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Economic Growth Drives Global Warming
Spring is here at last. As the gloom of winter finally gives way to bright sunshine,
the UK’s financial pundits are busy celebrating figures suggesting that the longawaited economic recovery is also underway. But is this really such good news?
For anyone concerned about climate change, the answer, sadly, is a resounding
no.
Why? Because the figures tell us that stopping the growth of our economy is the
only way to make any really significant impact on global warming. Since 2008
the UK has been experiencing its longest recession since records began. The
economy has shrunk by 6%, we’re deeply in debt, and unemployment could yet
reach as many as 4 million. For some, this has brought financial hardship on a
scale not seen since the 1930s. Yet from the point of view of greenhouse gas
emissions it’s been absolutely wonderful. In 2009, UK emissions of the main
greenhouse gas, carbon dioxide, fell by 9.8% - from 533m tonnes in 2008 to
481m tonnes in 2009 - while overall output of the six main greenhouse gases fell
by 8.6%.1 As Friends of the Earth have pointed out 2, this was a bigger reduction
in one year than all the other years of Labour government put together.
According to the Department for Energy and Climate Change, the main cause
was a significant reduction in energy consumption as the economy contracted. 3
Unsurprisingly, by far the greatest falls in demand came from business and
industry. Globally we have seen a similar, if less dramatic trend. The
International Energy Agency estimated world CO2 emissions to have fallen by
around 3% in 2009, despite the massive expansion of Chinese and Indian
industry.4 This was only the fourth recorded fall in the past 50 years – on average
emissions have grown by 3% year on year. 5
Historically, reductions in greenhouse gas emissions have always been
associated with an economic downturn – such as the dip after 9/11 when many
Americans temporarily stopped flying abroad. The other main driver has been
the replacement of the most ‘dirty’ fossil fuel - coal - by ‘cleaner’ natural gas, as
happened in Britain in the early 1990s. There is little evidence, as yet, of any
significant impact on GHG outputs due to lifestyle changes such as consumers
choosing to buy more energy efficient or ‘green’ products. In fact, research
seems to show quite the opposite: when consumers take measures to improve
household energy efficiency – such as fitting better insulation or buying a more
fuel-efficient car – they then spend the money saved on more goods, services or
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travel. In fact, it seems possible that in some cases the increased energy
demand caused by this ‘rebound effect’ may at times outstrip any savings made
through improved efficiency.6
This leaves us with a very clear message: if we really want to achieve the cuts in
greenhouse gas emissions required if we are to avoid catastrophic climate
change, simply tinkering around with ‘green consumerism’ and individual
behaviour change is unlikely to do the trick. What we must do is radically ‘green’
our energy supply while calling a halt to economic growth. The links between
increasing GDP, debt, energy demand, fossil-fuel use and pollution are
inescapable;7 it’s now blindingly obvious that economies cannot continue to grow
indefinitely on a finite and seriously stressed-out planet. As the Sustainable
Development Commission have pointed out, 8 it should be perfectly possible for
the UK to have prosperity without growth – but only if we are prepared to
overhaul our economic arrangements so that they favour the common interests
of all over the desire for ever-increasing profits.
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