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Why a consumer society can't fix
the climate
Ted Trainer

Policy makers throughout the industrialized world generally
assume that humankind can solve serious global problems
by adopting better technologies and regulations—without
questioning the viability of consumer-capitalist societies.
This faith is mistaken. The big problems, particularly climate
change, are so serious that they cannot be solved without
unprecedented and extremely radical change, including
abandoning the obsession with economic growth, market
systems, and high living standards.

The fundamental cause of the global problems threatening humanity is a grossly
unsustainable level of over-consumption. The per-capita rates at which people living in rich
countries are using up resources are far beyond levels that can be kept up for long or that
could be extended to all the world’s nations. Yet most people fail to grasp the magnitude of
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the overshoot or its significance. The reductions required are so big that they cannot possibly
be achieved within a consumer-capitalist society. Among the factors that policy makers are
ignoring are standards of living, available land, carbon emissions, and economic growth.

Living standards. Many resources are already alarmingly scarce, yet a minority of the
world’s people are currently using the majority of these resources. If the standard of living in
countries such as Australia and the United States were to be extended to the entire world’s
population, which is expected to top 9 billion by 2050, production rates for most resources
would have to be 7 to 10 times as great as they are now.

Land availability.The per-capita area of productive land needed to supply one Australian
with food, water, settlements, and energy is about seven hectares (or 17 acres), according
to ecological footprint data  published by the World Wildlife Federation in 2012. But when the
world population reaches 9 billion, the per capita area of productive land available
worldwide will be less than 0.8 hectare. In other words, the Australian “footprint” is
already nine times as big as that which will be possible for all.

Carbon emissions. In the four years since a team of European scientists warned that
burning only half of the world’s proven, economically recoverable fossil fuel reserves
would push temperatures well beyond the danger level , global emissions have only
continued to rise. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s recent fifth report says
that to have a reasonable chance of keeping global temperature rise below 2 degrees Celsius
we must reduce net anthropogenic emissions to zero well before 2050. Despite rosy
projections for running the world on r enewable energy alone, my analysis shows, in detail,
that replacing fossil fuels with renewable energy sources would not be affordable  because
of the built-in redundancy and energy-storage capability that would be required.

Economic growth. These kinds of figures show that major global problems cannot be
solved unless the wealthiest countries face up to enormous reductions in per-capita resource
use. However, these countries are obsessed with raising levels of production and
consumption as fast as possible, and without any upper limit. The supreme, never-questioned
goal is continuous economic growth. But for the world’s population to achieve Australian
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living standards by 2050, given an annual economic growth rate of 3 percent, total world
production and consumption would have to be more than 30 times as great in 2050 as they
are now.

In addition to the problem of unsustainable resource and ecological impacts, there is the
extremely unjust nature of the global economy. It operates mainly according to market
principles, which means that scarce goods go to those who can pay most for them, rather
than to those in greatest need. Even more important, in a market economy what is developed
is what is most profitable in the market, not what is most needed. So the “development” that
takes place in the Third World is mostly of industries that benefit corporations and rich-
world consumers, rather than the billions of people living in poverty.

Simply put, it is not possible to have a just and sustainable consumer-capitalist society that
provides all people with increasingly affluent lifestyles. Unless the fundamental structures
and systems of modern society are scrapped and replaced, the problems they are causing
cannot be solved.

The magnitude of the over-consumption problem calls for a radical alternative to consumer-
capitalist society, which I label “The Simpler Way.” This would involve people organizing
frugal but sufficient material lifestyles within mostly local economies made up of small farms
and firms, using local resources and labor to meet local needs. There would be no economic
growth, and the GDP would be a small fraction of its present level.

The biggest changes would have to be in the political and cultural realms, including
participatory self-government to ensure that the local economy would be geared to providing
a high quality of life for all. The Simpler Way could not be run from afar, so it is incompatible
with big-state socialism. Most problematic of all, it could not work without the willing
acceptance of frugal and self-sufficient lifestyles, strong collectivism, and a desire to give
and to nurture.

These are not predictions, and they are not utopian dreams. If the limits are as coercive as I
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have argued, a sustainable and just world cannot be conceived other than in terms of some
kind of Simpler Way. The literature supporting this “limits to growth” perspective has become
overwhelmingly convincing in recent decades, but the mainstream refuses to attend to it.
Hardly anyone recognizes that the pursuit of affluence and growth is an enormous, suicidal
mistake.

Even if the magnitude and nature of the change required was recognized, modern political
institutions and cultural traditions are not up to the task. In our winner-take-all society there is
little willingness to share the costs of the readjustment fairly or sensibly. It is not surprising,
therefore, that proposals for relatively minor reforms are resisted fiercely. What, then, are the
chances of making enormous changes such as phasing out all fossil fuel power generation?

It is likely that we will continue to accelerate toward catastrophic collapse. However, there
are people working to build the beginnings of a simpler way in their communities, with the
hope that these groups will be sufficiently well established to provide a base for
reconstruction when existing systems begin to fail. There are small but thriving “Transition
Towns,” and movements known as Voluntary Simplicity, Permaculture, and the Slow
Movement. At this stage, most of these are only implementing reforms within consumer-
capitalist society, but they provide the best hope for developing communities that will
eventually take control of their own fate and build highly self-sufficient local economies.

231LikeLike S

Subscribe

Current Issue

Features
Agree to
Disagree

Cyber issue

Topics
Biosecurity

Climate Change

Nuclear Energy

Donate
Be a Donor

Donor
Appreciation

About Us
Staff

Science and
Security Board

Doomsday
Clock
Timeline

Multimedia

BACK TO TOP

 PDFmyURL.com

http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2013/jun/15/transition-towns-way-forward
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/05/18/world/americas/18iht-simplicity.1.12981659.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/07/28/garden/permaculture-emerges-from-the-underground.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.slowmovement.com/
http://thebulletin.org/why-consumer-society-cant-fix-climate#
http://thebulletin.org/why-consumer-society-cant-fix-climate#
http://thebulletin.org/feeds
http://thebulletin.org/why-consumer-society-cant-fix-climate#
http://thebulletin.org/why-consumer-society-cant-fix-climate#skip-link
http://bos.sagepub.com/site/subscriptions/
http://thebulletin.org/current-issue
http://books.google.ca/books?id=-wsAAAAAMBAJ&source=gbs_all_issues_r&cad=1
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/agree-disagree
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/cyber-issue
http://thebulletin.org/topics/biosecurity
http://thebulletin.org/topics/climate-change
http://thebulletin.org/topics/nuclear-energy
http://thebulletin.org/be-donor
http://thebulletin.org/donor-appreciation
http://thebulletin.org/about-us/staff
http://thebulletin.org/science-and-security-board
http://thebulletin.org/timeline
http://thebulletin.org/multimedia/doomsday-clock
http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01
http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01


Request
Permissions

Write for the
Bullet in

BULLET IN DIGEST

Enter email  SIGN UP

Receive free semimonthly updates  of
the lates t articles  published by the
Bulletin.

GET  FEEDS

Your favorite columnis ts ,  features ,
and topics  delivered directly to you.

Copyright © 2013 Bulletin o f the Atomic Scientists. All Rights Reserved. Terms o f Use.

From the Archive,
1945-1998

Multimedia

Features

Special issue:
Destruction, art,
and the
Doomsday
Clock

Analysis

Columnists

Development
and
Disarmament
Roundtable

Explain This

Multimedia

Nuclear
Notebook

Opinion

Reports

Voices of
Tomorrow

Nuclear Energy

Nuclear
Weapons

Board of
Sponsors

Governing
Board

Media Center

Columnists

Undergraduate
Fellowships

Foundations and
In Kind
Contributors

Write for The
Bulletin

SOCIAL MEDIA

Socializ e with the Bulletin and its  community.

 PDFmyURL.com

http://thebulletin.org/multimedia
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/features
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/special-issue-destruction-art-and-doomsday-clock
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/analysis
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/columnists
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/development-and-disarmament-roundtable
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/explain
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/multimedia
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/nuclear-notebook
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/opinion
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/reports
http://thebulletin.org/feature-type/voices-tomorrow
http://thebulletin.org/topics/nuclear-weapons
http://thebulletin.org/board-sponsors-0
http://thebulletin.org/governing-board
http://thebulletin.org/press-releases
http://thebulletin.org/features/columnists
http://thebulletin.org/undergraduate-fellowships
http://thebulletin.org/foundations-and-kind-contributors
http://thebulletin.org/write-bulletin
http://thebulletin.org/
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://thebulletin.org/write-bulletin
http://thebulletin.org/feeds
http://thebulletin.org/feeds
http://www.facebook.com/BulletinOfTheAtomicScientists
http://twitter.com/BulletinAtomic
http://www.linkedin.com/company/bulletin-of-the-atomic-scientists
http://pinterest.com/BulletinAtomic/
http://www.youtube.com/user/BulletinAtomic
http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01
http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01


 PDFmyURL.com

http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01
http://pdfmyurl.com?otsrc=watermark&otclc=0.01

