Specifically proves it solves better than “decoupling”!
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Proponents of green growth heavily emphasise the importance of innovation. But sceptics point out that there is no guarantee that technological innovation will advance fast enough to achieve a sufficiently fast and intensive global decoupling. A paper issued by the European Environmental Bureau (EEB) collects empirical data from relevant studies in order to assess the feasibility of decoupling and sustainable green growth. Based on collected data, the paper argues that adequate decoupling is extremely unlikely to occur in the near future.103 Indeed, there are several aspects to be considered with regards to decoupling. For example, one should be aware of the so-called rebound effect, meaning that increased resource efficiency often results in lower prices and therefore leads to higher demand, sometimes contradictorily leading to more intensive resource consumption (Jevons paradox). It has also been observed that psychological factors likely play a role in the rebound effect, with people tending to use less polluting technology (e.g., an EV) more often than its more polluting counterpart. Furthermore, the effects of depletion should not be overlooked. For example, accessible extraction sites for fossil fuels such as oil and gas have the tendency to be sourced before less accessible ones. This means that through gradual depletion, more energy is increasingly required to extract fossil fuels. For instance, in 1999 it took roughly one unit of oil or gas to extract 33 new units, whereas in 2005, this number declined to only 18 units. 104 Taking these observations into account, it becomes clear that solely relying on sectoral and technological improvements is not an option to achieve net-zero emissions. Additionally, if a country succeeds in decoupling its resource use from economic growth, this does not mean that efforts can be relaxed. There is the possibility that economic growth and resource use become relinked at a later point in time. It will therefore be a constant challenge to, once achieved, keep emissions at net zero over time. To effectively combat climate change, a permanent decoupling would be required.105 Several of the cited studies have found that GDP is one of the most important drivers of CO2 emissions, even when technological innovation is taken into account. Over the last decade, global energy demand grew at the fastest pace recorded in history. In 2018, energy demand increased by 2.3%, with global CO2 emissions rising by 1.7%.106 In Japan’s case, low GDP growth – less than 0.7% real GDP growth for 2019 - has contributed to a suppression of energy demand and, consequently, GHG emissions. 107,108 Taking these and other problematic aspects of decoupling into account, the EEB paper brings attention to the idea of “post-growth” or “degrowth”. Degrowth is a concept which emphasises the unsustainability of perpetual growth. The concept can be defined as “a voluntary, democratically negotiated, equitable downscaling of societies’ physical throughput until it reaches a sustainable steady-state”109 or “a phase of planned and equitable economic contraction in the richest nations, eventually reaching a steady state that operates within the 104 Ibid. p. 34. 105 Ibid. p.14. 106 Challenges for the degrowth transition: The debate about wellbeing. Futures. p. 155. 25 Earth’s biophysical limits.”110 In essence, this means that rather than pursuing economic growth and counting on rapid technological innovation to mitigate its negative effects on the environment, degrowth proposes to cease the pursuit of economic growth after a satisfactory standard of living is reached. It is argued that the most effective way to combat climate change is to simply cause less environmental damage, rather than attempting to mitigate it afterwards. Degrowth also proposes to produce and consume less, especially when it comes to richer countries. It is argued that a circular economy based on the current extent of industrialized production and waste is not achievable. Many resources cannot be recycled and those that can, decrease in quality with every repurposing, meaning that the recycled resource will eventually become waste as well. It is therefore argued that even optimising the circular economy would still result in an abundance of waste and a high demand for virgin resources, due to high consumption levels. Recycling itself also requires energy and new materials. If new materials are required at a higher rate than the environment can produce them, a circular economy cannot be reached.111 Furthermore, resource extraction causes significant GHG emissions, being responsible for roughly half of the world’s carbon emissions.112,113,114 Degrowth argues that to combat climate change, the largest economies will have to shrink to a sustainable level. One study estimates that if the wages of the global poor were to be raised to USD 3-8 per day under current conditions, this would mean spending 66% of the 2°C Paris Agreement threshold
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