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”Empty World" Model of the Economy
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Basic premises:Basic premises:  
More is always better
The economy can grow forever (scale is not an issue)
Poverty can best be solved with more growthy g
Nature is a side show
Private property is always best
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In a full world 
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“the economy” y
and what is it for?and what is it for?



positive impacts on human capital capacity

“Full World” Model of the Ecological Economic System
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negative impacts on all forms of capital

Waste heat

Materially closed earth system

From: Costanza R J C Cumberland H E Daly R Goodland and RFrom: Costanza, R., J. C. Cumberland, H. E. Daly, R. Goodland, and R. 
Norgaard. 1997. An Introduction to Ecological Economics. St. Lucie Press, 
Boca Raton, 275 pp.



Well-being vs. GDP
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Gross Production vs. Genuine Progress for the US, 1950 to 2002
(source: Redefining Progress - http://www.rprogress.org)
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What we need isWhat we need is 
prosperity without growthp p y g
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Ecosystem Services: the benefits humans 
derive from ecosystems
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Summary of global values of annual  ecosystem services (From: Costanza et al. 1997) 

Value 
per ha

Global 
Flow ValueBiome Area 

(e6 ha)
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per  ha 
($/ha/yr) 

577 
252 

4052

Flow Value 
(e12 $/yr) 

20.9 
8.4 

12 6

Marine
Open Ocean
Coastal

(e6 ha) 

36,302 
33,200 
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4052 
22832 
19004 
6075 
1610 

12.6 
4.1 
3.8 
0.3 
4.3 

Coastal
Estuaries 
Seagrass/Algae Beds 
Coral Reefs 
Shelf 

3,102 
180 
200 
62 

2,660 

804 
969 

2007 
302 
232

12.3 
4.7 
3.8 
0.9 
0 9

Terrestrial
Forest

Tropical 
Temperate/Boreal 

G /R l d

15,323 
4,855 
1,900 
2,955 
3 898 232 

14785 
9990 

19580 
8498 

0.9 
4.9 
1.6 
3.2 
1.7 

Grass/Rangelands
Wetlands

Tidal Marsh/Mangroves 
Swamps/Floodplains 

Lakes/Rivers

3,898 
330 
165 
165 
200 

92 0.1 

Desert
Tundra
Ice/Rock
Cropland
Urban

1,925 
743 

1,640 
1,400 

332 

33.3Total 51,625
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Differences between the current, empty world model and the full world model
From: Costanza, R. 2008.  Stewardship  for a “full” world.  Current History 107:30-35 
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The transition to a “sustainable quality of life” 
economy requires:
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economy requires:
•The wide-scale conversion of built capital to use sustainable, 
renewable energy with massive targeted investments in wind and solar, high 
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efficiency smart power grids, effective mass transit, and high efficiency buildings and 
cars. 
•The full utilization of human capital by focusing on fulfilling work, full 
employment universal access to quality education through college and beyondemployment, universal access to quality education through college and beyond, 
universal access to high quality preventive health care, and limiting population. 
•The rebuilding of social capital by rewarding community involvement and 
participation reducing the gap in income and wealth and providing fewer work hoursparticipation, reducing the gap in income and wealth, and providing fewer work hours 
and more leisure time to allow connection to friends, family, and the community.
•The restoration of natural capital by focusing on protecting and 
enhancing the ecosystem services on which the quality of all human life depends. g y y
Aspects of this include limiting carbon emissions to keep the atmospheric 
concentration below 350 ppm (an atmospheric trust/cap, auction and dividend 
system would work well for this), greatly expanding marine protected areas, charging 
fees for the depletion of and investing in the restoration of natural capitalfees for the depletion of and investing in the restoration of natural capital.



• Online and Print
• Hybrid peer-reviewed academic 

journal and popular magazine.
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• Uses a more paticipatory and 
transdisciplinary review 
process
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• Focuses on dialog rather than 

debate
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