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The Limits to Growth - On the 40th anniversary of publication
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1. There was a well attended meeting in WashingtoMan1, the 48 anniversary of the

Club of Rome sponsored study “The limits to Growtly”"Dennis and Donella Meadows
et. al. The study’s major predictions are largeding upheld as accurate predictions of
the future, as far as sharp resource shortagesog@wg globally if no prompt action is
taken (in the 1970’s). The great interest inghject has dwindled since then,
accompanied by popular negative characterizatidgheoftudy as “professional
doomsaying that often dominates development dise3ur

That is how Andy actually characterized them Mam 8loser Look: Deep Poverty in

Retreatto contrast the views of resource scientists wWithtighly optimistic work of
Charles Kennyas “an invaluable counterweight”, to said “doomsgy. There is
undoubtedly cause for optimism about the limitlessources of the earth when looking
how we have always succeeded in accelerating @uofuthem. What optimists like
Charles Kenny omit, and others suctHass Roslingoo, is how very unsustainable that
history is. All our giant steps of social proggewer the last dozen generations have
been based on inventing ways of depleting the samtBources ever faster.

There is also a quite long history of first rateeace on understanding our future being
treated as “doomsaying” to be distained and ignos&ith the limits to growth just one of
them. To be balanced, of course, there is sargheat deal of the opposite in history
too, lots of “doomsaying” that was popular for ament but groundless. Instead of just
falling flat of , what seems to happen to the geo@nce treated that way is for social
groups to select the more negative parts for rldizu Ostracizing people and groups by
selecting out offending aspects of what they reges very common way of social
decision making, as in the social discrediting gbasing politicians we see so very much

of.
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So it’s not surprising that after introductions datmalities, one of the first topics

Dennis Meadows raised was just that. Why did tHgipwnly give attention to ridiculing
the danger of our doing nothing? A number ofgbenarios the study presented showed
successful outcomes, but the journalists who cddiedfor comment simply never
brought those up! All the public and popular gressponded to was the chance to
discredit the astounding predictions for ignorihg findings and doing nothing. Even

the huge irony of that has been missed it seems.

The public never seems to notice that even the pessimistic studies tend to show the
very same thing as the most optimistic, up to tiatpwvhen our fortunes suddenly
reverse, as now seems to be taking place. Tiné lpas always been that getting better
and better at using things up comes to a relatisetiden end. The deeper problem that
warning is intended to help identify is that of #s@nomy, our collective creativity, and
their resource use, have long been managed to eéXxyaaver bigger steps the bigger
they get. That's also how money is managed andsigepay ever growing returns to
investors. It creates a kind of societal “joy fitleat people don’t seem to understand

much, and definitely don’t want others to spoil floem.

. Since Malthus published “The principle of populatitwo centuries ago, his finding that

population growth seemed to have no limit but tkieegistion or the food resources of the
earth has been ridiculed by generation after géinaera We now see a substantial form
of what he predicted physically happening, thowgha continually spreading world

“food crisis”. It's occurring even as prosperingr{s of society can continue to increase
their food consumption. The form it is takingas a global price spiral for all resources,

not just food.

The important work of Stanley Jevons has long libgeredited in popular circles too,
for pointing to the quite clear evidence that teabgical efficiency makes resource use

more profitable. It's very evident with no more brs#s than just plottinghe world GDP,

energy use & energy use GDP efficienag | discuss in talks. Consequently it gengrall
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gets used for profitable investments. That aca&dsrthe expansion of the whole
economy and the depletion of every resource theaog uses. It does save resources

for any use, but then multiplies uses.

8. The major contribution to the field of J M Keyneasaalso ridiculed and discarded. He

observed irChapter 16 of “The General Theoryto the great dismay of the economics

profession, that over-expansion of capital investnreould naturally cause “employment
[] low enough and the standard of life sufficienttyserable to bring savings to zero.”
Identifying over-investment as making the economgrofitable as a whole as a
problem, the alternative he identified was for istees to voluntarily end their automatic

use their financial savings to accumulate ever grgwapital investments.

9. It's helpful compare the reception to the IPCCigdés of CO2 and climate change to
that given The Limits to Growth. The two studéee quite similar, discussing ranges of
good and bad scenarios, using similar kinds of agergnodels, having similarly valid
assumptions and now being similarly successfuhair predictions, for the “do nothing”

option.

10.The limits for rapidly depleting the earth’s resoes are coming far sooner than the
effects of climate change, is one difference, &edconsequences would arguably be
much more severe, already being felt with regulaggalating price spikes for resource
of most kinds. Logically it would be given prigriattention. At least everyone’s heard
of the IPCC studies, though, and most people todgit never have heard of the Limits
to Growth. The consequences are tragic, of cowlsatever the cause. My other
studies have led me to conclude it's real sols@major gap in scientific method, that

scientists haven't learned how to study self-mamggiystems (see end ndte

11.There were only five other speakers after Denniadeavs, giving each with ample time
to go into their areas of expertise. Jorgen Randeco-author, made interesting
observations on different societies on earth weseeror less able to respond to great

challenges, comparing the EU Commission’s relagiviede reign in making technical
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12.

decisions for all of Europe, and how the decisia@kimg of the democracies had become

so very ineffective.

Lester Brown addressed the question “how much tideve have” before natural events
cause humanity to be shocked into awareness dbiperunch” now beginning to take
place. He suggested it was just a matter of, ltiek the Russian heat wave of last
summer did not hit the US grain belt in the Midweltit occurred in a critical location
like that it would have caused a drastic globalfpanic and shortage lasting the year at
least. We can even see it coming, like a freighibt in the slow motion explosion of
food and fuel prices already. Evidence of thathat Andy discussed on Dot Earth
recently, inBeyond the Eternal Food Fight. | also published an article a British journatla

year, asA decisive moment for Investing in Sustainability's from a more comprehensive

view of the resource crisis, somewhat like Jeremgn@ham’s, evidenced by all food and
fuel resources having started rising in price atbentyears ago, at around 20% a year,

more or less all together.

13.Doug Erwin, Dean of Santa Fe Institute, discusbkedtixed perils of biodiversity, as the

rate of habitat loss and species extinction acatdatue to our ecological impacts. The
present rate of loss doesn’t seem on the vergausicg food chain collapses like the
unrecoverable mass extinction events of the pasiptecipitous ecosystem collapses
seen to be the usual mechanism behind the greatish events of the distant past. In
addition to species loss the present effects sebow over exploited species are
evolving to become smaller and smaller. Thati®ead that might be reversed in a few
hundred years if a species is left to itself, rathan taking a the few hundred thousand

years, to reverse the extinctions of a major edesygollapse.

14.The Penn State geologist, Richard Alley presenteallaction of highly clear cutting
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evidence of climate change and its real pace aepte He started with what | have long
hoped someone would, showing a heat image of tlile sfam outer space. The gaps in
the spectrum of radiant heat from the earth exantjched those of the various

greenhouse gases, and one new clear indicator.
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16.

17.

Neva Goodwin, the economics textbook author, peafieat Tufts and co-director of the
New Economics Institute, brought out a very impotrtaut rarely mentioned
sustainability issue, that as hitting the limitgtowth creates more and more difficult
environments to work in, labor (and technology a®mated labor) return less value for
the material invested. Labor today is requitingher and higher individual investments
of education and effort for relatively shrinkingums. That's parallel to the declining
resource productivity seen in it taking ever marergy to find more energy, as declining

EROI, the subject dafharlie Hall's special collection of papetsat my SEA paper on

energy accounting is in.

What caught Andy’s attention and prompted the ssigge | write this, wasny comment
on Dot Earthon how the discussion at the conference changgding from wonderful
discussions of “the problem” to shaky discussidnthe solutions. The panel of all six
speakers was called on for solutions, posed as damt we act”. | noticed nearly all

the panel switching from scientific to social thimi. | think that's what we all

naturally fall back on when science offers no sobasis, such as for understanding how
self-managing systems like economies work or wtesrs them. I've noticed that same
switch at many other conferences too, from highklyegt problem analysis to

problematic wishful solutions. Most often the coents have the sense “we must to do

something”, “everyone can join together” and “we can be melffecient”.

Maybe the most notable characteristic of econonaespurse, is how they haabways
actively joined everyone together in dong thingbéocome more and more efficient.
That's the essence of growth, with efficiency dedboto making profits. If you apply
efficiency to multiply profits that naturally resslin economies consuming more and
more, not less and less, and that’s what the ss@afdhe economy seems based on.
There were other good observations, but the besterto why we don’t act on such
pressing common needs seemed to be from Dennisdisad He said he had studied it

all his life and he didn’'t know.
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Al.'I think the real reason the public is largely igng both is that science has not yet really
found a good way to make sense of self-managingmgslike weather systems and
economies. Science is built around identifying hawe thing controls another, not on
how uncontrolled systems work by themselves, antesdhat lost in discussing the
latter. Climate models seem a bit more reliabdsmteconomic models, as climate is still
largely a behavior of unchanging physical procefsiéswning deterministic laws of

science. It's just “the weather” that behave# #ike economies in being ever changing.

A2.Economies differ most in inventing new kinds oftilag organization. Inventing new
organization lets economies create new kinds afggneources by way of making
formerly useless things highly profitable to use agproduce. Its natural limits are
determined by the earth still, but how it worksédf-invented and self-managed once

new industries and cultures are invented.

A3.That causes a big problem for science, that magtsthe problem and the cause
fascinating to study. As how self-managing systemsk is internally rather than
externally determined, observers have no way tdeeethey really work, and so appear

asenormous holes in our informati@out how the world works. This is also the

subject of my longer research paper last y&ystem Energy Assessment (SER) how

the traceable records of energy required for bgse®to operate naturally omits
commonly 80% of their real energy needs. Theranareecords of the outsourced energy
demands of the many self-managing services thandésses employ. So prior energy
use accounts have omitted the energy needs faysthike labor, management, finance,

technical services and societal services.

A4.How self-managed systems are identified is as aarts of otherwise passive
environments, notably more complex than the foozethem, changing themselves and
responding to things on their own, having visilslputs and outputs, but working by
some invisible means. You see them societiespg®d, local, regional or world

economies. As for any person going to work, whly meeds to be shown where to
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work and will largely figure out how themselveslfgranaging systems mainly need
access to resources they can use rather thanatistron how to use them.

A5.Being internally organized, like how a family livestheir own home, means you may

see something of the deliveries that arrive andegadiscarded, but generally nothing
about what's done with them internally, making thmily unit work. It's logically
obvious once you think about it, but part of howiraernally managed system must work
is to collect more resources than needed. Surpkmirces can be used for anything, so
parts can help each other out, or doing new anelypenjoyable things. That's called
“net-energy” and is a major key to how self-manggigstems work independent of their

surroundings internally, hidden from outside view.

A6.What those large gaps in our information about readio for science is mess up
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everything. Science is a method of using infororato identify reliable patterns. For
subjects that science has no information abouakes public discussions wide open to
argument speculation. It allows research finditigat may be logically valid, but fit
popular social values, to be socially rejectedosMscientists are ill-equipped to engage
in social argument like that, and find themseh@®ewhat at sea with the subject itself.
What science needs is a way to define questionstalmzontrolled systems simple
enough to be answered with high confidence. nlktimot having that yet is why these

very serious subjects are not treated seriously.
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