
 

Getting started on the economy1 
 
There is a striking consensus about the nature of the economic development that 
is needed in the UK.  The main political parties, business, the unions and most 
economic commentators share two basic assumptions2. 

1. That economic growth must continue, year on year. 

2. That success depends on being competitive in the global economy. 

I am going to dispute those assumptions and then suggest some different ways 
of thinking about economic development before briefly suggesting some ways 
that we, activists can try to move in that direction3.  The ideas presented here are 
not particularly original, but perhaps their juxtaposition is4. 

 

Growth 
Growth over the last 10 years in the UK has averaged 2.64% p.a. - an economy 
that doubles in size every 26 years5.  The global economy is almost 5 times the 
size it was 50 years ago6. 
This has an environmental cost.  Our ecological footprint in the UK is 5.3 
hectares per person – that is to say we each depend on that area for our 
consumables, recreation, carbon sequestration and so on.  But the available 
‘biocapacity’ of the UK provides little more than half that (3.7) – a negative 
ecological debt7.  As growth increases our ecological debt increases along with 
that of all the other countries.  As the Global Footprint Network8 puts it: 

Today humanity uses the equivalent of 1.3 planets to provide the resources we 
use and absorb our waste. This means it now takes the Earth one year and four 
months to regenerate what we use in a year. 
Moderate UN scenarios suggest that if current population and consumption 
trends continue, by the mid 2030s we will need the equivalent of two Earths to 
support us. And of course, we only have one. 
Turning resources into waste faster than waste can be turned back into 
resources puts us in global ecological overshoot, depleting the very resources on 
which human life and biodiversity depend. 

Some have suggested that it is possible to decouple growth from material 
throughput – that is to make growth happen without corresponding growth in 
resource inputs (fuel, food, materials) and waste outputs (emissions of all sorts) – 
having our cake without getting obese.  But the evidence, as reviewed by Tim 
Jackson, Economics Commissioner for the UK government’s Sustainable 
Development Commission9 is that only a relative reduction in throughput is 
feasible.  The absolute level of resources needed and waste produced continues 
to rise.  So the ecological overshoot or ecological debt just goes on getting worse. 
This problem is brought into stark relief by two fatal challenges: 
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1.  Peak energy.  Oil, gas, uranium and even coal are at or approaching 
the point at which the rate of exploitation of resources falls behind the rate 
of use.  This means an energy crunch.  We had a taste of this in 2008 with 
oil prices rising steeply.  That was mostly a result of speculation, but this 
kind of volatility is likely to increase as the gap between exploitation and 
usage widens.   
2)  Climate change: all the indications are that the situation is far worse 
than had been anticipated.  Positive feedback effects (‘non-linearities’) 
magnify the impact of the rising carbon dioxide levels but they hadn’t been 
properly understood and accounted (for example by the earlier 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change reports) and hence 
government targets already too little and too late are now dramatically 
inadequate. 

The first problem makes economic growth, reliant on its energy subsidy, 
implausible.  The second problem makes it suicidal.  In any case growth does not 
reliably produce wellbeing beyond a certain level (reached in the UK by the mid 
1960s10 although still to be reached in much of the majority world11).  That is not 
its function anyway in terms of the overall political economy where growth like 
consumerism is a product of the logic of capital accumulation12. 

International competitiveness 
As recently as the 1970s the UK manufactured much of what it needed.  Then we 
got ‘globalisation’ and manufacturing was mostly exported to countries with 
cheap labour.  The globalization of trade is not new.  Back in the 1890s cheap 
wheat imports from the USA and Russia were driving UK farmers (including my 
own great grandparents) off the land.  As a child in the 1950s some of my toys 
were imported from China (well Hong Kong).  So the idea of specialising in 
certain areas of wealth generation and not competing where other international 
regions had competitive advantage goes back as long as fossil hydrocarbons 
have been subsidising the economy, and to some degree before that. 
But the twin barriers of peak energy and climate change put an end to this.  It 
simply won’t be possible to import food and manufactured goods from across the 
world at anything like the scale we have become used to. It is even questionable 
how much national trade there would be with less (and much costlier) energy 
available to move things. 
The idea of a UK region being competitive in a global context makes good sense 
in the context of cheap energy-fed globalised capitalism where production goes 
after cheap resource imports, cheap labour and new markets.  But sooner than 
you might think it will no longer work, and will no longer be relevant.  So 
investments made on the basis of this assumption are likely to be poor ones. 

Alternative assumptions 
So if we need to live on drastically reduced energy budgets we will need to adopt 
some new concepts to guide the development of prosperity.  Here are some 
suggestions13.   
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1)  Endogenous development14. 
Endogenous development means ‘development from within’, using the human 
and material resources to hand rather than relying on investment from outside.  It 
means building up local, ecologically sustainable production and distribution for 
need in place of building development on captured wealth from elsewhere.  This 
isn’t just a case of bottom-up development – government has a role to play in 
facilitating it, just as it has always had with developments deemed to be national 
priorities15.  Sources of investment for endogenous development could include  
a) Public Subscription – this after all was how much of the 19th Century 
municipal heritage was funded, including some of the hospitals whose buildings 
are still in use.  This has not been done much recently, but people do support 
charities, schools, community projects, so this is really an extension of the that 
practice. 
b) Municipal Green Investment Bonds – issued by the council, or perhaps a 
body established through the City Region arrangements – allowing the 
combination of government funding, local government funding and income, and 
savings investment by local people.  The bonds would offer safe investment and 
support development of sustainable economic activity – for example buying 
green belt land for local vegetable production, or enabling a more rapid insulation 
refit for the housing stock.  Ultimately local pension funds might invest in these 
vehicles. 

2)  Trade subsidiarity (strategic localism) 
This means choosing carefully what to buy and sell beyond the local region.  
Only those things that cannot be sourced or produced locally should be brought 
in.  There will still be some relationships with other parts of the world (just as 
there were before the age of hydrocarbon powered ships).  These will involve 
necessary trade, sharing of knowledge and solidarity.  In our relatively fortunate 
situation we have an ongoing responsibility to some producers as a result of the 
distortion of agriculture and other production over the years of colonial and 
postcolonial exploitation, to help such regions themselves to endogenously 
develop. 

3)  Bioregional scaling 
Endogenous development and trade subsidiarity mean we also have to think 
carefully about the size of a region that can be reasonably self-reliant in most 
things its population needs.  A best guess would be what has been called a 
bioregion, or eco-region – often defined by the catchment of a river.  An example 
is the area bounded by the Mersey watershed - Greater Manchester and 
Merseyside together with rural hinterland extending into the Pennines and parts 
of rural Lancashire and Cheshire.  This would offer considerable diversity of 
ecologies and natural resources which will in turn have to be safeguarded and 
repaired to secure the sustenance for human settlement.  Ultimately the 
bioregional scale will not be a policy choice but one made out of necessity.  For 
now however we can make a positive choice to emphasise development within 
this scale. 
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An important related idea is the 'bioregional multiplier effect' - this is discussed 
quite well in Bioregional Solutions: For Living on One Planet by Pooran Desai 
and Sue Riddlestone16. If, for example we sourced 90% of our textiles from within 
the bioregion ( wool, flax, hemp, nettles, cellulose/rayon) then this would mean 
jobs locally in agriculture, manufactures (retting, carding, spinning, weaving, 
dyeing, finishing etc etc - also making the new equipment needed for extraction 
of plant fibres), distribution. This would mean more money spent locally which 
given other bioregionally based production (food, timber, etc) would mean the 
support of a more closed loop economy both in materials and circulating money. 
Contrast this with Primark, where the money spent goes straight out of the region 
to the Spanish owners, and the maquiladora17 capitalists, enabling the 
exploitation of workers overseas, not to mention the environmental costs of 
cotton production alone. However, that really does all need tying back to the 
critique of economic growth and capital accumulation.  The bioregional multiplier 
needs careful distinction from the Keynesian multiplier which simply feeds 
indiscriminate economic growth – a problem with the NEF New Green Deal 
approach that might be characterised as ‘mitigated business as usual’. 

4)  A new model of community 
Ultimately this new world of low energy and local self reliance means a new 
approach to community life, one that could offer a solution to many of our present 
social ills.  It means moving towards a way of living based on common interests, 
sharing and conviviality in place of the sad spectacle of pointless and alienated 
consumption and competition.  This model of community emphasises mutuality 
and cooperation18 – fair exchange rather than the unequal exchange and 
exploitation that is the hidden side of the current model.  A discussion paper on 
inclusive and sustainable communities by John O’Brien and David Towell gives 
an interesting angle on this19. 

5)  Democratic decision making. 
One problem with the present model is that the people most affected – workers, 
consumers, have little influence over things like investments, product 
development, the location and subsidy of industry and other types of production, 
and so on.  Of course the market is supposed to do this instead, but the very 
existence of the term ‘market failure’ indicates how naïve that idea is.  The 
anarchy of the market has to be consciously countered by deliberative decision 
making.  A participatory economy is what we are after here20. 

6) A careful analysis of resource realities in relation to 
organisational and economic options. 
This means a brave openness to evidence.  Just because we like mutuality and 
small scale solutions doesn’t mean that they are always the most appropriate.  
Often they are, but, for example, to make the big changes that are necessary in 
the energy infrastructure means both State intervention and the use of existing 
sources of capital to provide a big enough mobilisation of the necessary 
resources21 – for example to build and distribute tidal-based energy or that from 
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offshore wind farms, or deep geothermal energy.  It is the orthodoxies of growth 
in the global market that are dogmatic and closed to the evidence – we don’t 
have to emulate them.  We need therefore to select among the following 
economic and organisational models, depending on the scale and nature of the 
problem –  
Community-based enterprise:  an interesting model from recent history is the 
Chinese township and village enterprise model that was very successful in 
promoting modest community level prosperity prior to the ‘get rich’ policy that led 
to their demise along with the breakneck growth of the Chinese economy. 
Private enterprise:  not in the meaning of the right wing ideologues who use this 
term to mean big business, but non-capitalist small firms (i.e. those that do not 
produce a surplus that is then used to create more surplus).  There are many of 
these companies, for example in the building trade and farming. 
Co-operatives:  there are very viable models of this mode – for example the Co-
operative movement in the UK, the Industrial Common Ownership firms like John 
Lewis (pity they are consumerist retail-focussed), and the Mondragon industrial 
cooperatives in northern Spain. 
The State: remember that the propaganda about inefficiency of the State as 
proprietor was very much exaggerated, and privatisation of state enterprise has 
simply increased capital accumulation, the motor of growth – the problem we are 
trying to fix here.  And at the local level there is a role for municipal enterprise – 
rather than depending on the airport our councils could be encouraged to invest 
in the replacement economy.  And the State has a clear role to play in the 
context of market failure. 
The corporate sector:  as indicated above, since the wealth lies in this sector, 
we have to work with it in some areas since there is otherwise insufficient to 
invest, particularly in infrastructure projects necessary if the replacement 
economy is to rise above a subsistence level. 
The implications of the end of economic growth and global competitiveness are 
profound and mean nothing less than a third industrial revolution, with an 
emphasis on production and distribution for need.  It means the end of capital 
accumulation as the driver of the economy but it is still unclear what will take its 
place.  The real challenge will be to scale down economic activity without 
abandoning large sections of the population to deprivation on a scale that will 
make the social conditions of the first industrial revolution look like a tea party22. 
So far so easy – we know what’s wrong and we’ve some idea of what is needed, 
but here is the difficult bit: how do we get going on this agenda?  How can we 
bring about the changes needed here in Britain’s North West? Where do we start?  
Who do we engage?  What could go wrong? 
Real change is only likely to come through shocks to the system.  The most likely 
ones are in terms of food and fuel scarcity due to rising oil costs and climactic 
change.  New Economics Foundation calculate that the UK has such little food 
storage capacity, as a result of combined import dependency and just in time 
distribution approaches, that we are no more than “Nine Meals from Anarchy23”.   
This graphically illustrates the precariousness of our consumerist paradise. 
Here are some initial thoughts – in the form of action guidelines: 
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1)  Identify the nodes from which the replacement economy can grow.  Find 
the projects, initiatives that can be scaled up when the opportunity arises.  Some 
examples are things like producer co-ops and community supported agriculture.  
But also look beyond the obvious green and ‘alternative society24’ initiatives – 
what is happening in places like Newton Heath or Abbey Hey25?  What are small 
(and larger) businesses doing, especially those that are not tied to the logic of 
capital accumulation/growth?  I’m not so far convinced by the various green 
pound schemes as transformationally potent26 but maybe they can make the 
necessary step change and keep some resources within a purely exchange-
based system rather than that linked to capital accumulation and growth. 
2) Focus on building resilience through initiatives.  The wider system will 
need these elements once the inevitable shocks to the economy, the climate, 
food and warmth, happen.  The coordinating bodies (councils, government 
organisations, Qangos27, police etc.) have some interest in shock-proofing the 
population and projects that serve this function can attract resources (public, 
private, joint). 
3)  Lever system resources into the new economy.  The above strategy is 
one example of levering resources from the old economy into the new 
replacement economy.  In the above example, resources that build resilience 
also serve the function of establishing non-accumulative enterprise – that is to 
say the ‘system resources’ can be levered into an incipient economy that is not 
based on growth for growth’s sake, but on meeting human need.  There must be 
other examples of ways to do this – but the trick, in an era of reducing 
government spending will be to find resource streams outside the State (and its 
creatures) to lever into the replacement economy.  The two examples given in 
the above discussion on endogenous development would also be consistent with 
this idea. 
4)  Join in campaigns for local economic initiatives and against business 
as usual ones.  An example is the campaign against Tesco’s colonisation of the 
local retail economy.  And while eco-consumerism is a change tool of strictly 
limited scope in real transformative change there is no excuse for buying from 
any supermarket other than the Co-op – why pay your money to a sector that 
sucks money and jobs out of the local economy and destroys local diversity?  
Similarly support campaigns to share the work around – maximising employment 
and reducing income inequalities.  Also of great importance is to support 
campaigns against the privatisation of what remains of public and socially owned 
resources:  this commodification of the public sphere is a key part of Capital’s 
strategy for endless growth, a response to the internal contradictions of the 
capitalist system28. 
5)  Take part in the debate.  For example challenge orthodox, Business as 
Usual thinking in the many consultations, through the press, at meetings.  It 
doesn’t matter that we don’t have all the answers – a start is to keep on pointing 
out the nudity of the emperor, and the bankruptcy of the empire. 
The ideas offered here are not complete and require further work.   Do contribute 
to the debate through the website http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/ or 
by email contactgdm@googlemail.com 
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Mark Burton 
February 2010, updated May 2010, September 2010. 
                                            
1 This is a further development of a brief discussion paper:  “We need a new model of economic 
development” first published at http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/ in 2009.  I am 
grateful to participants at the Call to Real Action concrete Utopias workshop on steady state 
economics for stimulating some of the ideas presented here. 
 
2 The immediate context for this discussion was reflection on dominant discourses within the 
North West Region and in particular the background papers for the North West Regional 
Development Agency’s forthcoming Regional Strategy http://www.nwregionalstrategy.com/home.  
However, the assumptions are not unique to the North West and are indeed pervasive across the 
world in general. 
3 While of general relevance the context for the discussion of an alternative approach is the North 
West of England and specifically the Manchester-Mersey Bioregion.  See 
http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/the-manchester-bioregion/  
4 The critique of economic growth goes back at least to the report Limits to Growth (Meadows et 
al.) in 1972.  Arguments against regional specialisation were persuasively made by Kropotkin in 
his book of 1912, Fields, Factories and Workshops. 
5 http://www.tradingeconomics.com/Economics/GDP-Growth.aspx?Symbol=GBP The 
comparable international rates are 3.2% (21 years to double)for the advanced economies and 
5.0% (14 years to double) for the rest (IMF members only) International Monetary Fund, World 
Economic Outlook Database, October 2008, cited by Manchester Independent Economic review 
http://www.manchester-review.org.uk/download/?id=549  
6 Prosperity Without Growth: The transition to a Sustainable Economy. Tim Jackson Sustainable 
Development Commission  
http://www.sd-commission.org.uk/publications/downloads/prosperity_without_growth_report.pdf  
7 http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/trends/uk/  
8 http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/world_footprint/  
9 Jackson, T (2009) Prosperity Without Growth – see note Error! Bookmark not defined.. 
10 http://neweconomics.org/publications/growth-isn%E2%80%99t-working  
11 see S Mehrota and E Delamonica “Eliminating Human Poverty:  Macroeconomic and social 
policies for equitable growth.”  London, Zed, 2007.  Review:  http://tinyurl.com/3a53cdj  
12 See my “Sustainability:  Utopian and Scientific” at http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/ 
13 Some of the ideas presented here are explored at greater length in my pamphlet A Green Deal 
for the Manchester-Mersey Bioregion http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/ 
14 Some of the words used are explored in the bioregional glossary at 
http://greendealmanchester.wordpress.com/concepts-for-bioregional-development/  
15 In Venezuela, where the term is being used widely, it also refers to community based 
production products pump-primed by generous State investment. 
16 Green Books (2002) 
17 Maquiladora – a factory, classically just inside Mexico’s northern border where global capitalists 
or their local subcontractors exploit the lower costs (less regulation, low wages) of production in a 
‘developing’ country. 
18 Raymond Williams, widely regarded as the UK’s leading socialist intellectual of the latter half of 
the 20th Century, emphasised this aspect of working class culture and consistently but fruitlessly 
called for its incorporation in the vision and policy of the socialist movement.  As he 
acknowledged, his consciousness of this way of living, this ordinary culture, had its roots in his 
upbringing in socialist and trades-unionist family in a Welsh Border village.  See 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Raymond_Williams and 
http://www.robertchristgau.com/xg/bkrev/williams-85.php for introductions to his work. 
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19 http://inclusiveandsustainable.ning.com/forum/topics/sustainable-inclusive  
20 The participatory budgeting developed in Workers Party run local authorities in Brazil is one 
example of what can be done,(see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participatory_budgeting and 
Santos, Boaventura de Sousa (1998), Participatory Budgeting in Porto Alegre: Toward a 
Redistributive Democracy, Politics & Society, 26, 4, 461-510 
http://www.boaventuradesousasantos.pt/media/pdfs/Participatory_Budgeting_Politics_and_Societ
y_1998.PDF . but this only extends to the local authority’s budget – not to the rest of the economy.  
Michael Albert’s participatory economics suggests some ways such an economy might be 
organised, but alas without any clear praxis or theory of how this can be attained.  His economics 
is also pretty illiterate – look in vain for ‘accumulation’, ‘surplus value’, growth, and he says some 
silly things about the bioregionalist approach 
http://www.zcommunications.org/zparecon/pareconlac.htm .  Pat Devine’s Democracy and 
Democratic Planning Cambridge: Polity Press, 1988 (but recently reprinted with a new preface) 
gives a more adequate treatment of the issues although the model is still rather abstract.  
Readers of Spanish will find a detailed summary at http://www.rebelion.org/docs/97087.pdf.  For 
shorter discussions see P Devine, Social ownership and democratic planning. In P Devine, A 
Pearmain and D Purdy eds. (2009)  Feelbad Britain: how to make it better.  London: Lawrence 
and Wishart (http://www.lwbooks.co.uk/books/archive/feelbad_britain.html). 
21 The experience of the Cuban economy is instructive here – the State mobilised the people and 
also used selective foreign investment, for example to exploit nickel reserves and develop tourism 
when the soviet subsidy for the economy collapsed in the early 1990s.  See http://www.cubasol-
manch.org.uk/Changes%20in%20Cuba.html  
22 The SDC paper cited above (Error! Bookmark not defined.) begins the task of developing a 
macro-economics of a no growth economy. 
23 http://neweconomics.org/publications/nine-meals-anarchy  
23 Because I have seen not evidence that this has happened anywhere – these schemes, even in 
the context of official currency meltdown, as in Argentina, seem to remain on the margins. 
23 These contradictions include the tendency of the rate of profit to fall with technical innovation, 
the over-capacity of the productive forces (in relation to consumption, particularly as at the same 
time there is a drive to keep wages down) and the problem of absorbing and re-investing ever 
growing capital. 
24 To use a rather 1970s term. 
25 Two working class districts in the city of Manchester.. 
26 Because I have seen no evidence that this has happened anywhere – these schemes, even in 
the context of official currency meltdown, as in Argentina, seem to remain on the margins. 
27 QANGOs: Quasi autonomous non-governmental organisations – such as the North West 
Development Agency, or the Primary Care Trusts. 
28 These contradictions include the tendency of the rate of profit to fall with technical innovation, 
the over-capacity of the productive forces (in relation to consumption, particularly as at the same 
time there is a drive to keep wages down) and the problem of absorbing and re-investing ever 
growing capital.  
 


