Degrowth Lowers Consumer Spending  
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Fortunately, the other set of IPCC scenarios doesn’t rely on humanity collectively jumping off a cliff and hoping someone will build a net (BECCS) to catch us before we hit the ground. In this set of scenarios, global use of energy and materials decreases while societies rapidly switch to zero carbon infrastructure. Because most energy use is tied up in the production of consumable products, this basically means ending over-consumption. This would occur primarily in the global north, where we consume far more energy and materials than is sustainable – the global south’s level of consumption is well below the line for sustainability, so degrowth isn’t necessary there. Which brings me to the undiscussed implication of the IPCC report: this would likely entail negative economic growth and falling GDP in the global north. Why? The reason is simple – the best empirical evidence we have shows that GDP is tightly linked to energy use. When the economy grows, energy use goes up. When it doesn’t grow (or shrinks), energy use falls. That’s why the only year in the last 20 that global CO2 emissions have fallen is 2009 (and soon, 2020). This linkage makes sense – GDP measures all the monetized final goods and services in the economy, and pretty much everything that’s sold relies on an energy foundation – manufacturing a car requires energy to power the factory, restaurants need power to operate, selling software requires energy to power computers, etc.
But wait. Why does energy use have to fall? Can’t we just switch to renewables and then keep growing energy use? Unfortunately, no. Because economic growth compounds, a 3% growth rate doubles the size of the economy every 24 years. In other words, if we continue to pursue growth, the global economy will be twice as large by 2050, and energy use will likely have doubled with it. The last few decades of economic growth have driven global energy use up astronomically, so even though renewable energy has grown, fossil fuel has grown by more, instead of declining. With economic growth we get energy addition instead of an energy transition. That’s why energy use has to fall. Even with optimistic assumptions, supply constraints on key metals (lithium, neodymium, etc) mean that we can only bring renewables online to replace about 4-7% of existing energy use per year. The math works out such that a fall in energy use is basically the only thing compatible with achieving the IPCC’s emissions reductions targets – if we keep growing, we won’t be able to replace fossil fuels fast enough. In other words, reality has endorsed degrowth. The world’s best scientists at the IPCC have warned us that if we want a shot at avoiding climate catastrophe, we need to fundamentally reorient the economy towards less material/energy use (or jump of the BECCS cliff and gamble with billions of lives).
= Which brings me to the elephant in the room.
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