Oxford University Society of Luxembourg
Open Debate 5th April 2011

The motion for debate was 

“This meeting believes that economic growth does not endanger the climate for mankind”

The debate was attended by many guests, especially from the European Investment Bank. By courtesy of the Bank, the meeting was held in the Bank’s boardroom. The rules for debate were inspired by those of the Oxford Union, with two speakers speaking for and two against the motion, followed by many short speeches from the floor.

Here follows a record of the main points argued. It shows the diversity of viewpoint and the high level of general concern.

The proponents opened the debate by asking the question “How can we square the circle?” in other words how can we have growth without endangering the climate?  The answer they believed was the “Green Economy” i.e. an economy which grows without creating additional impacts for the climate.  We have the technology to achieve this – the uncertainty is whether we have the courage to do so.  Economic growth was both necessary and unavoidable given the likely growth in population from 6.5 to 9 billion by the end of the century.  Growth was needed to relieve poverty in the poorest regions and to maintain our capital stock of infrastructure in serviceable condition.  The Green Economy could deliver this growth without increasing greenhouse gas emissions through super clean, super resource-efficient technologies and would do so in a framework with a more responsible social dimension.  They presented evidence that through the use of alternative fuels and green technology the target limits for CO2 emissions could be met and that the negative impact on growth as measured by GDP could be mitigated by implementation of certain green policy initiatives.

The opponents responded by questioning the feasibility of continuous growth given the finite nature of the earth’s resources and questioned why economic growth had become such a holy grail that it should be pursued at the risk of environmental disaster.  It was time to think outside of the box and ask whether growth was needed at all.  Some of the projections from climate change models were truly terrifying and the reaction of sceptics to this fear was to go into denial that what “the vast majority of scientists” were saying was true.  It is time to face up to the truth and act accordingly.  What makes us happy is not the amount of stuff we have but our social context.  A zero growth world would not bring everything to a complete standstill and need not mean denying the poorest people access to basic resources but in the developed world it is time to find new ways of defining and measuring wealth to reduce our focus on increased consumption.

The proponents countered that the opponents were arguing a different point – whether we needed economic growth rather than whether it could be achieved in a sustainable way.  Nevertheless they addressed this themselves by asserting that to date such growth had not been a “net negative”, that we did not want to reverse progress and revert to the medieval times, so to the question whether we wanted both growth and sustainable lifestyles the answer was a resounding yes.  And this should be possible as there are vast sources of energy which do not immediately equate to increased emissions – though this does mean not motivating people to take collective action.  This action needs to be global (and there should be no free rides for those who want to benefit without acting themselves) and will need to be sustained over many decades with the pay-off a long time in the future, which is a challenge.  But society is ready to accept that carbon emissions represent a cost, that this cost now needs to be priced and these pricing penalties will stimulate the “innovation machine” to find new ways of doing things as the old way becomes too expensive.  The signs are positive that we can do this so let’s be optimistic. 

The opponents countered by outlining what they see as some clear facts: that economic growth is a driver of climate change; that a number of key natural resources are already being exploited beyond their sustainable capacity; that the mainstream economic opinion is overly positive and incorrect; and that serious resource shortages, with food and water being given as examples, are already emerging. By some estimates the present CO2 content of the atmosphere, namely 385 ppm by mass, already exceeds the level of 350, (not the G8 target limit of 450), which is thought to be the limit to contain temperature rises to 2 degrees on average. They estimated that based upon measures of our ecological footprint the world as a whole was already consuming resources that we would need 1.5 earths to sustain, and that in the West at a rate which would need 4 to 5 earths.  Mainstream economics fixation with GDP was ill-conceived as GDP was a flow of money rather than a stock of wealth and failed to account for many elements of incidental costs. The conclusion was that economic growth, climate change and serious shortages of basis resources went hand in hand and that at current rates of growth these were not sustainable.

The debate was then thrown open to the floor.  A number of contributors suggested modifications to the motion, which were of course not entertained by the Chairman, but which highlighted the difficulty many were having in making a clear choice on the motion as it stood. One speaker said that society had overcome past environmental scares, generated by extrapolation of prevailing trends, and that technical innovation was likely to save us again. A number of speakers, both for and against the motion, agreed with the need to reassess the way in which growth and wealth were measured – with a general consensus that moving towards greater emphasis on quality rather than quantity and on value rather than cost was desirable.  One speaker cautioned against allowing the climate change debate to be polarised into a battle between the believers and the unbelievers akin to religious fundamentalism and urged all present to trust the evidence of their own eyes.  Another found it hard to believe, in the aftermath of the earthquake in Japan, that the high component of nuclear energy in the proponents’ proposal to limit emissions would find sufficient political support. Two speakers lamented the weak political process, at both national and international level, to deal with the danger and that we should adopt a new measure of progress to replace that of economic growth. And some found the Green Economy a little naïve, pointing out that even supposedly green energy sources like hydropower and solar energy need plenty of energy to construct in the first place and in many cases did as much harm as good. One speaker, optimistically, pointed out that, often in history, human values have radically changed and that they could change again, perhaps away from material consumption and towards a higher sense of society. 

In summing up the proponents reminded us that the topic was economic growth and the climate, not humanity’s other ills against which the opponents inveighed. The proponents reiterated the need for growth to alleviate poverty, the feasibility of the green technologies, admitted the need for both a new economic paradigm and strong public support in order for these things to become a reality, but urged us to be hopeful rather than accept the hopeless situation presented by the opponents. Humanity had shown an ability to solve problems, once it began to address them. 

The opponents summed up by describing the Green Economy and the evidence presented to support it as fantasy, whilst their charts showed the actual relationship between growth, consumption and emissions that had taken place in recent years. All was interconnected. The obsession with growth was a fairly recent phenomenon – Keynes was more concerned with what we would do with our increasing leisure time as productivity increased – maybe it was time to stop working longer hours to produce more and more and to focus more on the quality of life.

The motion was defeated by 37 votes to 23. The Society offered champagne to the participants. There then followed an excellent dinner at the Cafe Flo.
� The Society is very grateful to Mr Stephen Richards, of the EIB, for preparing this record.





