction, and linked to the tempering of the World Bank’s private sector partnerships, would be to cap the net profits of the world’s entrepreneurs. Recent research suggested that there are currently 2,640 billionaires on the planet worth collectively $12.2 trillion, (Forbes Media, 2024). These few people account for 12-13% of the world’s GDP. If the government can limit the amount you can put into a pension fund, (In the UK), to Just over 1 million, (Mirza-Davies, 2023), why can’t they limit net profit of these individuals. After all, it is the states of the nations that have created the environment in which these people have flourished, so would it not be beyond the realms of possibility for them to impose limits or expect substantial contributions to maintain that infrastructure. 
These views could well be implemented if the policy makers embraced the concepts of Raworth’s Doughnut approach, in particular point five on distribution. Foundational Economics has already been tested on a practical front and that was during the Covid pandemic. The world stopped!! Or did it? Putting aside the mortality rate during this time, the world economy went into the Foundation model. Communities became smaller in their social aspects, food production and services etc were still readily available and financially the nation states were able to support those less fortunate, the economy was operating albeit at the slower rate of zero growth and to top it all air quality improved because of the lack of movement. See figure 1.5. 
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1.5 Comparison Pictures of Air Quality Pre and Post Covid. (Source: Daily Mail, 2020).
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1.6 GDP of the World. Source: (World Bank & OECD National Accounts Data)

Growth cannot continue onto infinity, partly because the world’s population will not physically or morally continue to support it. However, it is the privileged top tier of the world’s population who have to acknowledge that change is needed and perhaps start on a serious programme of philanthropy. It is not just the top tier though. Looking at figure 1.5, if you were to remove the top tier 13% of the GDP there is still an exponential rise although the curve would flatten out, and its current shape is similar to that of the population figures confirming that there is a correlation between economic growth and the population. Perhaps the way to change the conventional growth paradigm is to deal with it from a different angle and reduce the size of the labour force and this appears to have started according to Danny Dorling, (Dorling, 2016). Remember, scarcity has value, and not just in monetary terms.
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