
 

 ‘Green Economy’ is not the pathway 

Soon, the United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development will convene – with the goal of defining 

“a sustainable development pathway that leads to a future in which the whole global population can enjoy 

a decent standard of living whilst preserving our ecosystems and natural resources.” 

In the 20 years since the first Rio conference, environmental institutions and environmental ministries have 

increased in number – while the environmental crisis has deepened and widened.  Alongside the global 

environmental crisis is the economic crisis – seen in the growing national, regional, and global inequalities.1 

Of course, the environmental crisis worsens the economic crisis, since a healthy economy cannot be built 

upon an unhealthy environment. 

Now, green economy is presented as a solution, built on what is economically permissible rather than on an 

environmental target based on the earth’s carrying capacity. According to the promoters of this concept, 

the green economy would maintain the market economy, designed on the basis of a conventional growth 

imperative.  The logic of the green economy is that the market is the place to manage ecology, and that 

only that which is owned and has a price can be protected, and thus the solution is to call for “better” 

economic accounting, to increase support for market-based instruments, and to further integrate natural 

resources (otherwise known as “ecosystem capital and services”) into the international financing system.   

But wait. 

How can the market, whose logic is that of profit by design, ensure the equitable sharing of resources and 

ensure the preservation of nature?  And how can “pricing” – and thus commodifying – our earth’s waters, 

soils, air, forests, fisheries and gene pool not grant greater access and control to those with more money, 

when such is the market design itself?2  How can market-based instruments serve to protect the 

environment, when they – most prominently emissions trading and the carbon market – have only created 

additional sectors for profit and capital accumulation and not even reduced emissions? How can we still 

consider privatization the only way to manage natural resources when Elinor Ostrom’s research3 clearly 

proved that there are rational, sustainable, equitable alternatives, and when the privatization of natural 

resources themselves has resulted in further loss, not protection, of resources? And how do we expect the 

                                                           
1
A 2006 study by the World Institute for Development Economics Research at United Nations University reports 

that the richest 1% of adults alone owned 40% of global assets in the year 2000, and that the richest 10% of adults 
accounted for 85% of the world total. The bottom half of the world adult population owned barely 1% of global 
wealth.  James Davies, Professor of Economics at the University of Western Ontario, and one of the authors of the 
report, said: "Income inequality has been rising for the past 20 to 25 years and we think that is true for inequality 
in the distribution of wealth."  Furthermore, although, as confirmed in this 2006 report, wealth is heavily 
concentrated in North America, Europe, and high income Asia-Pacific countries and people in these countries 
collectively hold almost 90% of total world wealth, and while wealth continues to be concentrated in developed 
nations, as confirmed by a 2012 WTO report, income inequality exists and has increased in developed countries.  
According to a 2011 report by the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, income inequality 
increased in most of the OECD countries.   
2
 A higher price does not provide an incentive for better policies; nor are the ones harmed by the policies – from 

vulnerable human communities to more vulnerable ecosystems – fairly compensated.  (How can an ecosystem be 
“compensated”?) 
3
 Elinor Ostrom. 1990. Governing the Commons: The evolution of institutions of collective action. Cambridge 

University Press. 



 

same financial instruments that increased inequities to now protect environmental resources and reduce 

poverty?4  

Emptied from the discussion are human rights principles, including general human rights, right to water, 
right to food, and international environmental law5. A feminist perspective is missing6, as is a holistic 
understanding of social and political rights.  Fundamentally, and most importantly, gone is any challenge of 
the dominant structures of power and inequity.   
 
In their place, lies a green blanket under which chemical and mining industries, and the financial 
institutions that fund them, can claim to be “environmental” while their abuse of resources and peoples’ 
rights can continue. 
 
In their place, lies a scientific fallacy: sustainable green growth.  Growth – in the traditional economic sense 
of transformation and production – is not sustainable.  The laws of thermodynamics are clear on this issue. 
And, given the current environmental impact of production, we simply cannot reduce the impact fast 
enough to avoid environmental devastation.7  
 
 

 

                                                           
4
 Alternatives to the Green Economy from Bolivian Civil Society. May 29, 2012. 

http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/05/alternatives-to-the-green-economy-from-bolivian-civil-society/ 
5
 Barbara Unmüßig.  2012. The Green Economy: The new magic bullet? Perspectives for the Rio+20 Conference.  

Heinrich Böll Foundation 
6
 Christa Wichterich. The Future We Want: A feminist perspective.  Heinrich Böll Foundation 

7
 Ulrich Hoffman. 2011. Some reflections on climate change, green growth illusions, and development space. United 

Nations Conference on Trade and Development. No 205. December 2011. 

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=474704562555163&set=a.472343162791303.122381.472283389463947&type=1
http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/05/alternatives-to-the-green-economy-from-bolivian-civil-society/


 

Some argue we should support the ‘green economy’ because of its support for renewable energy.  Yet, 

support for renewable energy does not have to be – nor should we allow it to be – tied to a model that 

upholds a market economy and maintains destructive structures of power.   

Why try to maintain a system that has brought us a dual horrific environmental and economic crisis? Unless 

the objectives are to preserve the status quo, to maintain these inequalities, and to allow for financial 

institutions and corporations to accumulate more wealth, it would be the very definition of insanity to 

maintain what has so successfully wreaked havoc and expect a healthier world.   

We need to redefine the goals of economic policy.  We need a green transformation, and not a green 
washing of capitalism.8   
 
Discussion of this necessary green transformation, this paradigm shift in economics, is not new.  For 

decades9, numerous organizations and academics have been building the ground for such a necessary 

paradigm shift, from the school of ecological economics10 and steady state economics11 to prosperity 

without growth12 to a post-growth economy13 to localization of economies14 to Ostrom’s research of the 

commons15.  

Difficult times call for courageous stances.  Let’s not cover up capitalism with a green cloth.  Let’s not make 

do with a few bandages while the massive rampage increases.  Let’s be consistent and wise, instead, and 

transform - not tweak - our economic model.  Let’s join our voices to civil society organizations, indigenous 

organizations, and others from the South and North,16 who have been critical of this ‘green’ capitalism.  

Let’s work to empower an economic transformation.  

 

-Rania el Masri, Ph.D. is the environment and energy policy advisor at the Regional Center in Cairo. Prior to 
joining the UNDP, she was Chair of the Department of Environmental Sciences and assistance professor at 
the University of Balamand in Lebanon.  She can be reached at rania.elmasri@undp.org  

                                                           
8
 James Meadway. Is green growth possible? Apparently not.  March 13, 2012. 

http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/03/is-green-growth-possible-apparently-not/ 
9
 Books and papers on no-growth economics were first published in 1821 (David Ricardo’s On the principles of 

political economy and taxation), and E. F. Shumacher’s brilliant 1971 book Small is beautiful: A study of economics 
as if people mattered brought the topic to the broader, concerned public.  
10

 Example: Economics in a Full World by Herman Daly (2005). Scientific American. 
11

 Herman Daly first published on Steady State Economics in 1973.  See: http://steadystate.org/  
12

 Example: Prosperity Without Growth: Economics for a Finite Planet by Tim Jackson (2009) and ‘Prosperity 
without growth? The transition to a sustainable economy’ (2009) by Sustainable Development Commission 
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=914 and also see: Growth isn’t possible (2010) by Andrew 
Simms, Victoria Johnson, and Peter Chowla. 
13

 See: http://postgrowth.org   
14

 See: http://www.theeconomicsofhappiness.org/  
15

 Elinor Ostrom. 1990. Governing the Commons: The evolution of institutions of collective action. Cambridge 
University Press. 
16

See:  La Via Campesina (http://viacampesina.org/en/),  Alternatives to the Green Economy from Bolivian Civil 
Society. (May 29, 2012. http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/05/alternatives-to-the-green-economy-from-
bolivian-civil-society/) , Venezuelan Declaration Toward Rio+20: Against the Green Economy. (June 1, 2012. 
http://climate-connections.org/2012/06/01/venezuelan-declaration-toward-rio-20-against-the-green-economy/) , 
Focus on the Global South (http://www.focusweb.org/),  Global Justice Ecology Project 
(http://globaljusticeecology.org/), and the Institute for Food and Development Policy (http://www.foodfirst.org) 
 

mailto:rania.elmasri@undp.org
http://steadystate.org/
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications.php?id=914
http://postgrowth.org/
http://www.theeconomicsofhappiness.org/
http://viacampesina.org/en/
http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/05/alternatives-to-the-green-economy-from-bolivian-civil-society/
http://globaltransition2012.org/2012/05/alternatives-to-the-green-economy-from-bolivian-civil-society/
http://climate-connections.org/2012/06/01/venezuelan-declaration-toward-rio-20-against-the-green-economy/
http://www.focusweb.org/
http://globaljusticeecology.org/
http://www.foodfirst.org/

