Operationalizing the Steady-State

One of the goals of ecological economics is to make a transition to an economy based on qualitative development instead of quantitative growth.  In order to achieve this it is important to understand current factors driving the economy to growth.  These factors include:

· theological belief in growth, 

· biotic potential, 

· fixation on GDP, 

· interest charged on money creation, 

· bank interest, 

· discounting, 

· to provide jobs for labor displaced by productivity improvements, 

· welfare economics defined by consumption, 

· profit motive, materialism, 

· Housing wage gap

· Distortion (reduction) of natural capital costs through subsidies

· Rapid use and depletion of limited supply of fossil fuels

· Pareto optimality 

· others

All of these factors, their origin, values behind them, and their current usage should be explored in order to devise alternatives to the growth economy.  Initially it is important to understand the origin of these economic policies driving the economy to growth.  They merely operationalize the ultimate end desired by humanity which is to expand their population and habitat.  It is the opinion of this author that humans, like all other biological organisms, seek to achieve their biotic potential.  This means that organisms expand their population and their habitat to the maximum extent possible within the constraints of the environmental resources available, until the limitations of their environment force them to stop their expansion and achieve an equilibrium within the ecological niche they inhabit.  

Due to the ability of human beings using technology, to acquire exosomatic means to fulfill their expansion, they are far more successful at overcoming environmental limitations than other species.  In particular, the unique historical period of exploitation of fossil fuels, has allowed humanity to undertake a rapid exponential or even hyperbolic expansion of population, habitat, technology and material consumption.  This has been explained by Hubbert in his essay “Exponential growth as a transient phase in human history.”  The biological drive for reproduction and expansion explains why rational appeals to environmental sanity on the basis of forthcoming environmental catastrophe generally fail to compel action to be taken.  Only crisis brought on by environmental limitations generally is sufficient to compel action.  (See eco-illogical cycle).

The expansion phase of human development can be seen as only a transitory phase toward a later equilibrium phase, not characterized by growth, termed the “steady-state.”   In the steady-state  stage there is no more physical expansion, but a great deal of qualitative development, increased knowledge, quality of life, wisdom, etc.  This process could be compared to the development of an individual person, or the stages of forest succession.  A person grows in size physically from birth until approximately age 18, gaining in height and weight, and generally consuming a great deal of food to do so.  Upon becoming an adult the person continues to develop their knowledge, skills, wisdom, compassion, etc. but do not generally increase their size except for a little bloating around the middle, and usually eat less than teenagers.  The current state of the human economy could be likened to the adolescent stage, but rapidly approaching the end of physical expansion typical of the adult phase.  Just as adolescents often resist becoming adults, our economic system actively resists maturing to the steady-state adult phase.

Likewise, the development of a forest is characterized by a succession of stages termed reorganization, aggradation, transition, and steady state. The aggradation stage is characterized by the most rapid growth of woodfiber.  Our economy could be compared to a forest nearing the end of the aggredation phase and entering the transition phase to the steady-state phase typical of old-growth forests. 

Evidence for these arguments is the demographic transition theory, or stages of development where industrialized countries which have achieved a certain level of material affluence have ended their population growth and achieved a steady-state or even declining population.  However, their economic systems continue to expand due to powerful political forces driving them to do so.  An iron triangle of business, neo-classical (growth) economists, and politicians promote the growth agenda which serves their interests. (Czech)  The growth agenda is based on maximizing GDP, which equates to maximizing the rate of throughput of energy and materials through the human economy.

The two events most likely to compel the end of the growth phase of human history and entry into the transition to the steady-state phase, are the global impacts of climate change due to release of carbon dioxide from fossil fuel combustion, and the peak of world oil extraction expected in the period from 2005-2020.  The two may even occur simultaneously, although there will still be a large but declining amount of oil, and coal supplies for hundreds of years. 

Once the necessity of achieving an equilibrium economic system becomes apparent from environmental limitations, it will be crucial to put into place the policies to operationalize this new ultimate end of humanity.  The new ultimate end will be the further qualitative development of humanities capabilities, equity, quality of life, etc. without further material expansion of the economy.  The goal of the steady-state phase is in fact the opposite of the growth economy, namely to minimize throughput through the economy while achieving the maximum quality of life.  It could be characterized as maximizing human welfare per unit of throughput.

The following characteristics contrast the growth economy and the steady state:

	Economy
	philosophy
	throughput
	Stock of consumer goods 
	Stock/fund of natural capital
	analogy

	Growth
	More and more
	maximize
	maximize
	liquidate
	Vacuum tube

	Steady-state
	Do more with less
	minimize
	optimize
	maximize
	microchip


From the above list of drivers of the growth economy a choice can be made about which one is the primary factor.  Each one has its champion as the single key element driving the economy to growth.
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