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From growth trap to dynamic balance: 
achieving a wellbeing economy



‘Cad a dhéanfaimid feasta gan adhmad, tá 
deireadh na gcoillte ar lár…’


…”What will we do in the future without wood, 
now that the last of the forests are down…”



Some of our memberships and partnerships



The position Feasta 
has adopted is that 
many of the world’s 
problems are caused 
not by bad people 
but by dysfunctional 
systems and it sees 
its purpose as 
helping to design 
better systems.


“Type a quote here.” 



For example, the 
economic system 
demands continual growth 
if it is not to collapse into 
a catastrophic depression, 
and this leaves politicians 
with little alternative but to 
pursue short-term 
economic growth more-
or-less regardless of the 
damage that that pursuit 
might be doing to longer-
term environmental and 
social sustainability.

‘Now, here, you see, it takes all the running you can do, to keep in the same place. 
If you want to get somewhere else, you must run at least twice as fast as that!’

Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll, illustration by Jon Terriel



“This [economic 
policy] will be a plan 
to get our way back to 
growing healthily, 
which is what we 
need so 
much….ultimately, 
that’s what we all 
want to see. That’s 
how we’re going to be 
able to cut people’s 
taxes over time and 
support public 
services.” Rishi 
Sunak, Nov 2022

“Sinn Féin attaches particular importance to the 
generation of sustainable growth”: sinnfein.ie, Nov 2022

http://sinnfein.ie
http://sinnfein.ie




Annual percentage rate of growth in GDP and CO2 emissions, USA 1990-2015. 

Source: Spash et al, “Policies to reduce CO2 emissions: Fallacies and evidence from the United States

 and California”, Environmental Science and Policy 94 (2019) 

 





Planetary Boundaries
‘If all people are going to lead a 
good life within planetary 
boundaries, then our results suggest 
that provisioning systems must be 
fundamentally restructured to enable 
basic needs to be met at a much 
lower level of resource use’
Dan O’ Neill et al,‘A good life for 
all within planetary boundaries’ 
2018

Diagram source: Stockholm Resilence Centre, Wikipedia



–Johnny Appleseed

“Type a quote here.” 

The Doughnut of social and planetary boundaries
https://www.kateraworth.com/doughnut/



So……what should be done?



Why is GDP growth considered so important?

• GDP growth can lessen the impacts of financial and 
political inequality 

• GDP growth can increase - or seem to increase - 
levels of employment and wages 

• GDP growth can temporarily assuage addictions linked 
to consumption - which are often triggered by stress 

• GDP growth keeps the financial system functioning



Relationship between fossil fuel use and GDP in countries 

Source: Econbrowser, 2014 figures



Some uses of energy: basic and luxury



The top 10 percent of the 
global income spectrum 
consumes 20 times as 
much final energy as the 
bottom 10 percent.


Source: ‘Large inequality in international and intranational energy footprints between income groups and across consumption categories’ Oswald et al, 2020 

Basic and luxury 
uses of energy



“The numbers are particularly striking for transport, where the top 10 percent 
consumes 187 times as much in vehicle fuel and operation as the bottom 10 
percent….the mobility of a few locks the entire energy and transport systems into 
fossil-fuel dependency.” 


‘Large inequality in international and intranational energy footprints between income groups and 
across consumption categories’ Oswald et al, 2020  

 



Source: Oxfam

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2015/dec/02/worlds-richest-10-produce-half-of-global-carbon-emissions-says-oxfam


“The great paradox galloped 
onward: the spread of blight and 
abandonment in one city, the spread 
of congestion and exclusion in 
another only an hour away. One city 
rushing to demolish three-storey row 
houses that would cost $1m in the 
other down the road.”



GDP growth: measuring smoke instead of fire



Simon Kuznets (1901-1985), economist

who standardised the GDP measurement

"Distinctions must be kept 
in mind between quantity 
and quality of growth, 
between its costs and 
return, and between the 
short and the long term. 
Goals for more growth 
should specify more growth 
of what and for what."



What do most people actually want?

Source: Wellbeing Economy Alliance



86% of people globally would prefer to see 
the world change significantly – and 
become more sustainable and equitable – 
rather than revert to the status quo before 
COVID.
Source: https://www.ipsos.com/en/global-survey-unveils-profound-desire-
change-rather-return-how-life-and-world-were-covid-19



Improving measurements of wellbeing

Source: https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/226075/822141e0-a0ce-4a1b-beab-79c54aa0d43d.pdf#page=null



Some inputs are available from standard sources  
such as Eurostat and CSO 

Others require calculation from standard sources 

Others require detailed analysis and introduce assumptions 

Some data is not collected in appropriate format  
in Ireland 

Source: ‘The Na.onal Welfare Index Ireland – a feasibility 
study ‘, Feasta, 2017:  
hBps://www.feasta.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/
NWI_IRL_Feasibility_study.pdf



–Johnny Appleseed

“Type a quote here.” 

Source: ‘The Na.onal Welfare Index Ireland – a feasibility study ‘, Feasta, 2017:  
hBps://www.feasta.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/NWI_IRL_Feasibility_study.pdf



–Johnny Appleseed

“Type a quote here.” 

GRB Index: Girls Riding Bikes to School

(Suggestion by economist Katherine Trebeck)



“Costa Rica’s success on social indicators like healthy life expectancy, 
education and life satisfaction is due largely to its strong commitment to 
universalism, with a public health and education system that delivers 
impressive outcomes with relatively little money.”
“Costa Rica matches or even exceeds most high-income nations in these 
indicators with a fraction of their GDP per capita (US$11,800).” 

Jason Hickel, “Is it possible to achieve a good life for all within planetary 
boundaries?” Third World Quarterly, 2018



So what else should be done?

Plug some holes Turn off some taps Plant some seeds



Plugging holes



Plugging holes: We need to limit the power 

of speculative financial markets



Plugging holes (1):  
closing off tax havens

Approx. $500 billion a 
year leaks out of the 
real economy to tax 

havens



Plugging holes (1):  
closing off tax havens

• automatic exchanges of information

• beneficial ownership register: who really owns a company even if it belongs to 

someone else on paper 

• country by country reporting to prevent holding companies being used to minimise 

tax

• unitary taxation - Tax should be charged on all of a company’s operations together.

• pay tax collectors well

• UN tax convention needed

Tax Justice Network recommendations:



Banning short haul flights stats

Strong measures to protect environment stats

Source: Tax Justice Network



Plugging the holes (2): 
commons-based taxation

•Land value tax

•Financial Transactions Tax

•Market concentration fee

Some examples:



Plugging the holes (2): Land Value Tax



Address 
problematic 
international 
treaties that 
include  Investor-
Trade Dispute 
Settlements 
(ISDS) 
undermine 
environmental 
protection 

Plugging the holes (3): international trade and debt reforms

Source: https://www.tni.org/files/publication-downloads/one_treaty_to_ruled_them_all.pdf



Energy Charter Treaty

This Treaty is used by fossil fuel companies to 
create ‘regulatory chill’, scaring governments 

out of any meaningful action on climate. 

Ireland and the EU should withdraw from the 
Treaty and all other trade deals that include 

Investor-State Dispute Settlement, and the EU 
should stop encouraging Global South 

countries to sign up to them. 

Plugging the holes (3): 
international trade reforms



• Rich countries rely on a large net 
appropriation of resources from the 
global South.


• Drain from the South is worth over $10 
trillion per year, in Northern prices.


• The South’s losses outstrip their aid 
receipts by a factor of 30.


• Unequal exchange is a major driver of 
underdevelopment and global inequality.


• The impact of excess resource 
consumption in the North is offshored to 
the South.

Plugging the holes (3): international trade and debt reforms

Source: “Imperialist appropriation in the world economy: Drain from the global South through unequal exchange, 1990–2015”, Hickel et al 

https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/underdevelopment
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/inequality
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/underdevelopment
https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/inequality


Power hierarchy of different currencies

Source: Positive Money



“It is now imperative that Global North countries – which are responsible 
for most of the emissions in the atmosphere – help to reduce these 
burdens through debt write-offs, debt restructuring, loss-and-damage 
compensation, or by replacing climate loans with climate grants.”

Mariana Mazzucato, November 2022

https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/entrepreneurial-state-only-solution-to-climate-change-by-mariana-
mazzucato-2022-11?barrier=accesspaylog



Source: https://www.exploratorium.edu/cycling/humanpower1.html

Sophisticated energy efficient technologies: cycling and community investment 

Plugging the holes (4) community investment

https://www.exploratorium.edu/cycling/humanpower1.html
https://www.exploratorium.edu/cycling/humanpower1.html


 community banking

Forms of 
community investment

local investor  
networks

community wealth 
building through  
anchor institutions 

community shares 

Plugging the holes (4) community investment



Source: https://gef.eu/publication/a-questions-of-scale/

Plugging the holes (4) community investment: community wealth 
building (CWB)

As a result [of  CWB], Preston saw unemployment cut in half, and the proportion of  living wage jobs grew substantially. 
In a 2018 study, PricewaterhouseCoopers and the think tank Demos named Preston the most improved city in the UK 



Community-owned bank in Brazil, founded in 1998. In 1997, 80% of 
the inhabitants’ purchases were made outside the community. By 
2011, 93% were made in the district. Created over 1800 jobs and is 
the exclusive source of currency for many people.

Plugging the holes (4) community investment



Plugging the holes (5): Universal Basic Income 
and Social Wage (Universal Basic Services)

“A UBI will foster greater freedom while helping 
us tackle the worsening crises of inequality, 
climate change, and authoritarian populism.”  

- Guy Standing 

“The central message of universal basic services 
(UBS) is that we can only flourish as a society – 
now and in future – if we act together and take 
collective responsibility to meet needs we all 
share..” 

- New Economics Foundation



Turning off taps



Turning off taps: Let’s replace the 
Energy Charter Treaty with Cap and 

Share!

A partnership is formed between Global North and Global South 
countries, implementing a phase-out of all fossil fuel extraction and 

imports by 2050 (at the latest) and sharing the revenue from 
extraction and import permits with residents of the partner 

countries. 

A fair, reliable and scalable way to eliminate fossil fuel-
based emissions. 



https://www.freeimages.com/photo/jet-1449605

Turning off taps



Turning off the fossil fuel tap, plugging the funding hole

Source: “Phasing Out Fossil Fuels, Supporting Climate Justice”, Feasta, 2022



Feasta Theory of Change



“Consideration of a new ecological-social paradigm, based on 
economic heterodoxy, recognises the importance of resiliency 
[and] the limits of the world’s natural resources…”

“New ideas are….now required… ideas based on equality, 
universal public services, equity of access, sufficiency, 
sustainability. New ideas are fortunately available in the 
form of an alternative paradigm of social economy within 
ecological responsibility, but they must find their way on to 
the public street.” 

President Michael D. Higgins, speech to the OECD conference “Confronting 
Planetary Emergencies”, 8 October 2020



Thank you!

caroline.whyte@feasta.org 
http://www.feasta.org



Sources for photos: 


Girls riding bicycles: https://www.reshot.com/free-stock-photos/photo/students-wearing-backpacks-NGmQzQ/


Forest: Photo by Dave Hoefler on Unsplash


Traffic jam: Photo by shun idota on Unsplash


Red Queen’s race: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Queen's_race#/media/File:Alice_queen2.jpg


SUV: Photo by Kenny Eliason on Unsplash


Aeroplane: Photo by Andrew Palmer on Unsplash


Clothes on rack: Photo by Nick de Partee on Unsplash


Kitchen: Photo by Fred Kleber on Unsplash


Petrol pump: Photo by Dawn McDonald on Unsplash


Private jet: https://unsplash.com/s/visual/94e6a517-71ce-4a29-98b4-cafd71b19d52


Sink stopper: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plug_(sanitation)#/media/File:Gootsteenstop.png


Bicycles on street: norali-nayla-eDvG3IO8-Io-unsplash.jpg 


Simon Kuznets: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simon_Kuznets#/media/File:Simon_Kuznets_1971b.jpg


Bonfire: Photo by Timon Wanner on Unsplash


Water tap: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tap_(valve)#/media/File:Wasserhahn.jpg


Seedling: https://www.freeimages.com/photo/first-leaves-1165468 author:@the-peach
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