a. Sectoral discrimination is impossible to manage.
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To mitigate the suffering, degrowthers universally insist on a policy of ‘controlled’ or ‘managed’ contraction. With economic reduction carefully engineered, the degrowther regime would coordinate public remediation of unemployment, homelessness, hunger and other privations, as society shifted down to the optimal level of material throughput. Central to the plan would be an industrial policy of sectoral—or perhaps, inter-firm—discrimination. Socially beneficial (and thus environmentally tolerable) enterprises would be allowed to expand, while detrimental ones might be targeted for direct shutdown. The result would be localized pockets of growth—providing jobs, tax revenue, innovation—within a contracting aggregate economy. Without any clear administrative proposals from degrowthers to go on, let us imagine that the regime might use the tax code: start with a rebuttable presumption of harm and impose tax penalties if a firm reports net growth. Firms that can prove their contribution to the public interest would qualify for a license to grow, or exemption from the tax penalties. Alternatively, the regime could authorize a government agency to identify socially undesirable firms and place them into something like a receivership for orderly wind-down.
To prevent firms from undermining the broader degrowth policy, the regime would have to account for all major enterprises. Each firm would need to be categorized as either operating in the public interest and thus allowed to continue business as usual, or socially undesirable and therefore subject to wind-down. Some candidates for localized growth and localized shutdowns are already easy to identify: Degrowthers mention shutting down coal-fired power generation. Likewise, there are obvious candidates for localized growth: breakthrough medical technology, new sources of energy, toxic-waste clean-up services, perhaps degrowth research itself. Other cases would be harder. For example, Mark Burton and Richard Somerville suggest that steel and cement production for the construction industry could be phased out; but a policy of wind-down here might face resistance from low-income housing organizations and workers priced out of greener eco-houses. Such tradeoffs would be common when categorizing so many industries and firms. Along the way, officials will make mistakes, terminating beneficial enterprises, coddling destructive ones.
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