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A B S T R A C T

The IPCC warns that in order to keep global warming under 1.5°, global emissions must be cut to zero by 2050.
Policymakers and scholars debate how best to decarbonise the energy system, and what socio-economic changes
might be necessary. Here we review the strengths, weaknesses, and synergies of two prominent climate change
mitigation narratives: the Green New Deal and degrowth. Green New Deal advocates propose a plan to co-
ordinate and finance a large-scale overhaul of the energy system. Some see economic growth as crucial to
financing this transition, and claim that the Green New Deal will further stimulate growth. By contrast, pro-
ponents of degrowth maintain that growth makes it more difficult to accomplish emissions reductions, and argue
for reducing the scale of energy use to enable a rapid energy transition. The two narratives converge on the
importance of public investments for financing the energy transition, industrial policies to lead the dec-
arbonisation of the economy, socializing the energy sector to allow longer investment horizons, and expanding
the welfare state to increase social protection. We conclude that despite important tensions, there is room for
synthesizing Green New Deal and degrowth-minded approaches into a ‘Green New Deal without growth’.

1. Introduction

The IPCC SR15 report (Masson-Delmotte et al., 2018) estimates that
in order to have a 50% to 66% chance of keeping global warming below
1.5 °C, global emissions need to be reduced to around half their present
level by 2030 and reach net-zero by 2050. The report concludes that
countries must urgently come up with concrete plans for rapid emis-
sions reductions.

In this paper we compare two master narratives on climate change
mitigation that represent a break with traditional market-based en-
vironmental policy: the Green New Deal (GND) and degrowth. Both
have gained visibility in academia in recent years, with the GND be-
coming commonplace in public debate. The idea of a GND has been
discussed since 2007, but recently a coalition of grassroots environ-
mental groups, progressive politicians, and policy think tanks in the
United States has advanced a new formulation, inspired by FDR's New
Deal, that led to House Resolution 109 (presented to the US Congress in
February 2019). In the wake of these events, climate justice movements
in Europe have also started embracing the GND platform. Degrowth in
comparison is a (relatively new) field of academic research and ad-
vocacy, mobilized by grassroots movements as a framework for ar-
ticulating social and environmental justice demands (Demaria et al.,
2013). Our premise here is that instead of seeing the GND and degrowth

as antagonistic and trying to prove which one is right and which wrong
(e.g. Pollin, 2018), it is more constructive to assess the strengths and
weaknesses of each in order to identify possible synergies, while re-
cognizing tensions.

A main source of friction between the two narratives is the question
of economic growth. Some GND advocates maintain that investments in
renewable energy will grow related activities, have spillover effects,
and stimulate the economy (Pollin, 2018). Economic growth will then
increase the revenues available for clean energy investment and ac-
celerate its deployment.

The degrowth argument holds instead that the slower the rate of
economic growth, the easier it is to achieve emissions reductions. This
is because the rate of change of carbon emissions is equal to the rate of
change of output multiplied by the rate of change of carbon intensity.
Relying on GDP growth to finance the deployment of renewable energy
means increasing total energy demand, which makes emissions reduc-
tions more difficult to achieve.

Section 2 analyses the genesis and evolution of the GND and argues
that its recent formulation marks a break from previous iterations,
something that has received less attention than it should by ecological
economists. Section 3 outlines the degrowth position in relation to
climate breakdown and mitigation, responding to critiques, including
by economist Robert Pollin (2018), that degrowth has little to offer to
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these questions. Section 4 focuses on the question of growth in more
detail and argues in favour of the degrowth diagnosis, but claims that
degrowth could be compatible, under certain conditions, with a GND.
Section 5 compares the two approaches, and identifies elements of sy-
nergy and tension, while exploring what a ‘GND without growth’ could
look like.

2. Green New Deals

In this section, we trace the history of the Green New Deal. Our
interest is not historiographical and we do not provide this story as a
mere background to the analysis that follows. Rather, we present the
history because it reveals the increasing openness of GND discourse to
anti-growth and anti-capitalist ideas, and suggests potential points of
convergence between GND and degrowth narratives. Not much has
been written about the shift from GND 1.0 to 2.0, which we highlight
here, and ecological economists would be forgiven for assuming that
one is a continuation or reincarnation of the other.

Whereas the term ‘Green New Deal’ (GND) has appeared in aca-
demic and policy debates since at least the 1990s (Czeskleba-Dupont
et al., 1994; Henderson and Woolner, 2005), it first entered the main-
stream in 2007 in a New York Times op-ed by Thomas Friedman. In the
run-up to the 2008 U.S. presidential election, Friedman argued that the
candidate able to put forward an ambitious and credible energy and
environmental agenda would have a clear advantage (Friedman, 2007).
He called the plan a GND, because like the original New Deal it would
be a “broad range of programs and industrial projects to revitalize
America” (Friedman, 2007). To nurture clean energy technologies to a
point that they would really scale “would be a huge industrial project”
that requires “government regulations and prices”. Friedman argued
that the GND has the “potential to create a whole new clean power
industry to spur our economy into the 21st century” (Friedman, 2007).

After the collapse of the Lehman Brothers in September 2008 (see
Fig. 1), many economists and policy-makers came to see in the GND a
strategy for re-starting the US economy (Hertsgaard, 2009). Barack
Obama embraced the narrative of the GND (Kaufman, 2018) on the
campaign trail, and in 2009 his administration approved the stimulus
package American Recovery and Reinvestment Act. The total stimulus
amounted to US$976 billion, of which US$117 billion was oriented
towards energy efficiency and renewable energy (Barbier, 2016). Si-
milarly, the think tank New Economics Foundation set out an ambitious
plan for the United Kingdom to invest massively in decarbonising the
economy and to deliver an economic stimulus in response to the fi-
nancial crisis, an agenda presented in the report A Green New Deal
(Elliott et al., 2008). The European Green Party was also among those
calling for a GND in the EU to respond to the financial crisis.

With the financial crisis becoming a global economic recession,
numerous governments and international institutions adopted the idea
of adding energy efficiency and renewable energy investments to their
countercyclical fiscal stimulus packages (Kapoor et al., 2011). The
United Nations Environment Programme issued the policy brief Global
Green New Deal in March 2009 (see Fig. 1) to coordinate various

national economic stimulus plans (UNEP, 2009). The report re-
commended an expenditure of 1% of GDP on green initiatives, but the
G20 group overall spent only 0.8% of GDP (amounting in total to US
$513 billion) by the end of 2009 (Barbier, 2016). The only countries
that met UNEP's investment target were South Korea (5%), China
(3.1%), Saudi Arabia (1.7%), and Australia (1.3%) (Barbier, 2016).

However, in 2010 the global economic consensus turned from sti-
mulus to austerity. The G20 meeting in Toronto in June 2010 marked a
point of departure away from Keynesian economics, which had up to
that point informed state responses to the global financial crisis (Blyth,
2015). Under the banner of “growth friendly fiscal consolidation”, ba-
lanced budgets and deficit hysteria became the dogma of G20 govern-
ments and “talk of a Green New Deal withered on the vine” (Kaufman,
2018).

The GND discourse has lately come to the fore of American political
debates in a new incarnation articulated by a coalition of grassroots
movements (Sunrise Movement, Justice Democrats, and Democratic
Socialists of America), progressive politicians (most notably,
Congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez), and think tanks (New
Consensus and Data For Progress). In March 2019 Congresswoman
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Ed Markey presented House
Resolution 109 in the U.S. House of Representatives (see Fig. 1). This is
a non-binding resolution that cannot be considered for the legislative
process. The preamble establishes that the GND should address a cli-
mate crisis and an economic one of wage stagnation and growing in-
equality. To address the former crisis, H.R. 109 sets the goal for the U.S.
to achieve net-zero greenhouse gas emissions through a 10-year mo-
bilization, but without specifying when the target should be reached. It
also aims to decarbonize the transportation, agriculture, manu-
facturing, and infrastructure sectors “as much as is technologically
feasible”. This wording combined with the net-zero greenhouse gas
emissions goal suggests that proponents are supportive of carbon di-
oxide removal, but without specifying with which negative emissions
technologies. To address the latter crisis, H.R. 109 sets out numerous
social objectives: creating high-quality union jobs and offering training
for workers affected by the transition, expanding the welfare state by
providing free health care and affordable housing to all citizens, and
fostering environmental justice by stopping current, preventing future,
and repairing historic oppression of frontline and vulnerable commu-
nities.

This new incarnation of the GND bears a close resemblance to U.S.
President Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal, which was a set of social
and economic reforms that the federal government undertook between
1933 and 1936 in response to the Great Depression. The New Deal
included landmark agencies and legislation that made it very popular
among American citizens (Rauchway, 2008). In the 1930s, the U.S. also
faced the Dust Bowl and to stop topsoil loss and restore damaged land-
scapes the Civilian Conservation Corps – a public work relief program for
unskilled manual labor – planted hundreds of millions of trees (de Graaf,
2019). The New Deal also founded the federally-owned corporation
Tennessee Valley Authority that provided electricity generation and
economic development to the Tennessee Valley, a region particularly

Fig. 1. Time diagram with landmark events of the New Deal, of the GND 1.0, and of the GND 2.0.
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affected by the Great Depression and neglected by private utilities be-
cause of the high costs associated with the electrification of rural areas
(Bruenig, 2019). Key features of the New Deal – such as public own-
ership of energy utilities, social and labour reforms, and a job guarantee
– have come to characterize the GND narrative since 2018.

Like the New Deal, the GND vision articulated in H.R. 109 points to
the need for an interventionist economic approach to decarbonization
by placing strong emphasis on public investments, industrial policies,
and indicative planning. This proposal can be traced back to the basic
argument that the private sector cannot innovate without the public
sector giving it purpose and direction (Mazzucato and McPherson,
2018). According to The Economist (2019) the new incarnation of the
GND “is an outright rejection of the orthodox economic approach to
climate change.” In this new GND framing, the climate emergency is
not a market externality to be fixed through pricing, but rather it is part
of a social crisis. Such crisis can be addressed only “by redistributing
economic and political power” (The Economist, 2019). This marks a
radical departure from the first incarnation of the GND. Indeed, as
Galvin and Healy (2020) argue, the GND 1.0 adopted an “ecological
modernization” approach, predominately focusing on investments in
technological solutions, without sufficient regulation to forcibly reduce
CO2 emissions. While the GND 1.0 tried to harness capitalist investment
for climate benefit mainly through R&D funding, mild subsidies, and
pricing carbon, the GND 2.0 would use “the power of public investment
and coordination to prioritize decarbonization at speed, scope, and
scale” (Aronoff et al., 2019). The GND 2.0, furthermore, rejects the
primacy of market-based environmental policy instruments that seek to
address the market failure of externalities by incorporating the external
cost of production or consumption activities through taxes or by
creating property rights to establish a proxy market for the use of en-
vironmental services. Instead, the GND 2.0 embraces command-and-
control environmental regulation that involves the government estab-
lishing the reduction of pollution levels and monitor the manner in
which it is achieved.

While the GND 1.0 could be considered a technocratic exercise in
devising top-down policy proposals for restarting the economy after the
2009 Financial Crisis by investing in green technology, the GND 2.0
depends on and sees itself as part of grassroots movement-building in
the context of environmental justice struggles. Just as a historic wave of
labor unrest in 1934–1937 ensured Roosevelt's presidential election and
pushed him to approve New Deal legislation in his first 100 days in
office (Rauchway, 2008), similarly frontline and vulnerable commu-
nities, which the harms caused by climate change and pollution have
been dumped on, and young environmentally-aware citizens could re-
present the constituencies from which support for the GND could come
(Wallace-Wells, 2019).

The strong effect that H.R. 109 had on the GND narrative is epito-
mized by the fact that U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders published a GND
plan (Sanders, 2019) along similar lines during the 2020 Democratic
Party presidential primaries. But unlike H.R. 109, Sanders' plan in-
cludes a ban on imports and exports of oil and gas, a ban on moun-
taintop mining and fracking, and a moratorium on permits to drill on
public lands. This amounts to including in the GND supply-side policies
to directly restrict the extraction and distribution of fossil fuels, in line
with the ‘keep it in the ground’ slogan of the climate justice movement
(Battistoni and Riofrancos, 2019). Other innovative elements of San-
ders' plan are the objective of exceeding the U.S. fair share of global
emissions reductions in order to at least partly compensate for the
standing climate debt that the U.S. has with the Global South. The plan
proposes that the U.S. will reduce domestic emissions by at least 71%
by 2030 and reduce emissions among less industrialized nations by 36%
by 2030 by investing $200 billion in the Green Climate Fund. All these
are attributes that further contribute to the radicalism of the GND 2.0
discourse compared to its previous incarnation.

3. Degrowth narratives about climate stabilization

In the context of counterculture movements in France in the late
90s, environmental and anti-capitalist activists started using the term
‘décroissance’ (degrowth). Since 2008 academics and activists have
been organising biennial international conferences making degrowth a
subject of scientific research with hundreds of articles published in
peer-reviewed journals. Environmental and social activists increasingly
turn to degrowth as a framework for articulating their demands for a
more ecologically sustainable and economically fair society (Demaria
et al., 2013).

Degrowth is not a political platform, but rather an ‘umbrella con-
cept’ that brings together a wide variety of ideas and social struggles.
Unlike the GND narrative, it has not yet had a clear policy impact and
no mainstream think tanks or political parties have endorsed it to date.
However, some Members of the European Parliament (especially from
green and social democratic parties) and NGO networks (such as,
Friends of the Earth Europe, Greenpeace EU, the European
Environmental Bureau) show increasing interest in degrowth. These
and other organziations collaborated in organising the Post-Growth
Conference at the European Parliament in September 2018. In the same
month, 238 academics published an open letter calling on the European
Commission to abandon growth as an economic objective in favour of
stability and well-being (O’Neill, 2018).

Ecological economists have defined degrowth as an equitable
downscaling of throughput, with a concomitant securing of wellbeing
(Kallis et al., 2018). Despite the fact that GDP reduction is not an ob-
jective of degrowth, Schneider et al. (2010) write that “sustainable
degrowth will involve a decrease in GDP as currently measured, be-
cause of a reduction in the large-scale, resource-intensive productive
and consumptive activities that constitute a big portion of GDP. The
degrowth hypothesis is that GDP can go down and nevertheless quality
of life can improve."

From a degrowth perspective, the ecological emergency arising
from the crossing of several planetary boundaries is a sign that growth
cannot continue. One of the core hypotheses of degrowth is that GDP
growth cannot be decoupled from throughput at the scale needed to
reduce resource use in line with planetary boundaries. As for emissions:
while absolute decoupling of GDP from emissions is possible (and is
already happening in high-income countries), it is not feasible to reduce
emissions fast enough to respect the carbon budgets for 1.5 °C and 2 °C
if the economy keeps growing (Hickel and Kallis, 2019). All the models
projecting that climate stabilization can be achieved while global GDP
grows at the normal rate of 2–3% per year rely heavily on negative
emissions technologies that are unproven at scale (Anderson, 2015).

Degrowth postulates that it is easier to achieve decarbonization with
slower economic growth than without. This is because the rate of
carbon emissions in an economy is equal to the rate of change of output
multiplied by the rate of change of carbon intensity. Looking at a group
of 18 developed economies that have reduced their national emissions
over the period 2005–2015, Le Quéré et al. (2019) found that – in
addition to investments in renewables – reductions in energy demand
deriving partly from lower GDP growth rates have been a key driver of
reduced emissions. Conversely, carbon emissions reductions greater
than 3–4% per year are very unlikely to be compatible with continued
economic growth (Anderson and Bows-Larkin, 2013).

The degrowth literature also questions the suitability of renewable
energy to fuel economic growth. GDP growth is driven by an increase in
energy use derived from energy-dense sources that are abundant and
cheap (Kallis and Sager, 2017). Consequently, to ensure economic
growth in the long run it is necessary to increase energy supplies and/or
the rate of energy efficiency (Warr and Ayres, 2010). However, the
EROI (the ratio of the amount of usable energy delivered from a par-
ticular energy resource to the amount of usable energy used to obtain
that energy resource) for renewable energy sources – between 10:1 and
20:1 – is lower than that of fossil fuels (Murphy and Hall, 2010).
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Capellán-Pérez et al. (2018) simulate that if renewables increased from
15% to 50% by 2050 average EROI would drop to 3:1 when accounting
for the energy required to extract and build the infrastructure, which is
less than the 11:1 deemed necessary for a growing economy (Fizaine
and Court, 2016).

Degrowth scholars reject also the assumption that the deployment
of renewable energy is sufficient on its own to displace fossil fuels in
energy production. Historically, new energy sources have added more
energy without removing older sources: for instance the discovery of oil
as an energy source has not replaced coal, but simply added to growing
coal use (Fressoz and Bonneuil, 2013). Historical patterns suggest that
past ‘energy transitions’ should be more accurately described as ‘energy
additions’ (York and Bell, 2019). The average trend in many nations
around the world over the past 50 years shows that each unit of elec-
tricity generated by non fossil-fuel sources displaced less than one-tenth
of a unit of fossil-fuel-generated electricity (York, 2012). Hence, in the
context of climate change mitigation, some degrowth advocates have
proposed – along with a decline in energy consumption at the societal
level – a cap on the total emissions that a country is allowed to generate
(Kallis, 2015; Marcellesi, 2012; Daly, 2013).

Degrowth advocates are not only concerned with climate change,
but also with the increase in the material throughput of the economic
system. Scaling up renewable energy production presents a problem in
that the mineral intensity of renewable energy is higher than that of
fossil fuels: producing 1 kWh of electricity from renewable energy re-
quires 10 times more metals than from fossil fuels (Arnsperger and
Bourg, 2017). Increasing the extraction of these minerals will further
drive ecological breakdown, and in some cases limited resource avail-
ability may limit the expansion of renewable energy. For instance, with
an annual growth of 10% in extraction rates, proven lithium reserves
would become exhausted in 50 years (Bardi, 2014). Renewable energy
can mitigate some environmental impacts, but only at the expense of
exacerbating others. This leads to other social and ecological issues that
are at the centre of degrowth research: environmental conflicts arising
from struggles for the control of resources (Scheidel et al., 2020), local
pollution where the mines are located (Li et al., 2014), and conflicts
over land-use change (Capellán-Pérez et al., 2017).

In proposing a GND, Pollin (2018) claims that “a major weakness of
the degrowth literature is that, in concerning itself with broad themes,
it gives very little detailed attention to developing an effective climate-
stabilization project.” While degrowth scholars have elaborated nu-
merous policy proposals (Cosme et al., 2017), it is true that they have
not formulated specific proposals for emissions reductions; their con-
tributions have generally focused on showing how GDP growth makes
bending the curve of carbon emissions harder (Burton and Somerville,
2019). Kallis (2019a, 2019b) maintains that there is no shortage of
technologies and policies for reducing emissions, but that they have not
yet been put into practice because of the negative effects that they
would have on economic growth. From a degrowth perspective, climate
change is an issue that can be addressed only through a more systemic
transformation of social and economic practices and institutions. But if
we are to zero in on climate mitigation policies stricto sensu, degrowth
scholars and activists have to date proposed carbon taxes, abolishing
fossil fuel subsidies, divesting from the fossil fuel industry, rapidly
switching to renewable energy, and adopting lifestyle changes that in-
crease efficiency and reduce consumption (Stuart et al., 2019). We will
discuss more in depth what the ecological transition should look like
from a degrowth perspective in section 5 where we put forward some
proposals for a ‘GND without growth’.

Degrowth is not only about government policies, it is also about
value changes and changes in everyday modes of living. The degrowth
scholarship emphasizes aspects of cultural transformation, epitomized
by grassroots projects and communities practicing alternatives and
prefigurative politics. Such initiatives, often mentioned also in the
context of the commons or ‘post-capitalism’, include community gar-
dens, alternative and solidarity economy networks, community

currencies, time banks, open software collectives, and cohousing and
eco-communes (Alexander, 2013). Such initiatives involve lower con-
sumption and shorter production–consumption circuits based on the
principle of sufficiency. They attempt to develop practices of produc-
tion, consumption or exchange that provide social value outside the
domain and logic of the GDP economy (Kallis, 2018).

Before we move to the tensions and synergies of the two ap-
proaches, let us summarise in Table 1 the core elements of (different
versions of) new deals and degrowth.

4. Differences on the question of economic growth

A main source of friction between GND 2.0 and degrowth is the
question of economic growth. Some proponents of the GND see growth
as both the engine and a result of the ecological transition. While H.R.
109 does not explicitly mention economic growth as a policy objective,
the idea is implicit in the text given its goals to “spur economic de-
velopment” and “to grow domestic manufacturing”. Three major policy
experts associated with the GND debate in the U.S. argue that boosting
working class wages and upgrading infrastructure would strengthen
economic growth, therefore making H.R. 109 “fiscally responsible”
(Talbot Zorn et al., 2019). This idea is problematic from a degrowth
perspective because it fails to address the issue of growing energy and
material flows.

Pollin's (2018) advocacy of GND on the basis of criticizing degrowth
is a good reference for this discussion. Pollin criticizes degrowth be-
cause “some categories of economic activity should now grow mas-
sively” in the context of the ecological transition. Degrowth scholars
however responded to Pollin that they do not argue that certain ac-
tivities, such as those deemed desirable from a socio-ecological per-
spective, should not expand (Burton and Somerville, 2019). While ne-
cessary sectors expand, less necessary sectors can be scaled down with a
possible shrinking of GDP.

One question Pollin does not address is why a renewable energy
transition requires aggregate growth. If the objective is to achieve spe-
cific kinds of goals, it makes more sense to invest in those directly,
rather than to grow the whole economy indiscriminately and hope for a
specific outcome. For instance, if the State increases expenditures in
order to decarbonize the energy system, this could be used to directly
increase renewable energy production (sustainability-oriented policy),
rather than to boost aggregate demand (growth-oriented policy).

Pollin (2018) links GND to growth by proposing that GND should be
funded with a set share of national GDP, specifically at 2% per annum.
Growth is desirable, then, because “higher levels of GDP will corre-
spondingly mean a higher level of investment being channeled into
clean-energy projects” (Pollin, 2018). Granted, the higher GDP, the
easier it may be to increase investments to renewables, easing compe-
tition with other public expenditures. Private investments also, driven
by profit as they are, become harder in a context of contraction. But, at
least in principle, an increasing proportion of a shrinking GDP could be
directed to a clean energy transition, if governments were to take
greater control of the direction of investment by a socialisation of
strategic sectors. It is not clear, in other words, why a significant in-
vestment on a GND cannot be made within stagnant, or even con-
tracting, economies.

Degrowth advocates insist on the importance of financing an energy
transition without growth because from a degrowth perspective spur-
ring economic growth in order to increase investment in clean sectors of
the economy has undesirable, second order consequences, such as the
expansion of dirty economic sectors. Growth is an integrated process
and it is hard to imagine how to grow selectively the ‘goods’ while
reducing the ‘bads’ (Kallis, 2019a). Furthermore, there are serious
concerns whether the growth rates Pollin foresees can be sustained in
the long-run, given signs of high-income countries entering a period of
secular stagnation.

It is true though that certain financing strategies could make
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economic growth necessary for funding the GND, such as in the case of
green bonds. When bonds have positive yields, governments are obliged
to pay interest to bondholders, this requires growing tax revenues. The
idea of using green bonds to fund the GND is premised on Richard
Kahn's principle of the multiplier (1931): deficit spending should be
used to increase growth in order to raise sufficient tax revenues to cover
the debts. This is the Keynesian core of the GND narrative and, indeed,
it relies on economic growth to avoid ballooning public debt. As Pettifor
(2019) puts it, “the GND economy will not be debt-free, but its credit
creation systems will be balanced by tax revenues gained from em-
ployment, used to repay loans to prevent the build-up of debt and
deficits.”

But it could be that it is problematic to resort to deficit spending for
funding the GND. As Klein (2019) argues, “any credible GND needs a
concrete plan for ensuring that the salaries from all the good green jobs
it creates aren't immediately poured into high-consumer lifestyles that
inadvertently end up increasing emissions [...]. This is the problem with
what we might call the emerging ‘climate Keynesianism’: the post–-
World War II economic boom did revive ailing economies, but it also
kicked off suburban sprawl and set off a consumption tidal wave that
would eventually be exported to every corner of the globe.” The ‘public
expenditure-growth-tax’ model may not be compatible with ecological
principles (Bailey, 2015).

This raises difficult questions about how to finance the energy
transition in a degrowth scenario. We discuss three strategies for
funding public investments without relying on economic growth.
Firstly, public expenditures could be reallocated away from socially-
and environmentally-harmful sectors (such as, armaments or fossil fuel
subsidies) or gleaned from the expected positive effects of the ecolo-
gical transition (such as, reduction in public health costs, unemploy-
ment benefits, defensive expenditures, and climate change adaptation).

Secondly, governments could tap into private and corporate savings
by means of progressive taxation. For instance, Cox (2020) focuses on
the richest third of US households, with tax rates graded by income
within this group. 100% wealth taxes could be used for the top bracket,
effectively instituting a wealth cap (Buch-Hansen and Koch, 2019). A
more progressive tax system would have the added benefit of reducing
inequality, reducing positional consumption (one of the main drivers of
emissions) and increasing social well-being (Wilkinson and Pickett,
2010).

Thirdly, money creation could be decommodified and reorganized
as a common good. A sovereign money system would entail debt-free
money creation on the part of a country's central bank with the aim of

directly spending it into existence on any project decided by the gov-
ernment. Since sovereign money is created debt-free, it does not require
economic growth for the repayment of accruing debt (Positive Money,
2018).

Aronoff et al. (2019) suggest a possible point of convergence be-
tween the degrowth and GND narratives when they argue that in the
context of a “radical GND”, economic growth should not be a social
objective. This is because “GDP growth has never been a great metric
for the things we care about. The past forty years show that it can
continue without benefiting most people's well-being or trickling down.
Contrary to the ideology of capitalism, materially intensive growth can't
continue forever. We can't pretend ecological limits don't exist. And
contrary to the arguments of clean technophiles, there's zero evidence
that growth can be meaningfully ‘decoupled’ from resource use, or
occur without environmental impact” (Aronoff et al., 2019). Hence,
what high-income countries need is “a ‘last stimulus’ of green economic
development in the short term to “jump off the growth treadmill, break
with capital, and settle into a slower groove” (Aronoff et al., 2019).
Here, unlike Pollin, there is an acknowledgement that building say solar
panels and wind turbines might lead to the growth of certain economic
sectors for a limited amount of time, but continuous and generalized
economic growth should not be the objective.

5. A Green New Deal without growth?

Table 2 compares the more radical, recent version of GND 2.0 with
degrowth, looking for possible synergies and complementarities (see
Table 2). The idea here is of trying to think what a GND without
growth, or a ‘degrowth GND’ could look like. Part of the thinking
presented here has informed the campaign Green New Deal for Europe
led by the pan-European political movement Democracy in Europe
Movement 2025 and its report ‘A Blueprint for Europe's Just Transition’
(2019), to which we contributed. Basic tenets of such a GND include:
public investment and asset ownership in the energy sector; policies for
a just transition, including a job guarantee; decommodification and
universal access to basic services; resource caps and policies to reduce
resource use; environmental justice for resource-providing commu-
nities; and explicit social and economic policies to manage without
growth. We present each below.

A GND without growth should lower the profitability requirements
of investments for supporting the energy transition. This, in turn, raises
the issue of ownership of energy enterprises and assets. Recent GND
proposals emphasise the need for public control of the energy sector

Table 2
Differences between the GND and degrowth narratives and possible synergies between them.

GND 2.0 Degrowth GND 2.0 ≥ DG DG ≥ GND 2.0

Growth Agnostic,
Pro green growth

Against growth,
Managing without growth

More resources for green investments
when there is growth

Caution not to tie GND to delivery of growth,
Preparation to manage without growth if
need be

Climate stabilization Decarbonization of the
economy,
Investments in renewable
energy sources,
Efficiency improvements

Investments in renewable energy
and efficiency improvements,
Decarbonization of the economy,
Downscaling of throughput,
Sufficiency

Public investment bank,
Industrial policies,
Socialisation of the energy sector

Reducing individual consumption,
Minerals scarcity and land-use change from
renewable energy deployment,
Climate change is not the only problem with
growth

Policies Massive public
investments, Just
Transition,
Job Guarantee,
Expansion of the welfare
state

Work-sharing,
Basic and maximum income,
Green tax reform,
Environmental caps and bans,
Universal Basic Services

Emphasis on public intervention and
investment,
Concrete measures for Just Transition

Policies to secure employment without
growth,
Policies to reduce aggregate economic
activity, Legislation for longer-lasting
products, Shift from private provisioning to
public provisioning

Strategy Policy change,
Shift in public investment,
Grassroots activism

Economic policy change,
Democratic negotiation of
legitimate needs, Self-limitation

Importance of using the leverage of
public investment to steer towards a
massive transformation of the economy

Prefigurative politics,
Starting cultural change

Constituency Progressive politicians,
Social justice and
environmental activists

Eco-communities,
Red-green activists,
Green-left politicians

Effecting regulatory change,
Reaching out to mainstream discourse

Constructing a more radical discourse,
Connecting global justice and ecological
transition
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(Pollin, 2019), which finds some echoes also in degrowth literature
(Kunze and Becker, 2015). Indeed, in order for a growing share of
public investment of a contracting economy to be directed to the clean
energy transition, it is necessary for the government to take greater
control of investments (Kallis, 2018). Investments in renewable energy
will bring returns over much longer timeframes than traditional fi-
nancial markets expect, and it is therefore necessary to rethink the
ecology of investment: “there is likely to be a substantially enhanced
role for public sector's investments and asset ownership since its rates of
return are typically lower than commercial ones, allowing longer in-
vestment horizons and less punishing requirements in terms of pro-
ductivity” (Jackson, 2009). Social ownership of essential infrastructures
can also lead to a more democratic control over the economy, arguably
an essential element of both degrowth and the GND (Eskelinen, 2015).
To this end, public development banks can play a crucial role in pro-
viding loans and subsidies for publicly- and community-owned en-
terprises (Marois, 2017).

The GND puts at centre a Just Transition framework. It envisions
that workers in brown industries should be fully retrained to find new
job opportunities in clean sectors. An essential element of this vision is
that labour unions should be at the negotiating table to make sure that
the transition is co-created and co-shaped (Newell and Mulvaney,
2013). Degrowth scholars agree with this approach, but they go one
step further by calling “for a truly democratic, worker-controlled pro-
duction system” (Barca, 2019). This would also entail a shift in income
and welfare creation from industrial production to social and environ-
mental reproduction: maintenance, recycling, repair, and restoration of
environmental and infrastructural resources, as well as education, cul-
ture and care.

In terms of employment policies, the proposal for a job guarantee is
another point of convergence between the GND and degrowth narra-
tives. A job guarantee enables full employment despite contracting
aggregate economic activity and it creates the possibility for people to
earn a living outside the sphere of capital accumulation (Alcott, 2013;
Unti, 2012). Work provided through the job guarantee can be chan-
neled towards environmentally sustainable projects as it involves pro-
duction for use rather than exchange. The job guarantee can be aimed
at activities with high social value, such as care work, habitat restora-
tion, and community services. A job guarantee can also be instrumental
to the implementation of other degrowth measures, such as work-time
reduction: the State could initiate a shorter working week and, in so
doing, pressure private employers to follow suit.

H.R. 109 aims to provide high-quality health care, affordable
housing, and economic security to all U.S. citizens: arguably, the ex-
pansion of the welfare state is one of the core principles of the GND
narrative. Similarly, the concept of ‘gratuity’ plays a central role in
degrowth (Ariès, 2018) and it amounts to removing essential social
services from the market. The decommodification of essential services
aims at transferring their allocation away from the sphere of the market
and to the sphere of social rights (Gough, 2017). This ensures that
people can live flourishing lives without needing high incomes to do so
(Hickel, 2019), undermining the notion that economic growth must be
pursued in order to improve the lives of working people.

This approach has other benefits as well. For one, public services
have a lower environmental impact than their private equivalents
(Gough, 2017). Plus, reducing dependence on individual consumer
goods mitigates competition for social status and, consequently, coun-
teracts consumerism; less unequal societies tend to have lower levels of
average emissions per capita (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2010). Policy
proposals that provide for basic needs in a fair and sustainable way
include: a progressive tariff structure for water and electricity, an en-
hanced and free public transport system, public housing with passive
houses, and low-carbon public amenities (swimming pools, libraries,
community gardens, etc.). A GND without growth could, for instance,
involve the adoption of a policy of Universal Basic Services (Coote
et al., 2019).

For the GND without growth to fit within rapidly-shrinking 1.5C
and 2C carbon budgets, the low EROIs of renewable energy sources, and
principles of international social justice, it entails that aggregate energy
demand must be reduced, and this can be achieved with a gradually
declining cap on energy use. Reductions in energy demand can best be
achieved by reducing material throughput, since material extraction
and consumption is a major driver of energy demand. This approach to
reducing material throughput has the added benefit of releasing pres-
sure on ecosystems (i.e., land-use change, biodiversity loss, etc.)
(Grubler et al., 2018).

Policy proposals that go in this direction include legislation for
longer-lasting products (banning planned obsolescence, introducing
right to repair, mandatory recyclability, mandatory long-term warran-
ties, etc.), and a shift from private provisioning to public provisioning
(i.e., public transportation instead of private cars, public water instead
of bottled water, etc.). Furthermore, a GND without growth must be
cognizant of the social and ecological impacts of the material extraction
required for the clean energy transition, and of the fact that this ex-
traction will largely happen in global South communities (Riofrancos,
2019). Replacing a rapacious fossil-fuel industry with an equally pre-
datory renewables industry is not in line with the principles of global
justice (Ajl, 2018). Supply chain justice should be at the forefront of the
energy transition to ensure that the materials required are handled with
commitment to social and environmental justice in the rest of the
world.

Reducing energy and material throughput will most likely end up
slowing down GDP growth and destabilizing institutions that require
and depend on growth. A GND without growth must pre-empt these
problems by adopting policies for ‘managing without growth’ (Victor,
2018). Such policies can, for instance, include work-time reduction to
facilitate work-sharing (Kallis et al., 2013), wealth redistribution
through income and wealth caps (Buch-Hansen and Koch, 2019), green
tax reform (Cattaneo and Vansintjan, 2016), and environmental caps
(Mastini and Rijnhout, 2018).

Having charted the possibilities of a GND without growth, we
should recognize that there are also tensions between GND and de-
growth visions, that some may find irreconcilable. As a reviewer to this
paper noted, the main problem that makes the two proposals difficult to
bridge is not just growth and finance, but differences in terms of the
degree of structural change involved in each proposal and their un-
derlying values/ideology. If one pushes the degrowth argument to its
logical conclusion, given the dependence of capitalism on growth, a
degrowth transition cannot be achieved within capitalism. Likewise, if
one takes seriously degrowth's arguments about the scale of the ne-
cessary energy and resource use reductions, and for paying reparations
and ecological debts to exploited regions, as well as avoiding further
injustices in the future, this is very likely to include a dramatic reduc-
tion in material standards in high-income parts of the world. Many in
the degrowth camp have advocated for a more radical restructuring of
social organization in the mold of transition towns, low-impact living,
ecoregions with minimal trade, etc. This vision obviously chokes with
the more statist spirit of a GND, with its emphasis on technology, big
infrastructures and large flows of money, and on jobs and salaries.
While the GND is quite a radical policy agenda, it does not go as far as
challenging capitalism, but rather thinking of how to reform capitalism
from within. And its emphasis on top-down action, even if movement
mobilized, does not sit necessarily easily with degrowth's emphasis on
bottom-up actions and prefigurative, grassroots politics.

On the other hand, one should recognize that these are also differ-
ences and tensions that the degrowth movement faces internally, with a
tension between reformist and state-based approaches and more ‘so-
cialist utopian’ vision around eco-regions and a radically altered, non-
capitalist future (Kallis, 2018). D'Alisa and Kallis (2019) try to articu-
late a new understanding of the state for the degrowth movement,
going beyond top-bottom or politics-grassroots dichotomies. Based on
Gramsci's theory of the state they argue that policies can understood as
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the culmination of movement demands building upon embodied ev-
eryday, grassroots practices. This echoes André Gorz's concept of “re-
volutionary reforms”, which the degrowth movement has mobilized:
reforms that, if they were to be implemented, would require the very
contours of the system to change radically to accommodate them
(Kallis, 2018).

The GND from this perspective can be understood as a potentially
revolutionary reform. It is a contested concept, it is a battlefield, and its
meaning and ambition will be the result of the struggle waged by social
movements (Riofrancos, 2019). Therefore, climate justice and degrowth
activists should neither accept it acritically nor reject it, but rather hi-
jack it towards more radical positions (Wolf and Mueller, 2019). Like its
namesake before it, the GND is a social compromise: it is the response to
decades of environmentally conscious class struggle. Hence, climate
justice and degrowth activists need to hold two contradictory thoughts
at once. First, that “as the most promising piece of social and en-
vironmental legislation the GND is worth fighting for” (Heron, 2019).
Second, that if it were to be watered down (the way that the European
Green Deal has been, for instance) it might just result in new rounds of
primitive accumulation and commodification of nature (McCarthy,
2015).

6. Conclusions

The latest articulation of the GND narrative represents a valuable
alternative to traditional market-based climate policy. It posits the
importance of public investments for financing the energy transition, of
industrial policies to lead the decarbonisation of the economy, of the
socialisation of the energy sector to allow longer investment horizons,
and of the expansion of the welfare state to provide social protection to
citizens in the context of heightened environmental vulnerability and
any economic contraction. Furthermore, the GND in its recent re-
incarnation emphasizes the Just Transition framework and of a Job
Guarantee scheme for retraining and employing workers displaced from
brown sectors.

We have argued that all of these proposals are coherent with the
degrowth narrative. To be effective, however, the GND must place at its
centre the reduction of throughput to facilitate a rapid decarbonisation
of the economy and to avoid environmental problem-shifting and fur-
ther extractivism in the Global South. All these elements are essential
for a ‘GND without growth’. Adopting this approach, however, means
taking a critical stance against the claim that GDP growth is necessary
for funding the ecological transition. A GND should not depend on GDP
growth for its financing, but rather should mobilize financial resources
through the reallocation of public expenditures, the increase of mar-
ginal taxation on the top income brackets, and the public issuance of
sovereign money. And just as economic growth would not be necessary
to fund GND investments, so it would not be necessary to increase
human well-being and social equality as the adoption of degrowth
policies (such as decommodification of basic services, work-sharing,
and wealth redistribution) are more effective strategies for achieving
these objectives.

While a degrowth society would be based on different social values
and economic structures than the present ones, we believe that the GND
can provide a transitional strategy (Parrique, 2019). Hence, the GND is
a discourse fit for the initial reforming phase, in which State inter-
vention in the economy and top-down policies are needed, and we
believe that there are openings for shifting the GND towards a greater
convergence with degrowth. Therefore, we agree with Pollin (2018)
that one cannot wait for capitalism to end before we get serious about
climate stabilization. This means that one should be ready to engage
with ‘revolutionary reforms’ within the current system - reforms which,
when implemented, may not only radically reduce carbon emissions,
but may also stretch the limits of the very system. In our view, a GND
without growth is such a revolutionary reform.
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