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First I must take issue with the theme of your conference. How can we rebuild 
justice when there have been no just societies (that I can find) in the history of 
the world? Certainly there have been greater and lesser degrees of injustice, but 
we need to accept as our starting point that our civilisations and our 
technological progress have all been built on grave injustice.  

 

The Greek City States pioneered the idea of Democracy – direct participation by 
all citizens in the affairs of the city and its decision making. But a substantial 
majority of the residents were not part of this “universalism” – women and 
slaves. Their work made possible the leisure for others to debate affairs of state. 

 

In most societies the freedom of some to develop philosophy, design great 
Cathedrals, write sublime music, study mathematics or genetics or chemistry or 
political theory has been paid for by either slaves or a class of people who had 
few rights and a relatively miserable existence.  

 

Sometimes they were of a different race or gender regarded as inferior, and 
maintained in inferiority by lack of access to education or even basic necessities.  

 

The discovery of fossil fuels and the invention of machines provided the 
opportunity to dispense with human slaves and share the benefits of increased 
leisure and wealth but this was never on the cards. The owners of the resources 
and the technology became even more wealthy than those who were still needed 
to drive the machines or those who had extreme leisure because they lost their 
jobs. 

 

In societies practising colonialism, racism, religious intolerance, there has never 
been justice before the law and there still isn’t. A poor brown person is 
statistically much more likely to be charged with an offence rather than let off 
with a warning; and when charged, much more likely to be found guilty and 
punished. They are much less likely to have the skills and knowledge to defend 
themselves in court. All the resources of the state are thrown at benefit fraud but 
our society seems much less concerned about tax evasion hundreds of times 
larger at the top levels of society. Major efforts are being made by some to 
redress these imbalances but there is still a long way to go. 

 



There is a perverse belief in industry and government that to incentivise poor 
people to work you have to pay them less by cutting benefits when they can’t 
find a job, but to incentivise the best CEOs you have to pay them more, with 
salaries in the millions. There is also an inbuilt bias in rewards for mainly female 
jobs, like nursing, compared with mainly male jobs, like policing which is not 
supported by their value to society.  

 

Economic injustice has always been the basis of all developed societies; but there 
is evidence it has got and is getting much worse. The City of New York has 
400,000 millionaires and 50,000 homeless. The gap between the richest and 
poorest 10% of New Zealanders is much greater than it was when I was a child.  

 

So I don’t believe there was ever a golden age of justice which we have lost and 
need to rebuild. I do believe in a golden vision of a just society which with much 
struggle and pain and time and effort we could build - together. But to do that we 
have to address the biggest threat to the wellbeing of ourselves and our 
descendants. 

 

I have called this talk Building Environmental Justice – Together. It is those who 
are already most deprived of income and social services and self-esteem and 
choices in life who suffer most from environmental abuse. Social and 
environmental justice are inextricably linked – you can’t have one without the 
other. 

 

Yet they are often presented as opposing forces. Concern for the environment is 
often portrayed as a “frill” we can only afford when there is enough to eat; not as 
a way of ensuring there will be enough to eat.  Whenever a particularly damaging 
environmental abuse is opposed, there is a chorus of “but what about the jobs?” I 
had a lapel button in the seventies (we all wore lapel buttons then proclaiming 
our beliefs) which said “there are no jobs on a dead planet”. True, but it doesn’t 
move us forward very far. 

 

The coalmining industry provides a useful illustration. Coal has fuelled our 
industrial development and still generates most of the world’s electricity. In New 
Zealand it smelts steel, reduces limestone to make cement, dries most of our 
largest export, milk powder, and underpins the profits of our largest company, 
Fonterra. It also heats greenhouses, hospitals and schools.  

 

Historically coalminers, rather than the owners and developers of the industry, 
have paid for this with shortened lives, black lung disease, few hours when they 
see the sunshine, and all too often mine collapses and explosions which kill a few 
dozen men.  Pike River is known for the death and entombment of 29 men – 
unnecessarily so, it turns out, had the industry been based on the real justice of 
proper safety planning.  



However the millions of people worldwide who will die as a result of our coal 
mining are never mentioned in this narrative. It seems we can understand and 
grieve, as we should, for 29 local men sent unnecessarily to their deaths, but not 
for the millions who are dying and will die from extreme weather events caused 
by coal’s destabilisation of the climate – hurricanes, floods, heat waves, bush 
fires; and by sea level rise which will obliterate the homes of Pacific Islanders 
and 50 million Bangladeshi and many more South Chinese living in river deltas 
which will be flooded. It is even more remote to talk of the food shortages and 
water shortages which will result from shifting climatic and rainfall patterns and 
impose their own misery. And this is not in some distant future, but already 
happening now, and set to accelerate in the lifetimes of my children, let alone my 
grandchildren. 

 

Coal has provided the bulk of the carbon dioxide which is pushing the climate 
past a tipping point and coal contains 79% of the global warming potential of all 
the fossil fuels in current inventories.  

 

One of the biggest environmental battles (I guess it is OK to use military language 
when talking to the Army!) is the proposal to open cast mine the Denniston 
plateau on the West Coast. This is a unique ecosystem – in the genuine meaning 
of unique – it doesn’t exist anywhere else. It used to – until the rest of it became 
the Stockton mine, just further along the Buller range.  

 

I was up there in April. It is a high wetland, with breathtaking scenery and bonsai 
vegetation – ancient tiny trees that will never grow large because of the climate 
and the acidity. Rare species, including geckos, brown kiwi, giant carnivorous 
snails, and a moth never found anywhere before. It deserves reserve status and 
is already conservation land but that doesn’t mean anything these days.  

 

Bathurst Resources – calling itself Buller Coal to look more local – wants to 
convert it to a large hole and then dig 6 more of them until there is little left of 
the plateau.  Bathurst aims to become the largest coal miner in NZ. It would be an 
ecological disaster, but also a climate and justice disaster. The project will make 
a measurable contribution to climate change – not a large one, as no country on 
its own can claim that, but very significant in terms of NZ’s overall size and 
population.  

 

The coal is for export to the steel mills of India, China and Japan. But there are 
alternatives to coal. Coal for electricity can be replaced by wind, geothermal, 
solar, and other renewable resources. Coal for boilers such as Fonterra’s could be 
replaced by waste wood chips from forestry. This material is there now, rotting 
or being burned on the landing sites in the forest. It would release no additional 
carbon dioxide if burned in a boiler instead. 

 



There are even options appearing for steel making. Much more steel could be 
recycled than now. Recycling doesn’t need coal.  A new technology making coke 
for steel mills from wood waste has been developed in NZ but lacks the capital to 
be fully commercialised. It doesn’t seem to be hard to get capital for new coal 
mines but it is near impossible to get capital to bring the alternatives to market.  

 

However the local issue is jobs. The West Coast has very low unemployment but 
coal mining is a cultural icon and the vast numbers of jobs that would be created 
by a thriving wood waste industry – the clean alternative to coal – will be mainly 
elsewhere. Local people on the coast have been whipped into a frenzy of hatred 
of environmentalists who oppose new coal mines. It is deeply ironic that our 
plan for a just transition away from coal towards clean fuels does not call for 
ever closing an existing mine or destroying an existing job. It calls instead for not 
opening new mines and creating jobs that cannot be maintained in the future.  

 

On the other hand, Solid Energy, loved on the Coast for their mines, recently 
sacked over 400 workers because the price of coal went down and they got their 
calculations wrong and spent a lot of our money going down blind alleys. Coal 
Action Network was with the miners on this one, calling for them to be put back 
to work and not treated as disposable assets when the price was wrong. But we 
are still seen as the enemy. 

 

What is needed for the coast is a transition strategy which phases out coal 
mining and invests in other types of economic activity. For example, the 
Denniston plateau is a historical and landscape and ecological treasure chest and 
developed in the right way could be the site of educational eco and historical 
tours with many associated jobs. 

 

Climate change is overwhelmingly a justice issue when you consider who has 
released the carbon dioxide and other gases that are causing it. It is not the 
Pacific Islanders and Bangladeshis whose homes will be flooded. It is particularly 
not my grandchildren, just at primary school, or their children, unborn for 
another couple of decades. It is the wealthy of the West who live in places that 
will be the last to be affected. Environmental disasters don’t seem to observe the 
laws of karma – they rarely impact much on those who cause them and the 
victims are generally innocent.  

 

It was not the factory owners and the millionaires of India who lived around the 
giant chemical plant at Bhopal when it exploded and killed thousands with 
poisonous gases. It is not the executives of pesticide manufacturers Monsanto, 
Syngenta and Bayer who get seriously ill from spraying their products on 
Californian crops – it is the migrant workers from Mexico. The owners of the 
Fukushima nuclear plants in Japan are having a pretty hard time of it, but it is the 
local fishermen who have lost their livelihoods and likely their health. 



If we widen the common definition of injustice or poverty from economic 
inequality to poverty of education, spirit, culture or hope we get closer to the 
root of the problem that makes injustice inter-generational.  

 

The likely extinction of 40% of all species on earth if climate change is not 
arrested barely registers on the scale of most people’s concern, but isn’t it a 
question of justice that our grandchildren may never see a Maui dolphin, a 
kakapo, even a kiwi? Or that these extinctions are likely to include species never 
discovered or catalogued whose roles in the ecosystem that supports us are still 
unknown? 

 

There is a root cause of environmental injustice that goes much deeper that the 
things we have been talking about. The real problem is not climate change, fossil 
fuels, water shortages, food shortages, oil depletion or over fishing. These are all 
just symptoms. The real problem is that the planet is full. Humanity has 
expanded its numbers and its activities to the point where it has outgrown its 
habitat and there isn’t another one to move to.  

 
Since the 1970s we have been consuming more than the planet can provide on an 
ongoing basis. We are collectively using the annual productivity of 1.3 planets every 
year. If everyone lived like New Zealanders we would need 2-3 planets and if we all 
lived like US citizens we would need 5.  

 

This means we are using up our capital – burning the furniture to keep warm, eating 
the seed corn. Each year fisheries are more depleted, forests shrink, species go extinct, 
oil resources are harder to find and more expensive to extract, and the atmosphere fills 
up more with gases that will change our climate.  

 

Growth in our use of energy and resources and the discharge of wastes add up to 
overall economic growth, GDP: the sacred cow no-one dares to challenge. 
Governments, business and society at large have for nearly 70 years measured our 
wellbeing and our progress by how much bigger the economy is every year. Growth is 
the Holy Grail by which governments stand or fall, but it is the problem, not the 
solution.  

Early economists, including Adam Smith, JS Mill and Keynes all foresaw the end of 
growth as natural and inevitable – presumably after all citizens had enough. 

 

The numbers of global citizens expecting this constantly rising level of consumption 
has tripled in my lifetime and doubled just since my two children were born.  

 

You are unlikely to respond, as some audiences do, that Indonesians and Pacific 
Islanders should have fewer kids, but you may not realise that consumption per capita 
has risen far faster than the number of people. Since I was born in 1945 world 



population has tripled but global economic output has risen 20 times. If this meant 
that more people now have enough, it would be a cause of celebration. However there 
are more people in extreme poverty than a lifetime ago and the extremes of wealth 
have become sickening. Just 2% of all adults in the world own nearly half the total 
household wealth.  

 

The first systematic assessment of the Limits to Growth was the Club of Rome’s book 
of that name in 1971.  The authors built a computer model of the global economy and 
known resources and ran “what if” scenarios plotting the effects of continuing the 
same rates of growth in population, food production, minerals, energy, and pollution. 
All scenarios showed a collapse of the global system in the first half of the twenty-
first century. Massive improvements in technical efficiency and discovery of new 
resources delayed the result only a brief time.  

 

While the authors did not foresee the rapid economic rise of developing countries, or 
the seriousness of climate change, or the extent of some forms of technical progress, 
those have not changed the conclusions and we remain right on track to validate the 
model. We have already overshot the capacity of the atmosphere to absorb 
greenhouse gases and of the ocean to produce fish, and hit the limits globally of fresh 
water, fertile land, declining reserves of some metals, and crucially, energy. 

 

 This is not because we are “running out of oil” but because the energy that needs to 
be invested to obtain another barrel is increasing exponentially. Early oil exploration 
obviously developed the largest, cheapest and best quality fields first.  When the 
Saudi oil fields were developed one barrel of oil equivalent invested in infrastructure 
and production yielded well over 100 barrels of new oil. One barrel invested in the 
Canadian tar sands is estimated to yield about three – less if you go after the deeper 
stuff.  

 

I expect my grandchildren, innocent of all this right now, to say one day, “Nana, when 
you knew all this, how could you have done nothing for 40 years?” 

 

All of this came to a head in 2008 and the world changed. Growth stalled and for a 
while reversed. The Global Financial Crisis was at least as much about the price of 
oil, growing shortages of water and the resulting price of food as about sub-prime 
mortgages – though we shall see later the role of debt and interest in this whole mess. 
The GFC also showed us who suffers when the system overshoots. The bankers who 
were responsible got bailed out, ordinary people lost their houses.  

 

The challenge now is not how to resume growth, but how to manage a post-growth 
economy in a way that nurtures wellbeing. The longer we double and redouble our 
efforts to grow within a finite system, borrowing more to invest in large dams to 
irrigate dairying, begging oil companies to come and drill below the sea, mining 
coastal sand for iron ore, pushing wages and benefits down to increase profits for 
business and force people into meaningless work, removing the key protections of the 



Resource Management Act, opening conservation land for mining, taxing and 
borrowing to bail out irresponsible banks - I could go on but you get my drift – the 
more we will damage the earth we depend on and the happiness and health of our 
people.  

 

Worst of all, it is not just effort wasted, it is effort we desperately need to be investing 
in creating a new way forward where other goals take precedence over growth. 

 

There are some positive signs. Some mainstream respected economists and analysts 
and even businesses are joining our analysis and turning away from the goal of 
growth.  

 

French President Sarkozy’s 2009, panel of leading economists called for better 
measures of wellbeing than GDP. Joseph Stiglitz, a former White House adviser and 
World Bank chief economist says “Chasing GDP growth results in lower living 
standards”.  

 

The first international conference on “Degrowth” – “Decroissance” was held in Paris 
in 2008.  

 

Tullett Prebon – a large international financial brokering firm based in the UK – say 
growth is finished, and give as the main reason the rapidly declining energy return on 
energy invested. They describe the economy as “an energy dynamic, not a financial 
one.” The real economy is about energy, not money.  

 

Production from existing oil wells is declining by 6.7% a year. At that rate, by 2030 
the current 86 million barrels a day will have declined to 25.  New discoveries have 
much lower energy returns on energy invested. Compared with those early oil wells 
of Saudi Arabia which achieved well over 100:1, most new discoveries today are less 
than 10:1. North Sea oil is estimated at 5:1. Tar sands and shale are less. Fracking of 
shale oil may appear to have given us a short term bonanza but has not changed the 
underlying situation. 

 

Nor will renewables allow us to return to growth. Wind and solar photo-voltaic are 
both well under 20:1, but better than tar sands or shale or biofuels which in 
unfavourable circumstances can be negative.  

 

I cannot over-emphasise the role of interest-bearing debt in both driving the need for 
growth – otherwise how do you pay the interest? But also in fuelling consumption. 
We all remember the banks’ ads: “Let your house finance your new car/overseas 
holiday”.  

 



There is a reason why several religions – particularly early Christianity and Islam – 
outlawed interest, or “usury”. There are many historical precedents for managing 
economic affairs without interest on debt, from micro-finance like the Grameen Bank 
to local Women’s loan funds which operate quite successfully but unfortunately 
modern Christians and Moslems have invented ways around this prohibition by their 
founders so that it is, in both Christian and Moslem countries, seen as a normal part of 
economic relations. 

 

If there is no economic growth, debt is intergenerational theft - stealing from our 
children and grandchildren who will not have the means to pay for our consumption. 

 

Nearly all the money supply is created out of thin air by private banks. Many people 
assume that when they take out a mortgage the bank is lending them deposits from 
other people. Not so. The money is simply materialised with a few computer strokes 
and we pay the banks to do this for us. 

 

Questioning the role of private banks in creating money as debt is perhaps the most 
radical suggestion anyone can make in a capitalist economy but it has been discussed 
in the past. In response to the great depression in 1933, the Chicago Plan proposed 
that governments take back from private banks the right to issue credit and create 
money, ending government debt.  

 

It is incomprehensible to me that governments have not done this long ago. Why 
would you give away the sovereign power of your country like this?  

 

Last year the IMF revisited the Chicago Plan, finding that all the claims made for the 
system were justified and that in addition, it could hold inflation at zero without 
crippling interest rates.  

 

The fact that growth and monetary policy are now being questioned by eminent 
mainstream economists and the IMF and firms of financial brokers suggests to me 
that something is shifting, and that when people with this background start saying it, 
economic culture could change very fast. That is encouraging because without a 
dramatic change in economic culture there will be no social justice and no 
environmental justice. 

 

Instead we could have a thriving society which aims for a better economy rather than 
a bigger one. A society which values quality rather than quantity. A society which 
says “Enough pollution, enough waste, enough corruption, enough greed.” Where 
people say at a certain point, “I have enough now. The rest is for others, or for Nature 
so that the kokako, the kiwi, the polar bear, the Maui’s dolphin can have enough too 
and can thrive”. Such a society would make it a primary goal for everyone to have 
enough food, clean water, shelter, health care, education and space for recreation, 
both in our country and worldwide.  



We have been told all our lives that to provide these things we need to grow the 
economy bigger. How can we afford for everyone to have enough unless we produce 
more? 

 

That is so demonstrably and deliberately false it makes me very angry. How is it that 
the richest society in the world, with unprecedented levels of personal consumption, 
cannot afford to provide quality healthcare for all its citizens? Yet much poorer 
countries do.  

 

How is it that the 400,000 millionaires in New York cannot find a few thousand each 
to house the 50,000 homeless in their own city? 

 

If a society chooses not to afford enough decent quality food and housing and 
healthcare for all but instead chooses to spend billions on weapons, gambling, internet 
surveillance, stadiums and conspicuous consumption of all kinds, it is not going to 
choose differently even if the economy is twice the size. 

 

Let us be really clear. Growing the economy will do nothing to lift people out of 
poverty because poverty is a social choice. It will not repair the environment because 
the activity that generates that growth is what damages the environment in the first 
place. It is a deliberate and cynical myth designed to keep us allowing our rulers to 
fatten their own wallets while believing we are helping develop a better society.  

 

Let’s also be clear that I’m talking about rich western nations here, not about sub-
Saharan Africa or the Pacific where there does need to be some economic growth, of 
the right kind, to provide enough for all.  

 

In case people find it hard to imagine that an economy of enough, which didn’t grow, 
could be good to live in, here is a thumbnail of what it could be like.  

 

We have less stuff but more time. Time for families and friends, time for democracy, 
time for art, music, sport, science, creativity. Less work, but shared more equally. We 
value quality relationships with people and with Nature. We have less travel but 
thriving local communities. More local production, funded by local currencies which 
don’t carry interest. We would no longer subsidise the $2.1 billion spent to persuade 
us to buy things we neither want nor need – advertising would no longer be tax-
deductible.  

 

There would be more growth - in knowledge, science, innovation, the arts, 
craftsmanship and personal development but not in energy and materials.  

 

It is what Tim Jackson calls “Prosperity without growth” in his book of that name. 



Some industries will shrink or disappear – armaments, tobacco, fossil fuels, plastics, 
pesticides, some pharmaceuticals, building new motorways, and advertising – 
releasing the resources they currently use for growth in solar energy, reuse and repair, 
local food production, bioplastics, expanded rail transport, hi-tech low carbon 
manufacturing. Society is dynamic and exciting – it just doesn’t keep getting bigger. 

 

Production processes would mimic nature, producing no wastes that could not be 
reused or broken down to substances easily absorbed by the biosphere.  

 

New jobs would certainly be created in the shift to a sustainable economy, in 
renewable energy, energy efficiency, low energy transport systems, environmental 
restoration, land care, people care, social services, craft industry. But jobs would also 
disappear in coal mining, motorway building, pesticide manufacture and application, 
for example. Working hours would have to reduce, and income be decoupled from 
jobs. 

 

There is one obstacle in the way of such a future. Any Government who attempted 
such a transformation would disappear without trace as long as a majority of the 
voters hold the current values of consumerism and “more”. 

 

It is our core cultural values and our sense of identity that are holding back any move 
to an economy of social and environmental justice. We define ourselves by what we 
own; success is a constantly rising level of material consumption. I shop, therefore I 
am. How that might change is a psychological and cultural question, not a technical 
one. 

 

You may think that all this economics stuff has strayed a long way from 
environmental justice. On the contrary; social and environmental injustice are caused 
by the same things: human values of greed, arrogance, a fixation with more and 
bigger rather than better; and particularly by unjust economic structures which are 
hard to change, but still easier than the laws of physics, which say we cannot go on 
the way we are.  

 

I haven’t time today to explore many of the connections of social and environmental 
justice, but if you are interested there is a longer paper of mine, called “Enough”, 
commissioned by the Quakers earlier this year which is available on their website 
(PDF, 431 KB).  

 

There are some signs of hope. More mainstream thinkers are questioning the 
prevailing orthodoxy. The Occupy movement taught us about the 1% and the 99% 
and that has entered the general discourse now. They said they were protesting 
political corruption and corporate greed and the media reported those terms without 
quote marks.  

 

http://quaker.org.nz/sites/quaker.org.nz/files/Enough!%20for%20web.pdf


Young people are forming organisations to tackle climate change, like 350.org and 
Generation Zero and they are clear sighted and smart and full of energy.  

 

Oxfam has recognised in its work in the Pacific that climate change is a major threat 
to people’s food and water and way of life and is both helping sensitively planned 
relocation of the most vulnerable communities and adding its voice strongly to the 
environmental movement in demanding better policies to prevent the worst outcomes.  

 

There is a bill in the Parliamentary ballot (which under our system is not guaranteed 
ever to go to debate – that is a matter of chance) which would require the Minister of 
Finance to report annually, along with the GDP figures in the budget speech, on 
environmental and social indicators of wellbeing.  

 

We need leaders who will talk of goals other than economic growth; we need ordinary 
kiwis who will say, “I don’t need to go shopping. I have enough. The rest is for 
others.”  

 

We need a merging of social and environmental goals that recognise they are 
inextricably linked – we are part of the environment, totally interconnected with it, 
dependent on it, and to some extent, given our huge numbers and technological 
power, it is now dependent on us.  

 

 


