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This submission argues that we need to reorient economic activity in Ireland
away from pursuing increased consumption (GDP growth) as an end in itself,
and towards social and ecological wellbeing. It makes a series of
recommendations that we believe would help to bring about this change in
orientation.
Introduc6on and background
One of the core drivers of biodiversity
loss in Ireland and worldwide is
widespread changes in land and sea
use1. These changes arise, in turn, from
high levels of resource extrac>on and
consump>on which represent a large,
and growing, ‘ecological footprint’ of
impacts on the global ecosystem (ﬁg 1).
Many experts agree, therefore, that in
order to regenerate biodiversity we will
need to place binding limits on the
extrac>on and consump>on of certain
resources, and also extend the number
of ‘no-go’ areas where resource
extrac>on is not allowed at all. As a
2020 paper on biodiversity policy
states2, ‘the establishment—via
mul6level governance—of absolute

Fig 1: This diagram from the Dasgupta Review on the
economics of biodiversity shows how biosphere
regeneration is currently being undermined by an
excessive ‘ecological footprint’ of resource use.

Source:
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/final-report-the-economics-ofbiodiversity-the-dasgupta-review p118
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caps on the amount of resources embedded in imported goods and services is crucial…Caps
could be complemented by speciﬁc moratoria on resource extrac6on in highly sensi6ve
biodiverse regions—so-called “resource sanctuaries”....and by limi6ng the expansion of large
infrastructures, which not only enhance the extrac6ve capacity of na6ons…but also represent a
direct threat to biodiversity.’
This argument is echoed by the 2021 Dasgupta Review on the economics of biodiversity, which
states that ‘in the face of signiﬁcant risk and uncertainty about the consequences of degrading
ecosystems, in many cases there is a strong economic ra6onale for quan6ty restric6ons [i.e.
absolute caps] over pricing mechanisms.’3
Imposing limits on the quan>ty of certain resources that can be extracted, or on infrastructure
expansion, is likely to have a
strong eﬀect on the overall
economy because it will
make some types of
economic ac>vity much
harder to carry out, if not
impossible. As a result, the
overall level of na>onal (and
global) economic produc>on
may well decline.
This is a challenge. For one
thing, at present a key
economic priority within the
State and on the broader EU
level is actually to expand
overall economic
produc>on.
The European
Environmental Agency has
summed up the reasons why
policymakers and poli>cians
tend to wish to priori>se
economic expansion:

Fig 2: the 'economic doughnut' model developed by ecological
economist Kate Raworth depicts a 'safe and just space for humanity'
where ecological limits, including biodiversity loss, are not breached,
and social needs are met.
Source: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doughnut_(economic_model)
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‘Employment levels and tax revenues are...closely linked to growth in GDP. If GDP is shrinking, it
would therefore be highly disrup6ve and have major implica6ons for the ﬁnancing of the
welfare state, public health and educa6on, and social jus6ce. It could also make it very hard to
ﬁnance public debt or the investments needed to achieve sustainability transi6ons.’
Thankfully, however, this connec>on between economic expansion and overall societal
wellbeing - including ﬁnancial stability and decent employment - is not set in stone, and it can
be changed. A rapidly-growing group of organisa>ons in Europe and elsewhere, including
Feasta, are researching ways to enable the economy to deliver posi>ve social and
environmental outcomes in circumstances where aggregate GDP expansion may no longer be
possible. Feasta’s goal, shared with colleagues in other organisa>ons worldwide, is to help
create a ‘wellbeing economy’, where societal and ecological needs can be fully respected and
both humans and nature can thrive. The economist Kate Raworth’s Economic Doughnut model
(Fig 2) represents this type of economy visually as a ‘safe and just space for humanity’.

Recommended systemic-level measures to help bring about the transition from
a GDP-growth-dependent economy to a wellbeing economy
Below we summarise Feasta’s recommendations for cross-sectoral - and in some cases, internationallevel - measures that we believe would greatly help to ease the expansionist pressure on the
economy. We emphasise policies that would have a broad effect on the whole of Irish society - or in
other words, ‘upstream’ measures that are systemic in their effects - with a particular focus on
supporting changes in land use patterns so as to help reverse the destruction of Ireland’s biodiversity.
Some of the policies are already in discussion or have been partially enacted, whereas others are less
frequently discussed.

• Improvements to our measurements of progress and to the level of
oversight on overall wellbeing in Ireland, by upgrading the new
Irish Wellbeing Framework and rigorously applying it to all areas of
government policy, and by appoin>ng an Irish Commissioner for
Future Genera>ons (see Appendix).

• Reforms in taxa>on policy, including the introduc>on of a Site Value
Tax on built property in order to curb specula>on on property values
and rent inﬂa>on and to enable a reduc>on of taxes on labour, and the
elimina>on of VAT on the labour and materials for retroﬁ^ng houses.

● Signiﬁcant improvements in housing provision in Ireland, including
an expansion of derelict housing restora>on and retroﬁ^ng
programmes in rural areas of Ireland to help provide aﬀordable
and social housing, enable rural revitalisa>on and help shorten
supply chains.
● Collabora>vely-designed and well-resourced public transport
services.
● Signiﬁcantly improved infrastructure for ac>ve travel (walking and
cycling).
● Strong State support for progressive reforms within enterprises,
acknowledging the vital roles of social enterprises, purpose-led
business and employee ownership in a ﬂourishing and resilient
economy.
● Increased State support for producer-driven ini>a>ves to improve
farmers’ share of the value chain.

• The provision of stakeholder banking, such as mutual and public
banking, along with Community Wealth Building procurement
policies that help to s>mulate local produc>on.
• Interven>ons on unsustainable debt in Ireland, including some farm
business debt, through debt restructuring and place-based debt-forequity swaps, using a governance framework that guarantees that
farmland will be preserved as farmland in perpetuity and is
aﬀordable for farmers to lease.
• Systemic interven>ons on debt at the Eurozone level to help to
stabilise the value of over-commodiﬁed assets, including housing.

• The introduc>on of a Universal Basic Income of €250 per week for
all adult residents of Ireland.

• All of the measures listed above need to be introduced in combina>on with
strong legal limits or caps on the extrac>on and use of certain resources.
• Ireland is very fortunate to s>ll have rela>vely pris>ne (our 'no-go') areas,
due largely to its history and the demographic landscape of the popula>on.
These areas are found throughout the country, but excellent examples
occur in the west and north-west and south-west. Unique opportuni>es
exist to, not just conserve these, but to join them and integrate them with
a conscious, holis>c and strategic policy approach to biodiversity
management, regenera>ve farming and food produc>on, close to nature
forestry management, and eco-tourism development.
Several local communities including some islands are already open to
such ideas, but require significant State support. The Gaeltacht
communities in Corca Dhuibhne and Gaoth Dobhair in particular present
very rich opportunities for creative approaches.

These recommenda>ons are based on research which is described in the following Feasta
publica>ons and online resources:
Land, Labour, Housing, Money, Farms: Moving the economic goalposts of Irish agriculture
(Discussion paper, May 2022)
Cross-sectoral economic measures to support biodiversity in Ireland (video of online discussion
in May 2022 based on the paper above, with a focus on biodiversity)
Feasta submission on enterprise policy in Ireland (July 2022)
Feasta submission to the commission on taxa>on and welfare (January 2022)

Feasta submission on the European Commission's economic framework review (December
2021)
Feasta’s Beyond GDP project
Feasta’s Theory of Change includes an overview of the interconnected measures that we believe
to be necessary to achieve a wellbeing economy.

Fig 3: The measures listed above are included as ‘leaves’ in the diagram above from
Feasta’s Theory of Change, which also incorporates the Economic Doughnut. If one
‘vine’ is removed from under the doughnut, the whole structure will fall over, because
the measures are interdependent. A dynamic version of the diagram with more
information is here.

Other organisa>ons that are carrying out valuable work in this area include:
● The (global) Wellbeing Economy Alliance (WEAll). WEAll’s goal is ‘to transform the
economic system into one that delivers social jus>ce on a healthy planet’. Feasta
recently partnered with Social Jus>ce Ireland, Cul>vate, the European Health Futures
Forum, The Derry Playhouse and QUB School of Law to form a Wellbeing Economy Hub
for the island of Ireland, as part of WEAll (described above). Further informa>on on the
Hub, and its mailing list subscrip>on link, can be found at hIp:// www.weall.org/
ireland .
● The Zoe Ins>tute, e.g. Policy Pathways towards 1.5 Degree Lifestyles
● University of Leeds: ’The UK’s Path to a Doughnut-Shaped Recovery’, Strajord B. and
O’Neill DW
● The European Environmental Bureau’s Economic Transi>on working group, including
‘Towards a wellbeing economy that serves people and nature,” EEB and Oxfam Germany,
2021
● The Centre for the Understanding of Sustainable Prosperity
● The Swiss Academic Society for Environmental Research and Ecology
● Community Wealth Building: CLES in the UK and Democracy Collabora>ve in the USA
● ARC2020’s work, including on improving farmers’ share of the for value chain.
● Doughnut Economics by Kate Raworth, 2017 Random House. This book includes a
clearly-wriIen chapter on the poten>al for business ac>vity to help regenerate
biodiversity.
● The Economics of Arrival: Ideas for a Grown-Up Economy by Katherine Trebeck and
Jeremy
● Williams, Bristol University press, 2019
● The work of Peter Barnes, including his most recent book Ours: The Case for Universal
Property: hIps://peter-barnes.org
● Common Wealth Dividends: History and Theory by Brent Ranalli, Palgrave 2021
● For an in-depth explora>on of the historical causes of economic instability, please refer
to the work of Professor Michael Hudson. This short interview provides a useful window
on his perspec>ve.

Source: The Wellbeing Economy Alliance policy design guide : https://
weall.org/policyguide

Conclusion
In order to help Irish biodiversity to regenerate we will need to take a holistic, systemic approach
which entails identifying ways in which the overall economy can be adapted at a structural level,
so as to reduce damage to the environment while meeting human needs. Specifically, we need to
find ways to ease the pressure on the economy to extract and consume high levels of resources.
Achieving a ‘growth-agnostic’ wellbeing economy will require imagination, a willingness to
question often-entrenched assumptions about the nature of economic progress, a focus on the
core needs of different groups in society that can sometimes be hidden behind superficially
irreconcilable demands, and a broad historical awareness and sensitivity to the causes of
economic and social instability.
It is important to note that a shift in policy focus away from expansionism and towards wellbeing
as a goal need not - and indeed, should not - be undertaken purely as a reactive, defensive
measure. If it is well-managed, it could actually deliver a more balanced and more effective
economy for all of us.
In this vein, the same EEA report that is quoted above also states, further down, that ‘for the EU,
creating an economy that is less reliant on growth would contribute concretely to its overall goals
of increasing the well-being and the resilience of our economies and societies.’

Appendix: The Irish Wellbeing Framework
The text below is adapted from a contribu6on that Feasta made to the Environmental Pillar’s
Na6onal Economic Dialogue submission in June 2022.
The Irish Wellbeing Framework is a welcome ini>a>ve, as it has the poten>al to greatly clarify
how well Ireland is doing in a wide range of social, economic and environmental areas..
However, the Framework contains some serious ﬂaws at present which need addressing, and its
use in policymaking needs to be clariﬁed.
Environmental indicators: the need for an alarm bu>on, and for improved data
The fact that the Framework displays its indicators in purely rela>ve terms (comparing them
with the past and with other countries) discounts the importance of environmental
sustainability, as it does not get across the urgency of the environmental crisis.
The new tagging system is clearly an aIempt to beIer integrate sustainability into the
Framework. But the Framework s>ll lacks an alarm buIon. Greenhouse gas emissions, for
example, are not dangerous solely because there are more of them than there were last year or
elsewhere. Rather they are dangerous in absolute terms.
We urge the Government to add ‘hard environmental boundaries’ to the Framework, along the
lines of the Stockholm Resilience Centre's Planetary Boundaries diagram and economist Kate
Raworth's Economic Doughnut model, that show where planetary boundaries are being
transgressed in absolute terms.
This will require accurate data. However, the environmental indicators in the CSO’s Well-being
Informa>on Hub only include data up to 2019 and need to be updated. More generally, there is
a need for more detailed data on environmental indicators. We would therefore ask the
Government to make an ac>ve eﬀort to include the environmental sector more fully in the next
round of consulta>ons on the Framework.
Absolute and rela.ve values in rela.on to income and wealth
The way in which income and wealth are included in the Framework at present is misleading. It
is inaccurate to assume that increases in disposable income and wealth are always a sign of
progress. It is also unrealis>c to assume that these can increase indeﬁnitely. Beyond a minimum
ability to make ends meet - which is captured by the 'economic security' indicator in the
Framework - wealth and disposable income would be more meaningfully expressed as purely

rela>ve values (i.e. showing the extent of inequality in society, including levels of indebtedness)
rather than as absolute ones.
We therefore strongly recommend that the measure of disposable income be replaced by a
measure of ﬁnancial equity, and that the measure of ‘wealth’ also be presented solely in
rela6ve terms.
Net government wealth is not appropriate to include as an indicator, as there is considerable
controversy surrounding the idea that increased public debt is always undesirable and inevitably
unsustainable. This controversy is evident, for example, in the recent discussions at EU level on
reforms to the ﬁscal framework. At best, the public wealth indicator’s inclusion will lead to
confusion, and at worst, it could lead to unnecessarily risky decisions being made in rela>on to
environmental and social sustainability.
Green budge.ng
The rela>onship between the Wellbeing Framework and green budge>ng analysis needs
clariﬁca>on.
At present, and unlike the Wellbeing Framework, Irish green budge>ng analysis s>ll does not
appear to incorporate any environmental impacts apart from climate impacts. Moreover, its
analysis of climate impacts includes some ﬂawed assump>ons, in par>cular a privileging of
purely price-based approaches to emissions reduc>on. As the Dasgupta Report on the
economics of biodiversity states, ‘in many cases there is a strong economic ra>onale for
quan>ty restric>ons over pricing mechanisms.’ Such quan>ty restric>ons could include a system
of licence alloca>on (in a limited quan>ty) and fee charging for the use of certain resources. In
this way revenue would be generated while guaranteeing that the use of the resource would
deﬁnitely be limited.
Inclusion of the Framework in the budget process
We welcome the inclusion of annual high-level analysis of the Well-being Dashboard at an early
stage of the budget process and look forward to seeing this process beginning for Budget 2023.
However, this appears to be a rela>vely passive approach to integra>ng well-being measures
into budge>ng, similar to that of France and Italy. By contrast, New Zealand requires that
departmental bids for budge>ng be made with reference to wellbeing and ac>vely encourages
inter-departmental and inter-agency bids. This approach beIer reﬂects the level of urgency and
the need for high levels of collabora>on that is required.

Ensuring that the Framework has staying power
In order to overcome the poten>al risk of the Framework’s development being adversely
aﬀected by electoral cycles, we recommend the crea>on of an oversight body to ensure that the
objec>ves of the Framework are constantly kept within poli>cal purview. The government could
follow the innova>ve Welsh approach of appoin>ng a Commissioner for Future Genera>ons as
part of this oversight body.

Feasta (the Founda.on for the Economics of Sustainability) is an ecological economics think tank, based in
Ireland and with interna6onal membership. !Feasta"#is the Irish word for !in the future or ‘henceforth'. Our
aims are to iden6fy the characteris6cs (economic, cultural and environmental) of a truly sustainable society,
ar6culate how the necessary transi6on can be eﬀected and promote the implementa6on of the measures
required for this purpose.
Feasta is a member of the Irish Environmental Network, the Environmental Pillar, Stop Climate Chaos, the
European Environmental Bureau and the global Wellbeing Economy Alliance, and a partner of the
Interna6onal Movement for Monetary Reform.

