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Sustainable economics 

Geoff Lacey 

The need for alternative economics 

In recent years, I have taken part in a lot of discussions about sustainability. I have found that many 

people agree we must work towards a profound transformation in our culture and in its patterns of 

production and consumption if we are to find a way out of the present environmental crisis. People then 

raise one particular urgent question: can there be a different kind of economy that will be sustainable, and 

will it work? 

The failure of current economics 

Our patterns of consumption within the present economic system cannot be sustained. The impacts of 

global warming include, for example, the melting of Arctic sea ice. Yet the very industries that played a 

major role in causing this now see it as a source of profit through access to new resources. The further 

extraction will in turn increase global warming and its effects. Such is the way that our current system 

works. 

Closer to home we are now witnessing the massive and aggressive expansion of the coal mining industry, 

much of it on our best agricultural land in the Hunter Valley and the Darling Downs. Related to this is the 

development of coal seam gas projects over even wider areas. These developments involve an assault on 

areas of natural bushland (including that reserved for conservation), on farmland, on the groundwater, 

and on the lives of people, including entire farming and urban communities. 

The recent financial crisis further demonstrates the emptiness of 

mainstream economic doctrine. The 2010 film Inside Job 

documented, in the words of director Charles Ferguson, ‘the 

systemic corruption of the United States by the financial services 

industry and the consequences of that systemic corruption’. In 

spite of the damage they had done, executives of the insolvent 

companies walked away with their fortunes and the major banks 

grew in power. Academic economists who had had long advocated 

deregulation and helped shape US policy considered that they had 

made no mistake and continued to oppose reform. 
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In spite of all this, most media discussion operates on the assumption that economic growth is an absolute 

necessity and all development desirable. However, a few eminent economists have adopted quite a different 

stance. Paul Krugman, professor of economics and international affairs at Princeton University, writing 

about the present recession, has pointed out that politicians and writers have chosen to forget the lessons of 

history. And for a small but influential minority, ‘the era of financial deregulation and growing debt was 

indeed a time of extraordinary income growth. And that, surely, is an important reason so few were willing 

to listen to warnings about the path the economy was taking.’ 

Joseph Stiglitz, economist and professor at Columbia University, points out that the divide between the 

richest 1% and the 99% is ‘the defining characteristic of a thoroughly sick economy’. Furthermore, the 

spectacular profits of the energy industry rely heavily on the failure of regulation to incorporate fully the 

social and economic costs associated with environmental degradation, including climate change.’ 

Working towards the alternative 

It is clear then that we must have an alternative. How can we define and work towards an economy that 

does not lead to environmental and social devastation and that expresses different lifestyles and values? In 

fact, much has been written on alternative economic theory. Furthermore, there are people around the 

world trying to explore the alternatives, and there are many communities who continue traditional lifestyles 

that have never fully succumbed to the globalist economy of growth. 

I have argued in my 2011 publication, Sufficient for the day, that a sustainable culture demands a profound 

change of values. This involves a shift to an organic view in which nature is not just a set of resources for 

human use but has its own intrinsic value. By ‘nature’, I understand the world in all its diversity: the 

elements, soil, plants, and animals, including ourselves. It is at once familiar, yet evokes wonder. Thus the 

natural world has a quality of wildness; it is not something we own. The values underlying the organic 

model grow from our understanding of nature and our relationship with other human beings. These values 

include local empowerment, and full recognition of human rights, as well as environmental sustainability. 

In this paper, I will discuss a number of characteristics of an alternative sustainable economy. In the 

process, I will look at the contributions of a number of people. However, these are just a sample from a wide 

literature, and this is not a comprehensive review. I do not claim to have definitive answers to the many 

theoretical and practical questions about the alternative economy. However, I think it is urgent that we 

discuss these questions; they are central to the long task of moving towards sustainability. 

A steady-state economy 

One person who has worked on alternative economy since the early 1970s is Herman Daly, an American 

economist and professor at the University of Maryland. He stresses that the sustainable economy has to be a 

steady-state economy which operates within the natural environment without destroying it. 

Daly defines the economy as a subsystem of the biosphere which is dominated by transformations of matter 

and energy to serve human purposes. He asks the question: if the economy is to be sustainable, what is it 

that should be sustained? He answers that it is the physical throughput; that is, the physical flow from 

nature’s sources through the economy and back to nature’s sinks is to be non-declining. The capacity of the 

ecosystem to sustain those flows is not to be run down. 
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He argues that a steady-state economy aims to maintain constant stocks of wealth (including what is 

provided by nature and the goods we have produced) at levels that are sufficient for a long and good life. 

The throughput by which these stocks are maintained should be low rather than high, and always within the 

regenerative and absorptive capacities of the ecosystem. 

Throughput begins with the depletion of useful resources from 

the environment, and ends with the return of wastes. It is 

essential that the scale of the economy is small enough that the 

throughput remains within the natural capacity of the ecosystem 

to absorb wastes and regenerate depleted resources. 

It follows that a condition for sustainability is that waste be 

minimised and non-degradable and noxious waste products 

eliminated. When anything is produced, there will need to be a 

management plan that covers its full lifecycle. This requires clear 

lines of responsibility, involving the producing company and/or 

a particular public authority. 

Recycling of materials, while it has a place, is by no means 

adequate. It is hard to collect all the items, and energy is used 

(and greenhouse emissions produced) in the processes of 

collection and reprocessing. Reduction in demand, minimisation 

of waste and extension of useful life are far more important. 

Daly argues that a major obstacle to the steady-state economy is an ideological commitment to growth as 

the central organising principle of society. ‘Even as growth becomes uneconomic we think we must continue 

with it because it is the central myth, the social glue that holds our society together.’ 

One fallacy in conventional economic thinking is that without growth we are condemned to unemployment. 

Daly comments as follows on the American scene: 

The Full Employment Act of 1946 declared full employment to be a major goal of US policy. 

Economic growth was then seen as the means to attain full employment. Today, that relation has 

been inverted — economic growth has become the end. If the means to attain that end — 

automation, off-shoring, excessive immigration — result in unemployment, well that is the price 

“we” just have to pay for the supreme goal of growth. If we really want full employment we must 

reverse this inversion of ends and means. We can serve the goal of full employment by restricting 

automation, off-shoring, and immigration work permits to periods of true domestic labour shortage, 

as indicated by high and rising wages. Real wages have been falling for decades, yet our 

corporations, hungry for cheaper labour, keep bleating about a labour shortage. They mean a 

shortage of cheap labour in the service of growing profits ... 

Local self-reliance 

Writing in 1973, economist E F Schumacher highlighted the importance of appropriate scale in the 

economy. Our present economy has been heavily globalised. It celebrates maximal flows of goods, money, 

electronic communication around the world, and maximal personal travel for the privileged minority of the 

world’s population who can afford it. If we are to reduce carbon emissions, this cannot continue. 
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So globalisation needs to be corrected by the recognition that many things can be done better on a smaller 

scale and using simpler technologies. The global needs to be balanced by a sense of the local. The emphasis 

on the local scale goes hand in hand with a reduction in fuel consumption and carbon emissions. 

With this perspective, it is time to recognise the neglected organising principle of local self-reliance, in 

which communities aim to produce what they need or want, under their own management, using as far as 

possible local resources. It is important to consider how, throughout the coming economic changes, people 

can meet their needs and maintain their household economies. Within the self reliant perspective it is not 

just a question of ‘providing jobs’ but of opening up whole new approaches as to how we sustain ourselves. 

Sociologist Juliet Schor, in her book Plenitude, calls for the rediscovery of ‘self-provisioning’ in which we 

make, grow or do things for ourselves. She notes that the less one has to buy, the less one is required to earn 

and so one can spend fewer hours in paid employment: 

The long-term economic benefit to self-provisioning is that it expands a household’s options with respect to 

employment choices, time use, and consumption. The more self-provisioning one can do, the less income 

one has to earn to reproduce a standard of living. 

Schor claims that (in America) many people are returning to arts practised by earlier generations—

woodworking, quilting, brewing, preserving, gardening, sewing, and home renovation. 

Growing food 

Provision of food is of first importance. I envisage that much more will be grown in the neighbourhood and 

in the city and much less transported over long distances. There are many advantages in this. We gain 

enhanced food quality. There is a very considerable reduction in fuel for transportation. And through this 

degree of local self-reliance we gain some economic independence. 

Much food can be grown in back yards and, for those with too little space, community gardens provide 

further opportunity. Such gardens are familiar in Melbourne and are becoming popular around the world. 

Sydney lecturer Ted Trainer, who has written much about ‘the simpler way’, argues that most of the food we 

need could be produced in the towns and suburbs where we live, and almost all within a few kilometres. The 

sources include home gardens, tiny market gardens, densely planted commons, and small farms. He 

suggests that many of the commons could be on land that was once roads and parking lots. 

Growing food in the city is of special importance in megacities and other cities with widespread poverty. 

Cities Without Hunger is a community gardens project in São Paulo, Brazil. The project aims, through a 

participatory process, to establish a number of gardens and develop the skills of participants. People gain an 

improved diet and generate income from selling the produce and processed goods. Food is provided for 

families that cannot afford a single meal each day. 

This example points to another important principle: local self-reliance needs to be combined with a 

universal awareness. As Schumacher pointed out, for every activity there is an appropriate scale. The 

localisation of production will continue to be complemented by global networks of communication. While 

most of our action may be local, there is a universal sharing of ideas, including the principles of ethics, and 

in particular considerations of equity and the well-being of disadvantaged communities. Action that begins 

locally will have repercussions on the wider scale. 
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Building 

According to Juliet Schor, there is now much self-provisioning in housing in America, using natural 

materials, efficient energy systems and the labour of families and friends. For example: ‘In West Texas, 

followers of the visionary Egyptian architect Hassan Fathy established the Adobe Alliance to build homes 

for the region’s many low-income and unemployed inhabitants. These beautiful structures require almost 

no monetary outlay and are marvels of design and ingenuity.’ 

Such building projects lead to sustainability both in the construction stage and in their ongoing running. 

This kind of construction, involving local material, requires much hard work but very little fossil fuel input, 

except for such items as glass windows and metal roofs. Fossil fuel requirements for heating and cooling the 

house are greatly reduced by passive solar design. This includes appropriate orientation of windows so that 

most of the required heat comes from the sun, and the provision of insulation and thermal mass, that is the 

capacity to store a lot of heat. In addition to the construction of new buildings, there is much potential for 

the retrofitting of existing buildings, to make them more energy efficient. 

Such examples of food growing and building demonstrate several dimensions of local self-reliance. The 

technologies used are appropriate to the local scale and community context. Activities of designing, 

building, manufacturing, growing food, etc are carried out within the local community, thus strengthening 

its economy. Through this self-provisioning, people can reduce their hours of paid work and their 

dependence on global capitalism. There is a significant reduction in the energy and other imports required 

by the neighbourhood or city. Greenhouse gases are greatly reduced. 

One difficulty in moving to greater local self-reliance is the high cost of housing, including mortgages and 

high rents. This restricts people’s ability to accept lower monetary incomes and work fewer hours. The 

development of housing cooperatives would help greatly, as the occupants would own the buildings 

collectively and have some real defence against speculation. 

The ecological basis 

Let us consider now something that is less obvious: the economic implications of maintaining a healthy 

environment. Many people, in both city and country, are engaged in ecological restoration. In Melbourne 

groups are working to maintain remnant ecosystems and re-establish indigenous vegetation systems, for 

example along the Yarra River and its tributary creeks. Municipal councils and Friends groups have 

improved the condition of a number of wetlands and the quality of water flowing into the river. 

In north-eastern Victoria, extensive restoration of woodland has helped in the recovery of threatened bird 

species. In the Hindmarsh project in western Victoria, farmers’ and conservation groups are working to 

enhance and develop habitat corridors that link up separate large reserves of indigenous vegetation. Such 

projects involve both protecting remnant vegetation and planting trees to fill up the gaps in the corridor and 

to make possible foraging and migratory movements of mammal and bird species. 

It is important now to recognise that these activities have profound economic, as well as ecological, 

significance. Healthy, intact ecosystems, especially those rich in indigenous species, constitute the matrix in 

which sustainable human production can take place. For example, forested catchments provide abundant 

and clean water. Wetlands are storehouses of biological diversity and provide the life support systems for 

much of humanity. They play a vital role in maintenance of water quality and abatement of pollution, 

maintenance of water supplies and support for fisheries. 
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The rich ecosystems are a store of biodiversity. This ensures that evolution can continue and ecological 

equilibrium be maintained. High genetic and species diversity maximises the chance of successful 

adaptation and resilience in the face of environmental changes. Furthermore, the rich ecosystems are a 

source of genetic potential. They provide present and future resources to meet human needs, including 

foods and pharmaceuticals. 

James Boyce, economics professor at University of Massachusetts, points out that for economic purposes 

we can define natural assets as the forms of wealth that nature creates. They include the land on which we 

live and grow our food and fibre, the water we drink and use for irrigation and waste disposal, the 

atmosphere, plants, animals on the land or in the sea, minerals and solar energy. 

Humans can invest in natural assets to increase their quantity and quality, as happens with ecological 

restoration. Furthermore, this can be a key factor in increasing equity and reducing severe poverty: 

‘Strategies for increasing the natural assets held by low income individuals and communities can 

simultaneously advance the goals of poverty reduction, environmental protection, and environmental 

justice. Poverty is not simply a lack of income today but also a lack of assets that will yield income and other 

assets tomorrow.’ 

Juliet Schor comments that Boyce and others have ‘found that income and human well-being expand when 

degraded land, water, and ecosystems are cleaned up and repurposed by the people who live on and around 

them... Planting a marketable crop on an abandoned field, installing a water-harvesting system to raise 

agricultural yields, and reforestation are ways to lift people out of poverty, empower communities and heal 

the earth.’ 

Ecological restoration in Australia is organised in a variety of ways: by local councils, government bodies, 

and voluntary groups. However, governments need to provide funding for people to work on restoration on 

a much grander scale. The whole community will gain from the health of the ecosystems, the growing 

awareness of their importance in our lives, and from their value as natural assets. 

Of special significance are projects, such as People on Country, in which Indigenous Australians are 

working to rehabilitate and protect the natural and cultural values of their lands. For example they are 

enhancing species diversity by (1) reintroducing traditional fire management using annual small fires to 

forestall the damaging large fires of recent years, and (2) working with government and NGOs to control 

feral animals. Jon Altman & Sean Kerins point out the economic implications of this activity: it has given 

rise to a hybrid economy in which customary activities sit alongside and interact with state and market 

sectors. As a result the communities are able to stay ‘on country’ while engaged in practice of their own 

culture and pursuit of ecological rehabilitation vital to Australia and the world. 

Cooperative economic structures 

Given that the present global capitalist system is a prime cause of our environmental and other crises, the 

question arises as to alternative economic structures. Of prime importance is the cooperative approach, in 

which economic decisions are made democratically by the members. 

The potential of this movement can best be seen in the example of the Mondragon Cooperative Corporation 

in the Basque region of Spain that began in 1956. According to Race Mathews, what began as a handful of 

workers in a disused factory, using hand tools and sheet metal to make oil fired heaters and cookers, has 

grown to a network of some 160 manufacturing, retail, financial, agricultural and support cooperatives. 
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Every worker has an equal say in the governance of the cooperative in which he is employed and an equal 

share, proportionate to salary, in its profits. The manufacturing cooperatives are serviced by a unique 

system of secondary support cooperatives that make the MCC self sufficient in capital, education and 

research. The Mondragon credit cooperative also had a major role in mobilising the capital for setting up 

other cooperatives in the region. 

Although the cooperative movement has experienced hard times in Australia, many credit unions survive 

and could provide a financial basis for a wider future movement. The response to global warming entails an 

expansion in some industries, including the renewable energy technologies. This could be a favourable time 

for locally owned enterprises, in particular producer cooperatives along the lines of Mondragon. In fact at 

the time of writing I have received notice of the establishment of Earthworker Cooperative, which will 

manufacture solar hot water systems. 

Of course not everything can be managed at local cooperative scale and we will continue to need a strong 

public sector, involving state and national governments. Moreover, it will be important to introduce or 

enhance democratic and participatory decision making at every level. 

Given the power and momentum of present capitalist economic and political structures, we may expect 

conventional businesses to dominate for some time. However, a cooperative economy is much better suited 

to achieving sustainability. It is also equitable and offers communities a means of appropriating a 

significant measure of control over their own economy. So it should be possible to progressively enhance 

and expand its scope. 

Changes in manufacturing, transport and trade 

As we begin to respond to global warming, we will need to organise important shifts in manufacturing, away 

from the present forms of production that involve high carbon emissions. Though this may sound dramatic, 

we need to bear in mind that the multinationals are already talking of a closing down of the car industry in 

Australia. We can expect the same with aluminium smelting. The way is open for people to develop new 

associations and a range of new ventures. 

Many industries could be localised. Ted Trainer argues, for example, that crockery should be made by hand, 

from local clay, fired by wood grown there, produced by people who love making it. He suggests that small 

regional factories produce bicycles, cutlery, pots and pans, roof tiles, containers, stoves and refrigerators. 

‘There would be intensive recycling, and items would be made to last and to be repaired.’ 

Of course, a number of items could not be made locally. These include steel, aluminium and electronic 

devices. However, given that a sustainable society demands much less consumption of material goods and 

energy, trade would be on a small scale compared to the present. 

Given the issues of global warming and oil depletion, there is no way that present transport patterns (for 

both people and goods) can be continued sustainably. We are looking at a future of much less travel by car 

and aeroplane. 

However, this has its compensations. As our culture becomes more localised, with less long distance travel, 

the quality of our urban and regional life becomes more important. We become more familiar with the local 

and regional environment and want to enhance its quality. We gain new scope to develop all aspects of our 

community and culture. 

With greatly diminished expenditure on cars and air travel, we have the opportunity to improve our public 

transport, hopefully shifting to renewable electricity and without major new infrastructure. Our total 

expenditure on transport may be considerably less than at present, again enabling us to work fewer hours. 
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Furthermore, even with a reduction in long distance travel, the universal sharing of ideas and experiences 

will continue. The means to do this are being enhanced through developments in electronic 

communications. In this way like-minded groups, and especially isolated individuals, can keep in touch and 

work together. International movements of solidarity can be strengthened. 

What about defence? It is important to insist that the use of warfare to achieve political objectives is no 

longer acceptable. The human race has had enough experience of the reality of war and enough time to 

reflect on the meaning of it to say we want no more. Furthermore, present weapons of mass destruction and 

now the new technological revolution of drone warfare make war too dangerous. Of course, governments do 

not see it this way. But from the grass roots we need to develop non-violent means for resolving conflict. 

We all work very hard to provide the taxes that sustain the military system. In a non-militarist environment, 

the financial resources released could be used for socially useful production. Alternatively, we could pay 

lower taxes and work fewer hours. 

Alternative currencies 

A number of writers have pointed out the need for some local currencies to supplement the national 

currency, for example where people are unable to use their skills productively because of unemployment. 

The late British economist Richard Douthwaite argued that several types of money are needed, including (1) 

an international currency, (2) a national or regional currency, and (3) a range of local currencies which 

could mobilise resources left untapped by regional systems. 

A well known type of local currency is the Local Exchange and Trading System (LETS). Douthwaite points 

out that these are generally set up by people with too little national currency to meet their requirements. 

Members trade with each other using a monetary unit of their own devising and records are kept of all 

transactions. ‘The member with the positive balance can spend the units with other members, while the 

member with a negative balance will have to supply goods or services to someone else in the system to 

return their account to zero, or to get into the positive zone.’ 

Typically, cheque books are used and cheques are sent to the book-keeper who credits or debits accounts. 

Douthwaite considers that the best system for accounts evolved in Germany in 1997. ‘Members receive a 

record book. When they work for another member, or sell them something, the other member writes the 

details of the transaction in their book, and signs it while they write in the other member’s... The balance of 

each account is always up to date.’ This approach ameliorates a major weakness in most LETS systems, 

namely a high level of indebtedness in some accounts. 

Education, health and renewal of public life 

A key challenge in a society aspiring towards self-reliance will be that of education. How will it change and 

how will we pay for it in a scaled-down economy? Procedures for financing education are in fact already 

changing rapidly. Universities, in particular, depend less than before on government grants and more on 

industry sources and payment of fees, especially from overseas students. A number of universities are also 

developing on-line courses. 
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However, we need to ask where education is heading. Philosopher Raimond Gaita questions the adequacy of 

a trend in which educational institutions deliver to young people no more than a ‘product’ that will enable 

them to be ‘flexible’ in the marketplace. He argues: ‘The concept of the practical does not tell us what should 

matter to us... Many of the things that seem most urgently practical to us cease to be so when misfortune 

strikes and when we ask whether they—wealth, prestige and so on—really matter... We should bring 

students “into contact with” things of goodness, beauty and purity. Love is the natural and right name to 

give to our attention to such things and to the desire to share them.’ 

In moving towards sustainability, it is important to continue the vital quality that Gaita stresses. On this 

journey we may expect many innovations in education, in particular in variety and in the connections to 

ordinary community life. Hopefully, we may recover some of the creative personal interaction that is lost 

through on-line courses. And how do we shape education so that it helps address the urgent questions we 

are considering about the economy, the problems of growth and the possible alternatives? To help free up 

resources for such productive tasks, the expenditure on buildings, their ongoing redevelopment, expensive 

equipment and energy would need to be reduced. 

Health care in a community aspiring towards self-reliance would also undergo changes. Trainer notes that 

the focus would shift from cure of illness to promotion of health. The active lifestyles and high quality food 

would be key factors. Health care services would be localised as far as possible. However, as with education, 

medical services would continue to require a considerable portion of our resources. 

Tim Jackson, professor at the University of Surrey, points out the economic significance of strengthening 

persons and their communities. Prosperity depends on our capabilities to participate in the life of society. 

This demands attention to the underlying human and social resources required. Appropriate polices 

include: creating and protecting shared public spaces; encouraging community-based sustainability 

initiatives; training for green jobs; placing more responsibility for planning in the hands of local 

communities. He argues that we need to renew our sense of public space, of public institutions, of common 

purpose; to invest time and money in shared goals, assets and infrastructures. 

Coordinating the community effort 

In a number of countries a Transition Towns movement has developed in an attempt to develop new urban 

lifestyles in response to global warming. The concept of resilience is central to the approach. This is the 

capacity of a community to survive and recover from economic shocks or other rapid changes that occur. It 

implies a strong and diverse local economy. Local examples are Sustainable Banyule and Mount Alexander 

Sustainability Group. 

Trainer suggests that the central aim of such community groups should be to develop a strategy for a self-

sufficient economy for the town or shire. Within this strategy the particular projects, including energy 

efficiency and food production, will have a clearly defined place. As part of such a strategy, he proposes a 

community development cooperative that would set out to identify a town’s unmet needs and its unused 

productive capacities, and see how these could be brought together. The cooperative would also examine the 

scope for existing local firms and new cooperatives to replace imports with local products. 

Environmental writer Richard Heinberg argues that we need to find mutually supportive ways to deal with 

immediate impacts from the fracturing of the economy. He draws attention to a program called Common 

Security Clubs that have this mandate. They have a 3-pronged strategy: learning together, mutual aid and 

social action. 
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Heinberg also argues that we have to find ways of ‘putting the new economy on the map’. Transition 

Initiatives and Common Security Clubs tend to be invisible. We should rent a storefront and give the new 

economy a presence on Main Street. ‘Imagine the transformative potential of a... national network of 

locally-based Community Economic Laboratories, each equipped to help citizens solve practical problems 

arising during the breakdown of the old fossil-fuelled economy and the evolution of its replacement.’ 

The mission of the Community Economic Laboratories would be to bring together in one place the essential 

elements of a new local, resilient economy. Participating organisations would include: the food coop; 

community food centre; community garden; health centre; tool library; credit union; recycling/re-use 

centre; local currency headquarters; and a work centre that connects people having unused skills with 

community needs. 

The economic transition 

How real are the alternatives we have been considering? Many conservative economists and politicians will 

say that they are impractical, that they would lead to economic decline and unemployment. They think that 

present economic growth, further stimulated by the resources boom, can go on indefinitely. 

But the present economic system is not working. It is heading towards more and more serious 

environmental catastrophes. And capitalism has become dysfunctional in its own terms. Just consider the 

plight of Greece or Spain, for example. How far can this go? 

But can we be sure that the alternatives I have discussed—characterised by steady-state, local self-reliance, 

cooperatives, etc.—will work? I don’t think that anybody has a complete blueprint for new economic 

directions. However, there are plenty of good ideas, sound theory and a good deal of experience around to 

press ahead, and we should do so. We can learn as we go. We can keep evaluating the outcomes and 

correcting any mistakes. The very fact that projects are generally local and small scale ensures that any 

failures are likely to be small ones that can be corrected. This is very different from the projects of the 

multinationals, such as developing a coal or uranium mine. 

At present, the prospect of a reduction in the GDP growth rate, not to mention an actual fall in its value, is 

generally regarded with dismay. And in fact such reduction has been historically connected with 

unemployment. However, if the reduction in GDP is the result of a significant portion of the population 

voluntarily reducing their consumption and working fewer hours, there can still be adequate paid 

employment for those seeking it. In this process those who do not need so much paid work make way for 

those who do need it. 

It is important to protect the livelihood of all people, especially the more vulnerable. At this stage many 

people would find it hard to participate significantly in self reliant activities. It is important that their 

employment is maintained and that they are empowered to participate creatively in the transformation of 

the economy. 

Some people are surprised, even shocked, by the idea of a new sustainable economics, involving steady 

state, localisation, etc, as these ideas are so different from the economic notions they are familiar with. 

Others wonder if such an alternative is feasible, given that it goes right against the interests of the dominant 

corporations. 

However, many people are already experimenting with different kinds of sustainable ventures. 

Furthermore, in many countries new groups and ‘think tanks’ have set out to further clarify and develop the 

principles of a sustainable economy and to promote wide discussion. Examples include the New Economics 

Foundation (based in London), the Centre for the Advancement of a Steady State Economy (with branches 

in different countries), and the World Social Forum (initiated in Brazil). 
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The World Social Forum has a broad range of concerns. It describes itself as is an open meeting place for 

reflective thinking, democratic debate of ideas and interlinking for effective action, by groups and 

movements that are committed to building a planetary society directed towards fruitful relationships among 

mankind and between it and the earth. It has given rise to a number of regional social forums around the 

world. 

It is time to begin the transition from the present capitalist economy to a sustainable one. This demands, 

above all, a profound change in values, a deeper understanding of nature and a commitment to equity 

among human beings. 

The grass roots activities and self-reliant ventures already in progress provide visible concrete images of 

some of the alternatives open to us. At this stage we also need new groups, networks and think tanks, like 

those I have mentioned. This need is urgent in Australia. Such bodies should link up with the grass roots 

initiatives, support them and help build up powerful movements that facilitate their multiplication and 

development. Of course we can expect opposition from powerful corporations, but it will be difficult for 

them to actually stop popular innovations. The transition will emerge from the work of many groups doing 

new things, linking up and converging. 
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