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A NOTE TO READERS
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Coronavirus—A Turning Point for Humanity?

As this book goes to press, the coronavirus pandemic dominates people’s minds and lives. In the midst of widespread death, suffering, and lockdowns, there is pervasive fear, anxiety, and blame. From Washington to Beijing and London to Delhi, policy circles and the media focus on reopening economies that have ground to a halt. And notable experts including Henry Kissinger, Yuval Noah Harari, and Kishore Mahbubani speculate on global economics, geopolitics, the future of liberal democracy, and more in the “world after coronavirus.”1

Sadly, human economics and politics remain the center of the universe in these conventional policy, media, and expert analyses. It’s as if nature did not exist and as if the health of the human economy were independent of planetary health. If we could broaden our horizons just a bit, might we transform present anguish into tremendous opportunity that can avert far greater suffering in the future? Might this present crisis forced on us be seen as a turning point in human history and the state of the world? Might we even be brave enough to think beyond returning to business as usual and find a new way forward to greater planetary and human health, harmony, sanity, and prosperity?

We never would have voluntarily chosen such shock treatment to effect needed change. But we can still be honest enough to acknowledge that stopping our runaway fossil fuel–based growth economy in its tracks cut greenhouse gas emissions faster and more deeply than all the years of climate negotiations put together. It brought clean air and blue skies to the world’s most polluted cities. It stopped the flow of toxic effluents and industrial pollution into the world’s waterways, which at least briefly sparkled with clear water like never before. And it brought animals and aquatic life back to previously uninhabitable habitats—saving many species, at least temporarily, from the brink of extinction. Sadly, those gains may be short-lived.

But will we now turn our backs on these realities that can save lives and economic costs far exceeding the coronavirus toll? In recent years air pollution from fossil fuels has killed 4.5 million people a year, costing the global economy an estimated $2.9 trillion (3.3 percent of global GDP) in health care costs and lost economic productivity annually.2 And Lord Nicholas Stern, former World Bank chief economist, has estimated that continuing to emit greenhouse gases at pre-pandemic rates will cost the global economy between 5 percent and 20 percent of world GDP annually in economic damages due to increased droughts, floods, fires, sea level rise, and other climate change impacts on food production, water resources, health, and more. Stern calls climate change the “greatest and widest-ranging market failure ever seen.”3

Will we look back on the 2020 coronavirus woes as child’s play next to the suffering that awaits us, or as the moment humanity seized a golden opportunity to leave destructive habits behind, to avoid catastrophe, and to create a better future?

Forcibly shutting down power plants, industry, and transportation and thereby drastically cutting coal and oil consumption, as COVID-19 has done, has already produced demonstrable savings in pollution costs. As of April 2020, preliminary estimates showed 11,000 avoided air-pollution-related deaths in Europe, and two months of pollution reduction in China likely saved the lives of 4,000 children under age 5 and 73,000 adults over 70.4 Later in this book we’ll look at how levels of pollution, greenhouse gas emissions, and other social and environmental realities are translated into lives lost or saved, and increases or decreases in illness incidence, health care costs, productivity, agricultural production, and other economic costs and benefits. For now it’s enough to note that these avoided pollution-related deaths and costs are the direct result of the pandemic that the world experienced in 2020.

Thus Harvard University researchers also have found that cleaner air would have sharply reduced the coronavirus death toll and costs. They found that areas with higher pollution in the United States had significantly higher COVID-19 death rates, because PM2.5 particles increase breathing troubles, hypertension, heart disease, and diabetes; weaken the immune system; and fuel inflammation in the lungs and respiratory tract. That in turn increases risks of getting COVID-19 and of severe symptoms and complications. According to Francesca Dominici, Harvard biostatistics professor, “If you’re getting COVID, and you have been breathing polluted air, it’s really putting gasoline on a fire.”5

On April 30, 2020, the International Energy Agency (IEA) forecast that the decline in oil and coal use due to coronavirus lockdowns would cut CO2 emissions by nearly 8 percent in 2020—the largest annual decrease ever recorded, nearly six times the 2009 record drop due to the global financial crisis, and twice as steep as all emissions declines since World War II combined. IEA Executive Director Dr. Fatih Birol noted that a rebound in emissions is not inevitable if there is investment in renewables and other green recovery measures that “can create jobs, make economies more competitive and steer the world towards a more resilient and cleaner energy future.”6

We all want a quick end to this horrid coronavirus and the torment, grief, and insecurity it has brought. At the same time, we know we’ve given nature a break. We’ve suddenly been forced to shop, drive, travel, produce and consume a lot less. So we’ve depleted fewer resources, cleaned the air and water, and staved off climate change damages at least a bit longer. Our usually frenetic lifestyles have slowed, and we’ve tempered our usually insatiable appetites. We’ve also seen the perils of structural inequities that have rendered the poor, racial minorities, and others so much more vulnerable to this pandemic and deprived too many of life-saving interventions. And we’ve learned the hard way the necessity for global cooperation against a common threat. Perhaps most important and positively, we’ve proven we’re capable of major forthright action in the face of crisis—from national lockdowns to putting off the Olympics to sharply reducing our air travel.

When this virus goes, as it most certainly will, do we need to crank up business as usual and to go back into economic overdrive with potentially catastrophic future results? Or can we take this moment to forge a new path toward a more sustainable and equitable future, in which we live in greater harmony with nature and share its abundant resources equitably and efficiently? If we do not do so, then this present COVID-19 crisis will pale by comparison with the suffering caused by future climate change calamities to which the horrendous Australian fires of 2019–20 and the U.S. west coast fires of August–September 2020 are just a small precursor of what will come. At the time of writing, the greatest promise seems to come not from national leaders but from city mayors—from Paris to Bogota to Milan—who are promising a low-carbon, sustainable recovery from the pandemic with new networks of bicycle lanes and pedestrian walkways, commitments to renewable energy, and more.7 On 28 September 2020, 64 countries launched a Leaders’ Pledge to put the climate and nature at the heart of post-pandemic recovery plans. But without the support of the USA, China, Brazil, Russia, India, Australia and others who refused to sign, it is unclear whether and how the pledge will translate into effective action.

To date, we’ve not been wise or courageous enough to change direction willingly. Now, through no choice of our own, we’ve been delivered a remarkable—perhaps once-in-a-lifetime—opportunity in the midst of immense distress. The entire purpose of this book is to help chart a new, different, and practical way forward to a much brighter future. The moment could not be more timely. The practical means and tools are in our hands, starting with an honest accounting of the true benefits and costs of economic activity. We know what to do and how to do it. With just a little will, bravery, and wisdom, we can do it! May this book make a small contribution to the well-being of this planet and all its inhabitants. And may our present woes quickly transform into security and happiness for our children and their children.


PROLOGUE

In 1965, I dropped out of Economics 101 at the Australian National University. I’d faithfully gone to classes and studied the assigned textbook readings but found them dry, distant, conceptually claustrophobic, and, as far as I could tell, with little apparent relation to the conditions of life I saw around me. I knew something was wrong, but I thought that “something” was me. As a young political science major who needed at least a basic knowledge of economics, it never occurred to me to question authoritative professors and texts, let alone the reigning economic paradigm they presented or the way economics was taught. That I literally couldn’t stomach economics had to be my problem. For years that “problem” would subtly haunt me.

In the meantime, I was taken up by my other studies (especially in Chinese and Oriental Studies); by the heady atmosphere of radical politics in the 1960s, with its teach-ins, anti–Vietnam War rallies and other crusades; and then by work and travels. And yet in the midst of all these endeavors, economic issues kept cropping up, though in ways those introductory textbooks never mentioned.

In 1969, for example, six months into my first full-time job as a reporter for the Canberra Times, I was fired for printing and distributing a leaflet detailing the newspaper’s censorship and advocating that editorial policy be made by journalists rather than owners. Why, I asked, did three families—Fairfax (which owned the Canberra Times), Packer, and Murdoch—control nearly all Australia’s media, and what gave them the right to decide what Australians should know or not know just because they were rich?

Soon thereafter, on July 20, 1969, aboard a boat bound for Hong Kong with my girlfriend, we got news that a man was at that moment, for the first time ever, walking on the Moon. It was incredibly impressive: human beings could come up with the technology to do the seemingly impossible and overcome just about any natural force. Then, five days later, we ran into a major typhoon that knocked the ship around like a matchstick on massive waves, a reminder that whatever we human beings did, including in our technological advances and economic activity, always took place in the larger context of nature in its awesome power and complexity—a perspective that seemed entirely absent from those introductory texts.

In colonial Hong Kong, where I taught English for six months, the police were so corrupt that they’d come by every Tuesday to collect their cut from the gambling den on the floor below our school. How, I wondered, did the city’s massive illegal economy, palpable at every turn, fit into those elegant economics textbook models?

After six months I shipped out on a freighter sailing for Calcutta (now Kolkata), where I was instantly overwhelmed by the poverty, leprosy, and homelessness I saw. Everything I’d ever considered a problem in life vanished into insignificance next to the human suffering I witnessed on the streets. Did this have anything to do with Economics 101, and if so, why did my professors keep talking about averages and national income and never about the gap between rich and poor?

Later, while teaching English to Bedouin children for nearly two years in the desert hamlet of Kseifeh in Israel’s Negev desert, I applied for and won a Fulbright scholarship that took me to Columbia University in New York, where I subsequently got my PhD in political science and Middle East Studies. At Columbia in the early 1970s, the one truly stand-out course I took wasn’t in my field at all; it was a brilliant course taught by the great anthropologist Margaret Mead. She taught me that a scholar could communicate the most subtle, complex truths in plain language without any of the academic jargon that seemed to infest much of the social sciences.

Throughout my time at Columbia and for years thereafter while teaching political science at the State University of New York, the problem that had haunted me since 1965 would not go away. Beneath the whole edifice of political systems and area studies that were my focus, it was clear that powerful economic forces were at work. And yet whatever conventional economics text or study I approached produced exactly the same aversion to and dismay with the discipline that I’d experienced years earlier when I quit Economics 101.

Still, through all these studies, a light started to flicker in the darkness. Gradually I discovered incisive and convincing critiques of our present economic system and its root assumptions that exposed deep flaws and at least showed that it wasn’t as solid as the standard texts indicated. Those texts had talked of demand, supply, labor, income, production, consumption, prices, and inflation almost as if they were governed by self-regulating mechanisms that governments could tweak but not fundamentally alter. But now I was also coming across writers who directly addressed issues of economic power, inequality, and systemic change that were hidden or downplayed in conventional models that focused on national income, growth, and averages such as gross domestic product (GDP) per capita. I was fascinated, for example, by Barrington Moore Jr’s analysis of the transition from feudalism to capitalism, which showed that the most dramatic political changes, including the birth of modern democracy, were intimately tied to seismic economic shifts.1 I was relieved to find that systems weren’t as static and self-perpetuating as the conventional models implied. And I was even more relieved to find that some of my earlier intuitive hunches were backed by strong argument and evidence.

But all that was still theoretical, and my problem was not just theoretical. It troubled my heart to see conventional texts sideline nature’s role in powering human systems and downplay the suffering and tensions of extreme poverty, inequality, and lopsided power dynamics. In describing the mechanics of the existing economic and political models, these texts seemed subtly to accept the validity of those models and to skirt even the potential for deep, systemic change. And so, despite the refreshing discovery of new approaches to economics and politics, I was still uneasy, because I could see no way forward to redirect existing economic and political forces toward greater ecological sustainability, equity, and efficient resource use. It took sixteen more years to discover a practical path toward developing new, sane, and more equitable and sustainable economies around the world.

I still remember the moment of epiphany. My wife, Gwen, handed me two articles on new ways to measure progress more holistically to account for social and environmental as well as economic factors. One was by Clifford Cobb, Ted Halstead, and Jonathan Rowe in the October 1995 issue of Atlantic Monthly, titled “If the GDP Is Up, Why Is America Down?” The second was an interview with Hazel Henderson in the fall 1995 issue of Whole Earth Review, in which she described her new Country Futures Indicators.2 The same month, the National Film Board of Canada released a documentary, “Who’s Counting? Marilyn Waring on Sex, Lies and Global Economics,” that I also found revelatory.3

All three sources had a trenchant critique of progress measures based on GDP, which were widely touted by politicians, economists, and journalists as the ultimate measures of a society’s economic health. By contrast, all three critiques saw GDP being used to prop up an inherently biased value system that assesses how well off we are simply according to whether we’re making, selling, and buying more stuff. Each source presented a vision of saner, more comprehensive progress measures that integrate social, economic, and environmental perspectives and thereby lay the foundation for a new well-being and sustainability-based economic paradigm.

And so, in the fall of 1995 at age forty-eight, a light went on that launched me on the twenty-four-year odyssey described in this book.

Suddenly I realized why I had felt that what I was reading was so claustrophobic and divorced from reality when I struggled with Economics 101 thirty years earlier. The conventional texts and professors were presenting the economy basically as a closed box in which households provide labor to firms in exchange for income that households use to buy what firms produce and sell. The larger social and environmental realities within which the economy operated were largely excluded from that standard equation, from the widely accepted measures of progress based on that model, and therefore from policy priorities. Although I had previously sensed that basic flaw at some visceral level, I had never seen it articulated, analyzed, or expressed within the context of a solution or alternative progress measures and a new path forward. So dominant, unexamined, and taken for granted is the conventional paradigm based on the assumption of endless economic growth that I’d just blindly assumed this is the way things are and wrung my hands in despair.

As in Plato’s famous Allegory, one has to step outside the cave even to breathe fresh air and recognize the existence of the cave in which one has been so long confined. In retrospect I now see that a major chain that bound me to the cave and a huge blind spot that stopped me from understanding the problem is our modern academic proclivity for specialization. As a so-called political scientist, I was able for far too long to keep distasteful economics at a distance and thus was shielded by my discipline from even exploring the problem. Until this revelatory moment, I could not have labeled untrammelled economic growth and its social and ecological effects as a core feature of the problem, and thus I had no idea where to search for solutions.

After considerable digging and extensive reading in the mid-1990s, my second discovery was, if anything, even more startling: outstanding scholars, statisticians, economists, and researchers, such as Herman Daly, Mathis Wackernagel, and many others, had already developed the necessary tools that could enable us to develop far better progress measures. And I realized simultaneously that those new measures could provide a practical and effective foundation for a new economic paradigm that was capable of addressing some of the world’s most pressing challenges. (See chapter 15 for an example of such a new paradigm.)

Instead of assessing how well off we are according to whether we’re making, selling, and buying more stuff, as we do at present, these experts had devised some robust ways of assessing whether we’re really making what I considered genuine progress. For example, are our communities safer and stronger? Are we healthier and better educated? Are we economically and financially more secure? Is our natural world cleaner and healthier, and are we leaving the conditions of life on the planet in better shape for our children and for other species?

I was particularly drawn in these analyses to the emerging discipline of full-cost accounting, which tries to include the social and environmental benefits and costs of different economic activities and thus to tell the whole story of the real impacts of production and consumption. That same formative year (1995), for instance, saw the founding of the Victoria Transport Policy Institute in British Columbia, which worked to assess the full economic benefits and costs of car, bus, and other transport modes, including crash, travel time, and congestion costs; effects on climate change; air pollution; resource depletion and land use; and more.4 For the first time, I saw a strong economic case for public transport, renewable energy, sustainable urban planning, and other policy shifts the world seems urgently to need. Now, at last, thirty years after I’d turned my back on economics, economics started to come alive, and I was drawn to it as if by a magnet.

The new measures seemed globally relevant and revealed, more clearly than anything I had ever seen, our deepest assumptions about the meaning of prosperity and well-being and about the economy on which our livelihoods depended, and they exposed our blind adherence to the dogma of limitless growth. And they did this using hard evidence, through a medium that I thought people could readily accept and relate to, in a familiar and widely shared language, and with a terminology shared with the world of conventional economics. Most important of all, in my view, the new progress measures could serve as the thin edge of the wedge of potentially profound economic and human transformation toward a more sustainable and equitable world that could further the well-being of our own and other species.

But it took one more revelation in the mid-1990s to set me on the long journey described here. Through all my voracious reading, one puzzling question kept recurring, to which I simply could not find an answer no matter where I looked. Why was no government anywhere in the world using such robust methods and insights as the basis for actually formulating policy? Why were policy makers ignoring both the analysts and the telling facts and figures being churned out by their own statistics agencies? And so I started wondering: might one government somewhere on this planet be persuaded actually to adopt and use the new tools to gather better and more accurate evidence and thereby be able to craft good, innovative policies that would lay the foundations of a viable and sustainable new economic system that furthers economic, social, and ecological well-being? And might its success not provide a beacon for others at a time of increasing global insecurity and concern about the future?

Thus began a journey that started with developing a rigorous, policy-relevant set of measures for what was now my home province of Nova Scotia. That work made the rounds of all major Canadian political parties and then took me from the briny, sea-tossed shores of Canada’s Atlantic coast to the islands of New Zealand in the South Pacific, to the high mountains of the Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan, to one of the world’s largest summit conferences in Rio and the halls of United Nations headquarters in New York, and back again to tiny villages in the foothills of the Himalayas. For twenty years I worked with governments, including directly with the prime minister of Bhutan, to try and bring the new measures and the powerful social, economic, and ecological evidence they revealed into the fabric of government policy making.

This is the story of my roller-coaster adventure—with tremendous hopes as the practical foundations of a new, sane, sustainability-based economy seemed to be laid, and with equally bitter disappointments as those efforts encountered enormous resistance from powerful, entrenched interests with a vested stake in holding onto the conventional way dedicated to economic growth for its own sake. Most challenging, I was to discover, because it was so difficult to spot, was the way those established interests often co-opted the rhetoric of sustainability and well-being to resist real change and to maintain and even strengthen business as usual.

There were watershed moments, such as Bhutan’s dramatic 2012 presentation of a “New Economic Paradigm” based on sustainability and well-being to the United Nations. In response, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon declared: “The old model is broken. We need to create a new one.” And my colleagues and I then went on to assemble a global team of 70 top-notch economists, scientists, and other scholars to craft a possible framework for that new economy. Recalling the pivotal 1944 Bretton Woods gathering, which laid the foundation and created the institutions of the present global economic system, we dared to say we were crafting a “new Bretton Woods.”

And then there were heartbreaks as we watched that initiative (and others) unravel in so many places. Along the way from Nova Scotia to Bhutan, my colleagues and I learned compelling lessons—as much from our failures as from our achievements. Human and social (let alone global) transformation is not an easy process, and it runs up against deeply ingrained patterns, greed and ignorance, vested interests, fear of the unknown, and one’s own impatience. But in the midst of all those challenges, we did gain some hands-on insights into what works, what doesn’t, and why, and we have had some successes. There are some hard, practical lessons here that can teach us what it will take to create the new economic system that the world so desperately needs if humankind is to have a future on this planet.


1

THE MAGIC NUMBER

Ironically, once I saw a description of economics that made sense to me, that explained the reality I had observed around the world, and that envisioned a new, more just economic order, I became intensely interested in studying exactly what I’d abandoned thirty years earlier. I needed to know what the current economic worldview offers, what it is missing, and why it has such a tenacious hold on our minds and society and on the entire discipline of economics. It quickly became clear that a key dimension of that worldview, which propelled the journey described in this book, was the belief in continuous economic growth.

WHAT IS GDP?

Given all the complexities of our current economic system and of the so-called closed-box economic model that describes exchanges between firms and households, I was struck that the health of this economy is so often symbolized by a single, almost magical, number called GDP or gross domestic product. GDP summarizes a country’s total output or total economic activity over a specific period. But that function alone can’t explain the extraordinary clout and authority of GDP when cited by economists, politicians, and journalists, or why it’s been called “the most powerful statistical figure in human history.”1 It doesn’t tell us why experts tout GDP as “a comprehensive scorecard of the economy’s health” or why 3 percent GDP growth in the United States was cited in 2018 as marking a “burgeoning economy” and new “economic boom,” celebrated with the headline, “Trump has set economic growth on fire.”2 To answer those questions and grasp the power of GDP, we have to understand the difference between what GDP is and how it’s used.

The largest component of GDP—68 percent in the United States—is usually personal consumption. That’s why policy makers often judge their country’s economic performance by how much its residents buy. The other components of GDP are investment (about 16 percent of GDP in the United States), government spending (about 18 percent), and net exports (about −3 percent, which means U.S. imports typically exceed exports).

Other countries have different patterns: in Germany, for example, personal consumption is 52 percent of GDP; in India 60 percent; and in China, just 39 percent.3 Saving more means consuming less, so whereas American households save about 6 percent of their disposable income, the French and Germans save about 10 percent and the Chinese 38 percent.4

Use of GDP largely replaced gross national product (GNP) in 1991. The difference between them lies in how they count income from foreign sources. GNP measures the monetary value of goods and services produced by all the citizens of a country wherever they are, whereas GDP measures the total value of all goods and services produced within the boundaries of a country.

That total GDP statistic for a country is compiled from data collected from every economic sector. So there is a GDP of agriculture, manufacturing, forestry, mining, tourism, the automobile industry, construction, healthcare, and so on. Thus not only does GDP tell us about the overall output of the market economy, but the components that make it up tell us how much each economic sector is contributing to the monetary value of the economy at a given point in time. This information enables policy makers to identify changes in the composition of the market economy, likely areas of labor demand and shortages, export opportunities, the impact of changes in these areas on inflation, and so forth.

GDP can be calculated in three basic ways: by how much we produce, by how much we spend, or by how much we earn. Those three methods should produce roughly the same result. That’s because consumers, businesses, and governments buy what firms produce. What consumers, businesses, and governments spend in turn becomes income for others through wages for workers, profits for businesses, dividends for shareholders, interest for investors, and rental income for property owners.

Knowing the rate of changes in GDP also helps governments make economic policy. If growth is comparatively sluggish, for example, central banks such as the U.S. Federal Reserve and Bank of Canada may reduce interest rates to encourage borrowing, investment, and job creation, and government may introduce incentives, tax breaks, and other stimulus measures for economic sectors in trouble. If growth is relatively rapid, interest rates may be increased to control inflation.

When I got this far in my understanding, I was frankly a bit puzzled at my earlier resistance. All this made sense, and I could see the utility of GDP for policy purposes—particularly in responding appropriately to economic fluctuations and thereby contributing to economic stability. I still wondered, though, how those undoubted uses made GDP “the most powerful statistical figure in human history.”

To this point at least, GDP appeared to me as a relatively objective statistic that simply described the size of the market economy and which sectors were expanding or contracting. “In itself,” writes Philipp Lepenies in The Power of a Single Number: A Political History of GDP, “[GDP] provides a seemingly objective overview of economic processes that is purportedly free of ideology and value judgments; it is based on numbers alone. It is determined and measured in line with transparent and understandable criteria.”5 I couldn’t disagree.

HOW OBJECTIVE IS GDP?

That is, I couldn’t disagree until I looked more closely and gradually came to realize that although GDP per se is objective and useful, it is misused in a way that is far from objective and for a purpose its architects never intended. And that it is precisely that misuse that makes GDP so powerful. More disturbingly and subtly, that misuse has helped to distort the very language of policy makers, economists, and journalists; the release of statistics by government agencies; the way economics is taught and textbooks written; the priorities of policy makers; and—more deeply—the value system of our societies.

This distinction between what GDP is and how it is used is also critically important for another reason—one that has put me at odds with some of GDP’s most trenchant critics. Unlike some who advocate replacing GDP, I’ve never seen a problem with GDP when it’s properly used. On the contrary, it’s helpful and worthwhile. But it doesn’t give us the measures we need to assess overall well-being and societal progress, which a measure of market size simply cannot do. And a focus on such larger societal progress measures, it turns out, would make Economics 101 one of the most relevant, interesting, and alluring courses available to freshmen. But that seemingly obvious shift is no small thing, as my journey of the next twenty years and this book show. Let’s look more closely.

The simple reason for GDP’s predominance is, in the words of Robert Wade of the London School of Economics, the “fact that governments all over the world take as their top economic objective the increase of one number: gross domestic product.”6 In other words, what matters to policy makers is not just assessing rates of growth objectively to formulate useful macroeconomic policy but increasing GDP, which means making the economy bigger.

Of course, there are reasons for that objective, given that growth as signified by a bigger GDP is often associated with job creation and economic slow-down with job loss. But in recent decades especially, we’ve increasingly seen growth that is driven not by labor but by capital, with new technologies replacing labor and leading to what’s been called jobless growth. If job creation were the main concern of policy makers, there are many other (and often more effective) ways of doing that than increasing GDP, as we’ll see later in this book.

Ultimately, what gives GDP its enormous power is the belief that the more we grow the economy, and the more we produce and consume, the better off we are. In this way, GDP is no longer just an objective measure of market size; it is also taken as a normative measure of progress and well-being—a misuse against which the architects of GDP themselves warned more than eighty years ago. As Nobel Prize–winning economist Simon Kuznets put it in 1934, to assess the welfare of a nation, it is necessary to ask not how much the economy is growing but what is growing, and for what purpose.7

Evidence of how deeply ingrained this misuse of GDP has become started to jump out at me from every direction—from news sound bites to policy statements to the way statistics themselves are manipulated and distorted. For instance, economic growth is now regularly equated with human health, with adjectives such as “healthy,” “vigorous,” and “robust” denoting a rapidly growing economy, whereas “weak,” “ailing,” and “sickly” have been used to describe an economy in which growth has slowed. When things get really “bad” (meaning when production and consumption fall sharply), we call it a “depression,” and during the 2008–2009 recession, leaders regularly spoke of “injecting” this or that stimulus to spur “recovery” through increased borrowing and spending. We’ve seen that language blossom in this COVID-19 era, where the supposed “health” (size) of the economy has often taken precedence over (and even come at the risk and cost of) actual human health and well-being. By contrast, we hear barely the whisper of a suggestion that both human and economic health might benefit from a redistribution of income, wealth, work hours, and other resources. Nor have we seen the massive new job creation that would certainly come from dedicated investment in renewable energy, public transportation, and other dimensions of a genuine “green new deal.”

The degree to which economic growth, material output, and the predominance of GDP since World War II have come to define and become inextricably linked with American identity, values, and culture is historically documented by Andrew Yarrow in Measuring America: How Economic Growth Came to Define American Greatness in the Late Twentieth Century. Yarrow notes it wasn’t always this way, and that American values and distinctiveness were historically defined in terms of political ideals such as individual freedom, democracy and limited government, and the character of its people.8 Matthias Schmelzer’s The Hegemony of Growth traces this historical evolution of the growth paradigm into a societal norm and goal at the transnational level in the context of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).9 The key point is simply that however originally intended as an objective measure of national income, GDP usage has become—and is today—deeply normative, value laden, and representative of extraordinary consensus.

This belief in economic growth for its own sake, as signified by increasing GDP, crosses all party lines and most dominant ideologies. Thus a Republican U.S. president declares, “economic growth is the key to our endeavors”’ a Liberal Canadian prime minister asserts that “economic growth is the foundation for all else we want to achieve in areas of social policy”; a Conservative UK prime minister says, “economic growth … is the essential foundation of all our aspirations”; and a Communist Chinese president vows “to double the 2010 GDP and per capita income of the Chinese.”10

The 2008–2009 economic crisis revealed the extent to which the GDP/growth paradigm is the ultimate unifying bond of modern society, with even the most bitter opponents closing ranks the moment global economic growth was threatened. In the United States partisan politics suddenly dissipated as Democrats and Republicans joined to approve a massive $1.5 trillion stimulus package to get the economy growing again.11 Indeed, Barack Obama’s first act after being elected in 2008 was to work with George W. Bush to bail out the U.S. auto industry.12

When this one statistic dominates and drives policy, its avidly watched release in a country crowds out other vital measures of progress that are assumed to be far less important due simply to the sporadic infrequency of their availability. Thus although Statistics Canada has released GDP data eighty times (every quarter) in the last twenty years, it has provided vital data on wealth inequality only four times and on unpaid work only three times in total. Key data on the health of Canadian forests, such as changes in age and species composition, often are not released at all but lie buried in provincial archives. Needless to say, the impact of such sporadic data availability escalates the distortion caused by the misuse of GDP. When I asked a top Canadian finance official why it was so important to release GDP numbers monthly and quarterly, he thought for a long time and finally answered: “Well, the U.S. does it monthly and quarterly, so we have to as well…. Besides, we’ve always done it this way. People expect it.”

WHAT GDP MISSES

Without the habitual and deep-seated belief that a growing GDP makes us better off and that a static or falling GDP imperils our well-being, it would still be a useful statistic, though it would get far less attention. But the problem with GDP runs far deeper than its use for a purpose never intended: Because it provides highly misleading (often entirely inaccurate) information when taken as a measure of well-being and overall social progress, reliance on GDP encourages the adoption of policies that hurt rather than help us and that make us worse rather than better off.

Because the GDP simply aggregates the economic value of all goods and services produced in the market economy and thus reflects the total amount of money earned and spent, it makes no distinction between a dollar spent on an apple or a cigarette, on a Leonard Cohen CD or a gun, on repairing a window smashed by vandals or on a library or health clinic. Activities that degrade our quality of life, such as crime, pollution, war, and environmental destruction that require money to remedy, all make the GDP go up.

The more trees we cut down, the more junk food we buy, the more prisons we build—the more the economy is said to grow. And if we have to take an extra job to make ends meet, pay someone to look after our child because we don’t have time to do it ourselves, and buy more Valium to cope with the greater stress, GDP will go up, too, because we’re getting paid more and spending more. But are we better off?

Because the life-giving ecosystem services provided by the natural world do not carry a price tag, they are not included in GDP calculations, which count only monetary transactions. That’s how the natural world’s depletion can be counted as GDP’s gain. GDP counts the timber, fish, food, coal, and other products we extract from our natural resource base and send to market, but it fails to account for the positive health and value of what we leave behind—in our oceans, forests, soils, and atmosphere—and their contribution to our well-being and that of generations to come. This accounting failure puts no brake on policies that deplete or degrade our resources, including overfishing, forest degradation, soil-depleting agricultural practices, or reliance on fossil fuels. In fact, these destructive actions are counted as positives in GDP.

And this reveals an even more basic structural limitation in the way GDP is misused. Thus politicians, economists, and journalists generally don’t understand the implications of the word “gross” in GDP, and so they fail to recognize that one cannot assess economic health by a flow account such as GDP in isolation from balance sheet accounts that report stocks. An increase in economic activity over time, as reported by GDP, may well be liquidating a capital asset, as in the foregoing example whereby excess timber harvesting (a flow) depletes the forest (a stock). Similar confusion between stocks and flows occurs in present accounting practices when, for example, highway capital and maintenance costs are expensed in a single year instead of seen as long-term investment, and when needed maintenance is deferred, thereby incurring a hidden and unaccounted-for “infrastructure deficit.”13 Only by assessing GDP flows in relation to asset balance sheets—that is, by net rather than gross accounting—can economic health be effectively assessed.

If GDP counts as progress costs such as crime, war, and resource depletion, which detract from well-being, it also ignores many genuine contributions to well-being—for instance, voluntary and household work—simply because no money is exchanged. So, the work volunteers do—caring for the sick, elderly, youth, and disabled and for their churches, communities, and the environment, as well as the unpaid nurturing of the next generation that mothers and fathers do—remain invisible in GDP and therefore in our core measure of progress.

As I learned what GDP did and did not count, I began to understand the disconnect between economics and life that, even as a naive freshman half a century earlier, had turned me away from Economics 101. Others far more illustrious and astute saw through the deception long before I did. As Robert Kennedy famously remarked more than 50 years ago:


Too much and too long, we have surrendered community excellence and community values in the mere accumulation of material things…. Gross National Product counts air pollution and cigarette advertising and ambulances to clear our highways of carnage… Yet the gross national product does not allow for the health of our children, the quality of their education, or the joy of their play. It measures neither our wit nor our courage; neither our wisdom nor our learning; neither our compassion nor our devotion to our country. It measures everything, in short, except that which makes life worthwhile.14



Even from a purely economic perspective, the GDP measure sends highly deceptive signals to policy makers, the vast majority of whom remain largely unaware of its shortcomings. For example, GDP tells us how much total income we produce but nothing about how that income is shared and distributed. So, most households might be losing real income, as happened in the United States from 1999 to 201415 and in Canada in the 1980s and ’90s,16 while GDP continued to grow, driven by the sharp gains of only a small segment of society. Yet by the measure of GDP change, the economy appeared, and was pronounced, “healthier” even as the gap between rich and poor widened.

The omission in GDP calculations of key measures of environmental sustainability, health, quality of life, equity, and financial security makes it a misleading and sometimes even dangerous statistic when it is misused as a measure of progress, well-being, or even economic security.

Indeed, partly because GDP employs a gross rather than a net accounting system, measuring total market output without accounting for economic, ecological, and social costs, GDP statistics failed to send key warning signals even about the 2008–2009 economic crisis, like the fact that much of the 19 percent growth in real (inflation-adjusted) GDP in the United States since 200117 had been the result of people borrowing money against their homes to make consumer purchases.18 A net accounting system that considered income growth in relation to debt growth and consumer spending in relation to balance sheets assessing the net value of housing stocks might have helped to predict the looming financial and economic crisis and perhaps might even have stirred policy makers to action to prevent it.

To wrap our minds around this fact that GDP measures gross rather than net income, consider how quickly we’d go broke if we ran our own households that way. In fact, the word “economics” comes from the Greek oikonomia, meaning “household management.” If we managed our households using a gross measure such as GDP, we’d count our salary but forget to count the payments we have to make on our car loan, house mortgage, credit card purchases, and bank loan. Or we’d plan an addition to our house without figuring what it will cost in materials, labor, time, lifestyle disruption, and more. When that failure to account for debt and changes in family and individual net worth goes global, it’s not surprising to hear the International Monetary Fund (IMF) warn us that sky-high levels of global debt (at an all-time record of $188 trillion, or 226 percent of global GDP, at the end of 2018) bring “risks to financial stability and risks to broad economic activity.”19 And in this present era of massive COVID-19 economic stimulus packages, it is remarkable how little attention is being paid to the long-term implications of the huge present accumulation of government debt. Fifteen years from now, will governments be forced to cut education, health care, social security and other vital services or risk bankruptcy?

In sum, there are severe limitations to the GDP calculation even in the sphere of basic economic accounting and analysis, let alone in assessing societal well-being and ecological health. Most fundamentally, GDP is not designed to distinguish between those economic activities that are beneficial for society and those that signify a decline in quality of life or a depletion of resources for the future. It is instead a crude market measure that accounts for the quantitative size of the market economy but not for the rise or fall in the social, human, cultural, and natural wealth that underlies our true wealth as a society and on which our future viability depends.

Interestingly, even the most ardent proponents of GDP accounting now openly acknowledge its limitations. Diane Coyle, author of GDP: A Brief But Affectionate History, says: “One of the things that looking at the history of GDP taught me is that it just can’t bear the kind of weight that we’re trying to put on it.” Her book is fundamentally sympathetic to the utility of GDP, but Coyle concludes that although GDP was a good measure for the twentieth century, it is increasingly inappropriate for a twenty-first-century economy that is driven by innovation, services, and intangible goods.20

The original failure to account for ecological costs in GDP accounting is understandable historically. At the 1944 Bretton Woods Conference, where the Allied nations met to establish a new international monetary and financial order for the post-World War II world, the architects of our present global economic system did not typically recognize how limited natural resources are or that human activity could change the climate. Although some scientists had already warned of ocean depletion, soil erosion, and more, few economists conceived that ocean species could be overfished to the point of extinction, that fossil fuel use could raise sea levels, or that fresh water could become a scarce commodity.

GDP as an accounting system, and its use to support the dogma of limitless economic growth, were thus devised in an era when nature’s services—to the extent they were acknowledged at all—were seen as free and infinite. Had the Bretton Woods representatives been familiar with today’s scientific knowledge, our present global financial institutions, such as the 1944-era World Bank and International Monetary Fund, might have established different criteria for development and loans, and function very differently today.

Now that we have robust scientific evidence, we know in considerable detail what our grandparents did not. The flaws of counting resource depletion as economic gain are acknowledged today even by mainstream institutions, such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the European Union, and the World Bank, among others. In short, we no longer have any excuse to assess our prosperity, write textbooks, take cues on economic health, or blindly make policy based on an outdated model of the economy and progress measures at odds with what we know today.

FAITH IN GDP—THE MYSTERY DEEPENS

Strangely, the more pieces fell into place for me on GDP and its limitations, and more broadly on how the economy works, the more the mystery of GDP’s persistent and ongoing misuse deepened. The unsuitability and inadequacies of GDP as a measure of progress, well-being and economic security, and the path to more comprehensive measures, had been so clearly documented by highly reputable scholars whose work I had been reading that I simply couldn’t understand why governments were so tenaciously holding on to an obvious deception, or self-deception, to assess how well or poorly an economy was doing. Why were prominent economists still writing Economics 101 texts based on flawed models being used for purposes never intended by their architects? Why were governments not measuring what matters to our well-being or making better policies by using the far superior measures of progress that already existed?

In fact, it was that question that really triggered the efforts described in this book. What particularly roused my passion was that none of the foregoing critique of GDP is merely theoretical; its misuse affects us directly in our everyday lives and imperils our children’s future. Conversely, however, if what we count and measure affects policy, then measuring progress accurately and in truly meaningful ways also could be the most practical tool to build a new sustainability-based economic paradigm that can ensure the well-being of our children and their children. But first, to test informally the hypothesis that what gets measurement priority also tends to get policy priority, I pulled a rather mischievous experiment on my unsuspecting students at Saint Mary’s University in Halifax, Nova Scotia.
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COUNTING WHAT MATTERS

During the spring 1996 semester, I repeatedly encouraged my students in one class to put their major effort into a recommended term paper. Unlike classes and assigned readings that the students could soak up like sponges and regurgitate at exam time, the term paper, I said, would be the students’ chance to hone their individual research skills, investigate what was of direct interest to them, improve their writing skills, and more. The term paper was the aspect of their semester’s work from which they would derive the most value, I assured them. Several times I offered to meet with the students individually to assist and advise them in their work on the paper.

The students, however, noticed that the syllabus indicated the term paper was optional and didn’t count toward the final course grade: the final exam was worth 50 percent, the midterm 25 percent, and class attendance and in-class quizzes 25 percent. Not surprisingly, the students put their effort into the exams. Only two students even bothered with the paper. Despite my repeated, impassioned remarks on the value of the term paper, the real message I was sending was that the paper had no actual value because it was not being counted, whereas the exams mattered hugely.

In a different class the following semester, I gave no speech about the term paper. I did not even mention it in class, but the course outline noted that it was worth 50 percent of a student’s final grade, with the various exams worth much less. Not surprisingly, the students put considerable time and effort into the paper. If it counted that much, it must matter, they rightly concluded.

This rather wicked experiment with a group of innocent university students is a perfect metaphor for our political and economic arenas, in which policy makers regularly tout the importance of environmental stewardship, health, community well-being, and the like in their speeches but assign them no value in measuring progress and consequently pay them minimal attention in making policy. As Nobel Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz put it succinctly, “If we measure the wrong thing, we will do the wrong thing. If our measures tell us everything is fine when it really isn’t, we will be complacent.”1

No wonder it is so difficult for even policy makers with the noblest intentions and most ardent speeches to adopt, for example, meaningful measures to combat climate change when our main progress measure—GDP—sends the opposite message. Thus a new coal-burning power plant, more fossil fuel–based production, and more spending on gas to drive large SUVs will increase GDP even as they increase greenhouse gas emissions.

The big difference between my little class experiment and the world of government, as I was to discover the hard way, is that I could switch progress measures from one semester to the next and thereby shift the students’ behavior. Our GDP-based measures of progress are, by contrast, far more entrenched and resistant to change.

THE URGENCY OF ACTION

After first learning about GDP and its limitations in October 1995, my most immediate and straightforward task, as noted in the preceding chapter, was to try to wrap my mind around the workings of our present economic system and its assumptions. From that effort emerged a clear conclusion: given that GDP is not designed to, and cannot effectively, evaluate progress toward well-being, sustainability, equality, security, and other critical values, it became clear that we need different measures for these tasks. But to determine exactly what to measure and how to do so accurately and meaningfully in ways that would prompt governments to pay attention and act took two more years of intense research. Rushing enthusiastically but blindly into this endeavor could backfire and even discredit the new measures if they were not rigorous and credible. So the new reading required a critical examination of the strengths, limitations, methodologies, and data sources of the existing alternative measurement tools and models that had inspired me and that demonstrated the potential for a new way forward.

But first I had to move beyond my vague concern about the state of the world and get a hard-nosed statistical handle on basic historical and current trends to understand where we as a species were headed economically, socially, and environmentally. It was not a pretty picture, a conclusion many other close observers around the world were coming to as well. Facing this reality squarely in 1996 injected an urgency into the mission forming in my mind and quickly changed it from option to necessity.

We as a species had, it seemed, only a narrow window of opportunity to turn things around before certain destructive trends became all but irreversible. Based on the numbers it was apparent that at existing rates, we had fewer than twenty years before we would be locked into changes that would seriously imperil our children’s future. Since then numerous dangerous trends, such as resource depletion, species extinctions, more intense pollution, and increasing greenhouse gas emissions leading to further climate change, have not changed for the better. On the contrary, they’ve accelerated.

The last five years have been the hottest since recordkeeping began in the 1880s—and likely for centuries and even millennia before then2—and nineteen of the twenty hottest years have occurred since 2000. The last decade was the hottest on record, as were the three previous decades.3 Global temperatures have been climbing much faster than previously predicted.

In the twentieth century sea levels rose by an average of 1.8 mm/year. But in the last twenty years they have risen by an average of 3.2 mm/year—about twice the rate of the previous eighty years. By 2100, sea levels are expected to rise by 1 meter, swamping cities along America’s eastern seaboard. If the Greenland ice sheet, which has seen accelerated loss in recent years,4 completely melts, as scientists expect should global temperatures rise 2–3oC, sea levels could rise by 7 meters, flooding London.5 Our grandchildren may see that happen if recent studies predicting a 3oC temperature increase by 2100 are accurate.6 Bangkok could be under water in less than fifteen years.7

The most rigorous and comprehensive estimate of future warming trends to date, released by the World Climate Research Programme in July 2020, now predicts a range of 2.6–3.9oC (66 percent confidence interval) or 2.3–4.7oC (90 percent confidence interval). These levels, based on a doubling of atmospheric carbon dioxide (CO2) from preindustrial levels, could be reached by 2060. This landmark study, based on decades of advances in climate science, has effectively eliminated the earlier more optimistic hopes to contain warming at 1.5 oC.8

Dozens of species are going extinct every day at a rate 1,000 times the natural extinction rate, and experts predict that if business continues as usual, future rates could be 10,000 times higher.9 The main threats to life are loss of habitat—including forests, swamps, and lakes—due to human harvesting, clearing, and development, as well as desertification, pollution, and sea level rise. Meanwhile, one of the most immediate threats to human life is toxic air pollution, which, according to the World Health Organization, kills 7 million people a year (4.5 million due to fossil fuel combustion), more than one in eight deaths worldwide, with 90 percent of the world’s population now exposed to dangerous pollution.10

According to William Laurance and Richard Bierregaard, the world’s “tropical forests are being cleared, burned, logged, fragmented, and overhunted on scales that lack historical precedent.” Studies show nearly 40 percent of forests have already been destroyed by human activity, and an additional 160,000 square kilometers (about 1 percent of original forest habitat) are lost each year.11 Nearly 94 percent of temperate forests worldwide have been severely disturbed by farming and logging; we have already lost about 80 percent of the world’s old-growth forests and 90 percent of those in the United States.12

But it’s not only environmental trends that are disturbing. The gap between rich and poor remains massive, with the richest 1 percent garnering 20 percent of world income and the poorest 50 percent just 9 percent. Global debt levels have mounted to all-time records. Physical, economic, and financial insecurity has increased in many parts of the world. And the number of people forcibly displaced by global conflicts approached 80 million in 2019—more than at any time since World War II.13

Reliable research has shown that if we continue on a business-as-usual path of high greenhouse gas emissions and conventional GDP-dominated material growth economies, even the best intentions may not result in effective action on some fronts.14 Instead we may begin to see wars for scarce water, a flood of environmental refugees larger than any government can handle, severed food supply lines, infectious diseases and epidemics that run wild, widespread famine in some areas, intolerable heat, uncontrollable wildfires, pervasive terrorism as the new norm, and diminishing average life spans.

At the time of writing, Australia was gripped by extreme heatwaves, its hottest temperatures ever, a devastating three-year drought, and unprecedented, deadly bushfires raging out of control that destroyed 18.6 million hectares—more than twenty times all that burned in the Amazon in 2019—as well as thousands of homes, and more than a billion animals—some likely driven to extinction. And as this book goes into production, half a million people are being evacuated from devastating wildfires in Oregon, five of the ten largest fires in California’s history are all burning, and the western United States is blanketed in ash and acrid, toxic, choking smoke.

The purpose of the litany here is not to forecast inevitable doom and gloom; rather, my aim is to share the urgency of change that began to grip me in 1996 as I pored over reams of statistics and trend lines that have predictably become much more troubling since then. It was crystal clear even then that we rapidly needed a fresh way of looking at the economy, society, and our natural world—one that does not confuse GDP with well-being, or material growth with genuine progress. As noted in the prologue, former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-Moon put it succinctly in response to our 2012 UN initiative described in chapter 13: “Let us face the facts: the old model is broken. We need to create a new one.”15

We need, then, a new economic paradigm, with new methods of accounting to supplant (but not eliminate) GDP; new forms of assessment that measure genuine progress; and markers of development that do not represent simply the extent of economic market activity but instead reflect advances (or setbacks) in human well-being and the preservation of the natural world. Such measures will point the way toward new policy priorities and institutions that at last could ensure a viable future for ourselves, our children, and our children’s children. We need a way forward—one that is feasible and practical to implement, that is sustainable over the long term, and that recognizes the true benefits and costs of different practices. This is not only necessary but, I argue, eminently possible—that is the good news!

It quickly became clear to me that the issue is far bigger than measurement as such, because what we choose to measure reflects our values and priorities as a society. The deeper purpose of working with measurement is to enable citizens and the governments that purportedly represent us to identity where we should put our efforts. If we value a viable, equitable, sustainable society in harmony with the natural world, and if we see our well-being as dependent on more than income alone but also on health, education, security, social supports, work-life balance, community vitality and a healthy planet, then we must count and value such attributes that matter to us.

To my immense relief, after studying both the dire statistics that were available and the proposed new ways forward in the mid-1990s, I found some surprisingly good news. Some brilliant economists, scientists, and other scholars had already been hard at work developing the methods required to create new and better measures of progress and thereby to lay the groundwork for a new, equitable, sustainability-based global economy. I owe much of what I did in the next twenty years to the pathbreaking work of these great pioneers.

RETHINKING ECONOMICS

First, I discovered a whole new field I knew nothing about and that didn’t exist when I dropped out of Economics 101 in 1965. In sharp contrast to conventional economics, which portrays and analyzes the economy largely in isolation from environmental and social concerns, ecological economics investigates the interdependence of human economies and natural ecosystems.

The field of environmental economics may owe its genesis to the ideas of Romanian economist Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen (1906–94), who was one of the first to predict the eventual exhaustion of the earth’s mineral resources.16 It was his student Herman Daly whose 1973 book, Toward a Steady-State Economy, challenged standard economic growth theory by postulating the viability of an economy of relatively stable size that doesn’t exceed ecological limits, consumes energy and materials at sustainable levels, and thus conserves resources for the well-being of future generations.17 In the 1980s, Daly (who was the World Bank’s senior environmental economist from 1988 to 1994) formally cofounded the field of ecological economics with Robert Costanza, who, in 1989, became editor-in-chief of a new journal, Ecological Economics.18

The ecological economists, I realized, were pointing out something that was of supreme importance and at the same time immediately obvious—concealed though it had been in my Economics 101 texts: the human economy is not a closed system but exists as a subsystem within, and completely dependent on, an encompassing ecosystem that provides vital life-support services to the human economy. Those services include climate regulation, pollination, nutrient and hydrological cycling, waste filtration and assimilation, and the wide range of products (from energy to timber to food to minerals) that natural resources provide. The energy and matter that enter the human economy from the ecosystem also return to the ecosystem, partly as waste. The capacity of the ecosystem to absorb that human waste in turn affects the functioning of the human economy, given that pollution and greenhouse gas emissions, for example, will reduce economic productivity and efficiency and increase the costs of both remediating damages and controlling emissions.

In the words of Robert Costanza, ecological economics “studies the ecology of humans and the economy of nature, the web of interconnections uniting the economic subsystem to the global ecosystem of which it is a part.”19 Or, in the words of physicist Fritjof Capra:


The new paradigm may be called a holistic world view, seeing the world as an integrated whole rather than a dissociated collection of parts…. [It] recognizes the fundamental interdependence of all phenomena and the fact that, as individuals and societies, we are all embedded in (and ultimately dependent on) the cyclical process of nature.20



But it is not enough to applaud a beautiful theory. What captured me in the 1990s were the practical implications. The new field takes into account the economic value of what conventional economists call “externalities”—namely, the costs and benefits of economic activity for third parties who are not directly involved in that activity. For example, ecological economists account for the health costs of pollution that are borne by residents and the public rather than by the companies producing the pollution. Those pollution costs are not only invisible in and external to company and conventional accounts that count only the value of direct production but, perversely, they even increase GDP and contribute to what passes as economic growth by increasing spending on medical, hospital, drug, and pollution cleanup costs.

The last twenty-five years have seen enormous strides by ecological economists in accounting for such externalities to estimate the economic costs of ecological degradation at not only the macro (national and global) level but also the project level, such as in proposals for a new factory or dam. In addition, ecological economists consider the economic value of ecosystem services. In conventional economic analysis, which accounts for only monetary exchanges, the services provided by nature are largely regarded as free and therefore remain invisible, unvalued, and unaccounted for when they are depleted or degraded by economic activity. In sharp contrast, ecological economists explicitly value nature’s provision of food, water, and other necessities; nature’s regulatory functions, such as climate and disease control; its supporting functions, including nutrient and hydrological cycles and crop pollination; and nature’s cultural, spiritual, and recreational benefits.21

To cite one example, forested watersheds protect the quality of drinking water and save expensive filtration costs. Thus a study by the World Bank and World Wildlife Fund estimated that a $1–$1.5 billion land and forest resource protection strategy designed to restore watersheds in the Catskill Mountains could save New York City about $9 billion over ten years compared with replacing those natural services with a treatment plant that would cost $6–$8 billion to build plus annual operating costs of $300–$500 million.22

The argument that the value of effects on nature’s services should be figured into mainstream economic considerations has contributed to dramatic advances in what, as noted in the prologue, is commonly called “full-cost accounting,” which recognizes the environmental, health, economic, and social benefits and costs of economic activity. Full-cost accounts thus assess the real economic value of nonmarket assets that are not traded in the market economy by bringing those so-called externalities right into the core fabric of the new accounts.

Full-cost accounting also treats natural, social, and human assets (such as forests, fish stocks, safe communities, and population health) as subject to depreciation, just as manufactured capital is, and recognizes that these assets require reinvestment to maintain their optimal functioning and productivity. So, although GDP values a forest only when its timber is cut down and sent to market, full-cost accounts see declines in the capacity of the standing forest to sequester carbon, recycle nutrients, and protect watersheds, soils, and habitat as a “depreciation” of natural capital. And whereas conventional accounts figure conservation and restoration forestry as costs, full-cost accounts see them as investments in forest value.23

If adopted and implemented, full-cost accounts could make the market economy much more efficient, as we shall see in chapter 5. Indeed, they are essential for making sane decisions about financial incentives and penalties such as subsidies, taxes, duties, and loans to encourage sustainable activities that improve well-being and to discourage harmful activities.

I was even more encouraged during my 1996–98 reading spree to find the new field strongly supported by the pioneering efforts of statisticians. In natural resource accounting, for example, the Washington D.C.–based World Resources Institute has taken a lead since 1982 in accounting for, among other things, water, agricultural, and energy resources; forest and soil health; climate; and waste management.24 Many statistical agencies have assembled reliable inventories that track changes in forest cover, fish stocks, greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions, and more.25

Parallel to these efforts was the birth of ecological footprint analysis, developed in the mid-1990s by University of British Columbia scholars William Rees and Mathis Wackernagel. Footprint analysis compares our demands on nature—how much we use to produce the resources we consume and the waste we generate—with nature’s supply—the biocapacity or productivity of our farmland, forests, fishing grounds, and other ecological assets. If we are consuming at a rate faster than these resources regenerate, footprint calculations tell us the size of the “ecological deficit” we are running. This brilliant innovation allows us to assess the state of the environment from a consumption as well as a production perspective, thus placing the onus for environmental responsibility on the shoulders of consumers and not just on corporations or local producers such as loggers, farmers, fishermen, and others dependent on natural resource health for their livelihood.26

Similar advances in the collection of data also were occurring in the social field and were beginning to provide real insights on the broader constituents of well-being and quality of life. In 1992 and 1998, Statistics Canada, for example, conducted its first time-use surveys, providing valuable information on the volunteer and household work not counted in GDP and on how people spend their time beyond the paid work tallied by conventional economic statistics. Statistics Canada’s 1994–95 National Population Health Survey for the first time assessed people’s “social supports,” and in 2003, the agency conducted its first full-fledged “social capital” survey, which assessed people’s social networks, civic engagement, sense of trust and belonging, and more.

Since the 1950s, starting with tobacco’s links to cancer, outstanding work by epidemiologists has increasingly linked specific diseases and health outcomes to particular risk factors.27 That groundbreaking work now enables us to assess the economic costs of health hazards such as smoking, obesity, physical inactivity, and poverty. And measurement methods in all these areas continue to improve, enabling increasingly accurate assessments.28 Best of all, the new population health data on health risks has made possible a policy focus on wellness and disease prevention in contrast to the still dominant sickness treatment perspective that directs “health” spending overwhelmingly to hospitals, drugs, and doctors and that remains embedded in GDP.

In a nutshell, what this late 1990s literature investigation showed me was not only the troubling trends that imperil our children’s future but also the conceptual, statistical, and methodological advances that provide the tools we need to develop appropriate programs to reverse those destructive trends. By properly understanding the economy in its social and ecological context, and by measuring progress accurately and holistically, these pioneers, in my view, were overcoming long-standing distortions and misconceptions about economic growth and laying the foundations of the new economy of the future.

A NEW WAY FORWARD

Based on the data sources available in the mid-1990s, I discovered that there also had been significant advances in constructing composite indices of progress that incorporated a range of economic, and environmental variables. Some of these efforts built on and adjusted GDP for social and environmental impacts, while others had been constructed independently of GDP and presented either as supplements or alternatives to conventional economic indicators. Among the notable landmarks in those efforts were the following.

In 1972, Yale economists William Nordhaus and James Tobin developed the measure of economic welfare (MEW), which adjusted crude GDP to account for unpaid work, leisure time, costs of environmental pollution, and government investment in health and education.29 Then, in 1989, Herman Daly and John Cobb went considerably further in their Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare (ISEW), which started with personal consumption (68 percent of U.S. GDP), adjusted up or down for improved or declining income equality, added the value of unpaid household and voluntary work, and subtracted the costs of environmental pollution, car crashes, crime, and depreciation of natural capital due to resource depletion, land loss, climate change, and more.30 The ISEW ended with a single dollar figure to provide a net rather than gross assessment of economic prosperity.31

The ISEW was refined and expanded into a Genuine Progress Indicator developed by Redefining Progress in California in 1995.32 Consisting of twenty-six indicators and again aggregated to a single dollar figure, this GPI has been updated several times, with data going back to 1950, and it has been replicated for several countries. Results for seventeen countries that have 53 percent of the world’s population and 59 percent of global GDP show that although GDP per capita increased more than threefold from 1950 to 2003, GPI per capita rose into the 1970s, peaked in 1978, and has decreased slightly since then due to rising inequality and environmental degradation.33

By the mid-1990s, some communities also had begun to take the lead in developing comprehensive local measures of well-being and progress that accounted for health, education, social, and environmental variables. Although national averages can conceal vast regional and local disparities, it is at the local grassroots level that the “rubber hits the road” in terms of safety, economic security, clean air and water, health, social supports, and other key indicators of quality of life. One of the undisputed leaders in this field was Sustainable Seattle, which in 1996 earned a UN award for Excellence in Indicators and subsequently spurred dozens of similar municipal and community efforts.34

By the end of 1997, my review of the existing literature on new and better measures of progress and well-being indicated four conclusions that would set the tone for my own work for the next twenty years.35

First, the tremendous strides that had been made in data collection, measurement methodologies, and conceptual contributions meant that comprehensive measures of progress and well-being could viably replace the misuse of the GDP for that purpose.36

Second, it seemed clear that the new measures, concepts, and insights could form the basis of a new sustainability-based economic paradigm geared toward societal well-being to replace the existing growth-based paradigm. Indeed, if they gained a sympathetic ear, I thought the new measures had the potential to stimulate a dramatic change in the agenda of governments to include consideration of the social and environmental impacts—positive as well as negative—of their proposed policies. Such measures would enable policy makers to craft policies that would further the well-being, sustainability, and long-term prosperity of their country or region.

The third and somewhat surprising conclusion to emerge in that late-1990s survey was that no such integrated and comprehensive measures had been adopted by any government anywhere in the world to assess progress in enhancing well-being and developing a sustainable economy. Environmental data collection and public health and other surveys were being undertaken and made use of on a piecemeal basis, but overall and across the globe, governments continued to assess how well off they were by conventional GDP-based economic growth measures.

Maybe I should not have been surprised, considering that the new measures might initially make countries look worse off despite ever-growing GDP numbers. But I was naive enough to believe that governments have a vested interest in improving their people’s well-being, which requires telling the truth and knowing their country’s strengths and weaknesses. At the time I simply couldn’t fathom why governments would not want to use the robust, accurate, comprehensive, and integrated evidence so readily available to inform and change policy.

WHERE ECONOMISTS FEAR TO TREAD

The fourth insight gained from my 1990s reading was the most significant in determining the shape of my work over the next decade. I realized that to move beyond GDP as the prime criterion of a society’s progress, we needed two different kinds of measures. First, we needed social, economic, and environmental indicators of well-being that assess progress (or its lack) more comprehensively and that are more directed toward quality-of-life improvements than are economic growth–based measures. For example, we needed to know if people’s health, safety, and economic security were improving or not, whether air and water quality were getting better or worse, and whether greenhouse gas emissions were going up or down.

But such measures of progress are not enough. After all, GDP in itself is not an indicator but an accounting system that tells us the size of the market economy. So, to move beyond GDP, it was clear that we also needed accounts that assess the economic value of the natural, human, and social assets of a society in addition to the produced capital conventionally measured. For example, a healthy and well-educated populace has economic value in improved productivity and reduced health care costs; safe communities have economic value in reduced crime costs; and a healthy forest has economic value in sequestering carbon from the atmosphere and protecting watersheds and soils. Conversely, climate change produces heavy economic losses due to droughts, storms, fires, heat waves, coastal flooding, and health impacts. Though invisible in GDP-based accounts, such assets and liabilities directly affect the health of the economy as a whole.

WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN INDICATORS AND ACCOUNTS AND WHY DO WE NEED BOTH?

Indicators of well-being are statistics that assess progress over time and that therefore can be used to signal whether we are better or worse off. They are based on physical measures (e.g., employment, crime, poverty, and illness rates; greenhouse gas and air pollutant emissions). The units of measurement vary with the indicator (e.g., number of jobs, crime incidents, or smokers per 100,000 population, or kilograms or tonnes per capita of pollutant emissions).

Whereas indicators assess progress, or its lack, in units appropriate to each indicator, accounts assess value and changes therein over time, with units of measurement expressed in common monetary terms (dollars) to the degree possible. When monetization is not possible, evidence usually exists that describes and points to economic value. For example, ample evidence shows that nutrient-rich soil has a higher productive economic value than badly eroded soil, even when that benefit cannot accurately be assessed in monetary terms.

The key difference between conventional and full-cost accounts is simply that the former value only market economic assets, liabilities, and transactions, whereas the latter also value nonmarket social and environmental assets, liabilities, and transactions. Thus, although conventional accounts register cigarette and gasoline sales as contributions to economic growth, full-cost accounts include the health, pollution, and climate change costs resulting from such sales.

Accounts depend on the data and evidence provided by indicators. If there are changes in the rates of smoking, volunteer work, pollutant emissions, and so forth, such changes enable us to calculate the related economic costs and savings (in dollars) that will accrue from improvement or decline in the indicators.

For example, crime rates (an indicator) tell us—in criminal incidents per 100,000 population—whether crime is going up or down over time, with lower rates signifying progress. Accounts tell us the cost of crime to society—how much we spend in dollars on courts, prisons, burglar alarms, security guards, hospital costs due to assault, and replacing victim losses; how much we lose due to productivity losses, corruption, insurance fraud, and so forth; and how those costs change over time. This can be expressed as the amount we would potentially save and have available for more productive investments in well-being if there were far less crime.

Trends in volunteer work can be a good indicator of the strength of civil society—and of generosity and community strength and vitality—and tell us, in hours, whether volunteerism is increasing or declining. Accounts tell us the economic value of volunteer work by assessing how much it would cost to pay for the services that volunteers provide for free. If volunteerism declines, as it did in Canada in the late 1990s, accounts tell us the lost economic value of those missing volunteer hours and point to the budgetary adjustments that may be necessary for governments to provide additional services to compensate for lost volunteer hours.37

A climate change indicator tells us—in CO2 equivalent kilotons—whether or not greenhouse gas emissions are increasing and therefore whether we are making progress in combating climate change. Accounts can tell us the economic costs of likely climate change damages and the costs of controlling and reducing greenhouse gas emissions by a certain amount. By comparing the damage costs with the control costs, we can then assess the cost-effectiveness of particular measures to reduce emissions.

These examples show how accounts take the crucial extra step of bringing indicator evidence into the world of economics. It is the change in the rate of a particular indicator, such as a decline in pollutant emissions or an increase in obesity rates or greenhouse gas emissions, that enables us to calculate the related economic savings that will accrue from an improvement in the indicator and the costs associated with the indicator’s decline.

In short, perhaps the most important conclusion to emerge from my 1990s reading was that meaningful new work must build a system of economic valuation onto its measures of progress. Although indicators provide the physical measures on which a new accounting system can be based, they still do not challenge the accounting system that currently defines and dominates our present economic paradigm. As long as the GDP-based accounting system, which conceals social and environmental benefits and costs, determines government financial incentives and penalties, including taxes, subsidies, and investments in particular sectors of the economy, neither policy nor behavior is likely to change in socially and ecologically beneficial directions. That’s simply because those financial incentives and penalties in turn affect price, which is typically the most immediate and effective determinant of behavioral change and industry competitiveness.

Until social and environmental benefits and costs are included in our national accounts, we’re likely to see, for example, continued subsidies to fossil fuel companies ($27 billion a year in the United States38), resistance to a carbon tax, and mushrooming SUV sales. In sharp contrast, full-cost national accounts would assess the health of our forests, wetlands, and atmosphere; the health and safety of our communities; and the literacy of our workforce as capital assets, which have measurable economic value that in our conventional accounts remains invisible. And if these assessments were taken seriously and acted on in good faith, that would drastically change government financial incentives and penalties, which in turn would send price signals in greater accord with sustainability and well-being values and principles.

For example, once soil quality is recognized as a natural economic asset vital to food productivity, financial incentives for sustainable soil management would be counted as investments, and practices that deplete nutrients and erode soils would be penalized for depreciating natural capital. That in turn could make well-managed organically grown produce cheaper than chemically grown produce on monocultural industrial farms. That this is no flight of fancy is evidenced by isolated cases that already have demonstrated the power of financial penalties and incentives to change behavior. Nothing, for example, reduced teenage smoking rates in Canada as effectively as sharp tobacco tax increases. Similarly, Denmark’s global lead in wind turbine production and innovation was the direct result of government start-up subsidies to that industry in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Those subsidies quickly enabled the new Danish industry to market its products competitively and stand on its own feet without government support.39

In short, the mid- to late 1990s literature review convinced me that indicator systems alone without economic valuations, no matter how broad and elegant, would never challenge the dominance of GDP as the foundation of the current growth-based economic system. To go beyond that narrow market focus, a new accounting system was needed that values the full range of the social, economic, and environmental assets that constitute the true wealth of society and that reports on their depreciation and on investment in those assets in the same way we currently report in relation to produced capital.

It was also increasingly clear to me that such an accounting system reflecting the true social and environmental costs and benefits of economic activity could be a solid, evidence-based foundation for the new economic paradigm the world so desperately needs. And it is precisely because that new paradigm so fundamentally challenges and even overturns the premises of the existing economic system that this, I finally understood, is where the conventional Economics 101 textbook writers and professors feared to tread.
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A NOVA SCOTIA START

So compelling were the materials I read in the mid-1990s that I began to use them as a teaching tool in the political science classes I taught at Saint Mary’s University in Halifax. What impressed me most was how convincingly the new measures, when taken together, demonstrated linkages among social, economic, and environmental realities. They were a superb way of communicating to my students that political structures don’t exist as independent entities the way so many textbooks imply; rather, they are completely dependent on and intertwined with economic, social, and ecological factors.

Here is one example I used in class. By the mid-1990s, epidemiological evidence was demonstrating significant premature death and health care costs attributable to poverty. But ecological footprint evidence showed that globally, we were already using up resources much faster than they regenerate, and that if everyone on the planet consumed as much as the average U.S. or Canadian citizen, five Earths would be needed to sustain them.1 In other words, alleviating global poverty, as advocated by social justice activists—when combined with the consumption patterns of the rich—would deplete the planet’s resources far beyond the capacity of the Earth to replenish them. Therefore, from that ecological perspective, and to protect future generations, reducing poverty requires simultaneously reducing the excess consumption of the rich. Yet addressing the latter remains entirely off the agenda of governments.

I also found evidence of such palpable linkages useful as a critical counterpoint to the tendency in the academic world to separate political science, economics, sociology, environmental science, and other subjects into specialized disciplines with little crossover in the subjects or dialogue among the specialists in these departments. That disjointed academic approach all too frequently provides a skewed and partial picture of reality, which is replicated in our social institutions and in the government ministries that so jealously guard their separate budgets and specialized mandates.

Merv Ungurain, head of Nova Scotia’s tiny tobacco control unit, for example, used to complain bitterly in the late 1990s and early 2000s about the extraordinary difficulties he faced in getting representatives of the health, education, finance, tourism, and other departments around the table together. Without that, he said, a comprehensive tobacco control strategy that included raising tobacco taxes, establishing school-based smoking prevention programs, and mandating smoking bans in restaurants was impossible to craft. When approached, heads of the other ministries told him tobacco was a Health Department issue and not in their mandate.

In sharp contrast, one of the most attractive features of some of the new measures emerging in the 1990s was their holistic approach. In my university classes, I saw that initiatives such as the Index of Sustainable Economic Welfare, the Genuine Progress Indicator, and Sustainable Seattle enabled a relatively cohesive view that woke students up to trade-offs between compelling choices, to the vast difference between short- and long-term perspectives, and to the potential for win-win solutions that simultaneously advance economic, social, and environmental objectives.

NOVA SCOTIA AS A PILOT PROJECT

At a social gathering on Tower Road in Halifax one day in the fall of 1996, I ran into my friend Bill Turpin, managing editor of the Daily News, one of Halifax’s two daily newspapers at the time. In the course of our conversation, I told him of my eye-popping discoveries of the last year and my astonishment that governments weren’t using solid, available evidence that could help them make much better policies. I added that I felt Nova Scotia might be an ideal jurisdiction to adopt the new progress measures in practice and serve as a pilot project site.

After all, Nova Scotia was a province small enough (population 940,000) to be an ideal laboratory. Despite performing more poorly on conventional economic indicators (GDP and income per capita, employment, etc.) than their provincial counterparts in central and western Canada, Nova Scotians prided themselves on their strong communities, slower pace, and higher quality of life, and the natural beauty of their surroundings. Since the conventional economic growth paradigm had not benefited the region as much as it had other parts of the country, surely Nova Scotians would, I thought, be open to measures acknowledging these precious nonmarket assets and consider a fresh way of thinking about the economy and policy.

More than that, Nova Scotians did not need to be convinced that neglecting environmental assets and the health of natural resources could have a depressingly direct economic impact. Just a few years earlier, in 1992, the Atlantic groundfish stocks had collapsed, immediately wiping out 40,000 jobs in the fishing and fish-processing industries on which the Atlantic coastal regions so greatly depended. In large urban centers and in central Canada, environmental impacts might seem more distant or hypothetical. But Atlantic Canadians remained extraordinarily resource dependent and, I felt sure, would immediately appreciate the benefits of valuing natural resource health as a critical economic asset. Although GDP is so often disconnected from a community’s sense of economic well-being, the new measures would, I believed, speak to people’s lived reality.

Bill did not take much convincing. A short way into the conversation, he said very simply, “If you work on the new measures here, we’ll give you $2,000 to get started, so long as the Daily News can write a couple of articles on it.” I agreed on the spot, and so our Nova Scotia progress measures were born. To receive the C$2,000, I had to open a bank account, which meant creating a nonprofit society with the stated aim of constructing the new measures for use in Nova Scotia. With the pledged sum, I immediately hired two bright students as part-time researchers to start crunching the numbers. The students understood that the $2,000 was barely pocket money and agreed to use their research for their own term papers. Two sympathetic academic colleagues also lent their expertise and joined the effort as advisers. And that is how, in April 1997, GPI (Genuine Progress Index) Atlantic was born.

Whenever we had money, we’d bring on board researchers with expertise in particular dimensions of the GPI, and whenever we didn’t, we’d rely on voluntary labor, including from scholars and graduate students with an interest in our work. Depending on cash flow, we sometimes had as few as four and as many as twelve working simultaneously on different components of the GPI. A small handful of first-rate researchers who really mastered full-cost accounting methods stayed with us for the long haul, working on various reports over a period of many years. At one point our team swelled to forty-six when we conducted our own surveys and hired field staff to collect and enter data.

The one constant over the last twenty-four years is that every single one of my colleagues shared and was inspired by a common vision that kept us going regardless of funding ups and downs. We’d debate vigorously on methodologies, data sources, indicator priorities, and calculation methods, but a remarkably strong and steady collegial spirit pervaded that truly united our GPI team. We had no doubt about our purpose.

Around the same time that Bill gave us our start-up funding, also in the fall of 1996, I heard that Hans Messinger from Statistics Canada, the Canadian government’s national statistical agency, was visiting Halifax, and immediately got in touch with him. As director of the agency’s Industry Measures and Analysis Division, Hans soon became responsible for putting out Canada’s annual and monthly GDP statistics.

I had an urgent reason for talking with Hans. Enthused and enamored as I’d become with the new progress measures over the past year, I’d also read critiques of the new measures’ methods and assumptions, mostly by mainstream economists. Among those, one of the most trenchant was written by Messinger at the request of Canada’s chief statistician, who also asked him to replicate the original 1995 U.S. Genuine Progress Indicator (GPI) for Canada. In his critique Hans had dissected that U.S. GPI and detailed its serious conceptual and methodological errors, including confusion over stocks and flows, subjective weighting, omission of renewable resources, extrapolations from inadequate data, and problems aggregating to a single number. And yet, far from throwing the baby out with the bathwater, his analysis also acknowledged the shortcomings of GDP as a measure of well-being and progress and recognized the need for new and more comprehensive progress measures.2

If we were to have any hope of persuading the Nova Scotia government to adopt the new measures and put them into practice, they had to be rigorous, reliable, and credible. We could not afford them to be discredited on conceptual, methodological, or data grounds. Inspired as I was by the original U.S. GPI, I was determined not to repeat its errors.

Hans was more than happy to talk. As close to the GDP system as he was, he knew all its limitations and welcomed efforts to pursue alternative indicator work with methodologically scrupulous intent. I followed him everywhere on his trip to Nova Scotia, grilling him about measurement methods, including in the back of a truck on a three-hour ride to St. Francis Xavier University in Antigonish. Hans’s advice was crucial in establishing the methods and approach in our own subsequent GPI work, and he continued to advise and guide us, serving for fifteen years on our Board of Directors and providing us with key unpublished Statistics Canada data.

In particular, after these detailed discussions in 1996, Hans and I agreed that our Nova Scotia GPI work would certainly demonstrate linkages among diverse economic, social, and ecological factors but would not aggregate the results into a single composite number, as the U.S. GPI had done. Lumping crime costs, air quality and climate change damages, the value of voluntary work, and other widely disparate values into a single number makes neither intuitive nor analytical sense. Above all, that single number provides no really practical or useful information to policy makers who need to know what is going up and what is going down in order to build on strengths and overcome weaknesses. Even within a single component such as health, for example, policy makers need to know that smoking rates are down while obesity rates are up, and it serves no purpose to aggregate those numbers into a flat average. Pilots need separate indicators of altitude, speed, fuel, cabin pressure, and much more on the instrument panel to determine the overall state of the aircraft and fly safely. Likewise, I was confident that if we produced robust data, analyses, and a wide range of reliable evidence for key factors missing from GDP, governments and the general public would be able effectively to distinguish societal strengths from weaknesses and act as needed.

After talking with Hans to determine GPI Atlantic’s basic methodological approach, I contacted several groups around the world that were engaged in developing new well-being measures and full-cost accounting work to seek their advice on a range of measurement issues. In a phone call with Clifford Cobb, a lead author of the original U.S. GPI, I said I wanted to adopt its “genuine progress” name, but instead of using the word “indicator,” which implied a single number, I preferred the broader term “index.” I explained that we did not intend to aggregate our results to a single number, as his indicator had done, and I reviewed the ways in which we intended to do our calculations differently and, I felt, more accurately, based in large part on Hans Messinger’s advice.

To my delight, Clifford welcomed our effort, encouraged use of “Genuine Progress” in our name, and expressed appreciation for the methodological and other changes we intended to make. His group, Redefining Progress, deliberately had not trademarked the GPI name in the hope that it would spread and that their own effort would spur others.

Despite the broad differences in method and approach we discussed, the fundamental goal of the U.S. GPI and our planned Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index was the same: namely, to point to the wider costs and benefits of economic activity. Thus, for example, both GPI systems count as benefits the economic contributions of unpaid household and volunteer work and ecosystem life-support services that are invisible in GDP-based accounting mechanisms. And in stark contrast to a GDP that counts spending on the impacts of crime, pollution, sickness, and environmental degradation as contributions to economic growth, both GPI systems count such liabilities as costs rather than gains to the economy.

However, I also wanted to take the new evidence one major step further, directly into the policy arena with practical policy recommendations based on hard numbers and cost-benefit analysis. To do that I knew our effort would have to draw on all the innovative work painstakingly developed in the previous twenty years in ecological economics, full-cost accounting, epidemiology, population health, time use, and more.

What I was reading convinced me that we could prove to the government of Nova Scotia that investments in disease prevention and health promotion, education, mass transit, sustainable waste management, and renewable energy—which typically appeared as costs in conventional government balance sheets—actually produce significant economic benefits. Conversely, we could show that activities and trends that are detrimental to society and the natural world and that imperil our children’s future entail real economic liabilities. Examples are smoking, obesity, growing inequality, clear-cutting forests, and greater automobile use that increases greenhouse gas emissions. I felt confident that through hard evidence, we could make an economic case for taxes, penalties, and other disincentives for harmful activities and for tax breaks and incentives for beneficial ones.

In short, by painting a very different—and more realistic—picture of a society’s economic health than do GDP calculations, which count all spending as economic gain regardless of benefit or harm, I felt the new measures could directly influence policy and fiscal structure. It was a hugely ambitious goal, but I was convinced that all the means and tools to lay the foundations for a new sustainable and equitable economy were in place. If we could convince one government to move in this direction, the results and benefits surely would convince others to follow.

I had no illusions that a new accounting system alone would change the world. But it seemed a powerful strategic tool that could help to shift course from a system that was placing growing stresses on the natural world and social fabric. This concern was intensely personal. As a father I was acutely aware that this is the first generation in a very long time whose parents are no longer convinced their children will inherit a better world. Mounting global insecurity, depleted resources, species extinctions, climate change, a growing divide between rich and poor, spiraling rates of depression, and more have created a growing sense of urgency that it is past time for action. And yet I could not give in to despair. I firmly believed I shared with all humanity a heartfelt desire to leave a better world for our children—one that was more harmonious with nature, more equitable, and more globally responsible. And I firmly believed that hard evidence and truth-telling would win the day. But beyond such idealism and social concern was another reason I saw our Genuine Progress Index not as an academic or scholastic statistical exercise but as a practical cog in the wheel of a much larger endeavor.

In 1983, I’d had the good fortunate of encountering the meditation master Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, who played a seminal role in bringing Buddhist teachings to the West. A core Mahayana Buddhist principle is working for the benefit of others, and Trungpa Rinpoche convinced me and many others that a key way to do that in this volatile era is to create an enlightened society that would embrace all faiths and serve as a beacon and example for a world sunk in the self-destructive mire of materialism. Hundreds of his students, my wife and I included, had moved to Nova Scotia determined to make it happen. So I figured that measuring progress more holistically to include human, social, and environmental factors and reducing dependency on the totally materialist GDP-based system that counts only money transactions might make a tiny contribution to the gargantuan task of building an enlightened society in practice.

For all these reasons, I was now fired up and driven by the GPI Atlantic mission. As the work was becoming increasingly intense, requiring round-the-clock commitment, I quit my academic career in May 1997 to pursue the GPI research full-time under the nonprofit GPI Atlantic umbrella. Despite such a tenuous and shaky financial base from which to give up a steady income and launch the new endeavor, I felt confident that we would prove the value and utility of the new measures and get support to do the job. By all conventional income and livelihood standards, I suppose I have to admit that the decision to quit academia was somewhat irresponsible.

FOUNDING PRINCIPLES

Building a new more just and sustainable economy rests not just on numbers and evidence but also on key principles and assumptions. These may be so obvious to some as barely to require justification, but to others they may represent a radical challenge to the status quo and be a harder sell to governments than the numbers and statistics that reflect these principles. What I find so interesting about these principles is that virtually everyone pays lip service to them—a testament to their power and importance—and yet it requires a real leap to embrace and practice them fully. I felt the only way to deal with this dilemma was to make the principles utterly clear and transparent in our reports and documents.

In a nutshell, the three core principles on which the GPI rests are sustainability; the necessity for global, long-term (rather than parochial) thinking; and equity within and between generations. Each requires some explanation. Yet they are not at all separate but are so closely intertwined that accepting one principle means accepting all three, as was made clear in the seminal 1987 definition of sustainable development of the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development, commonly known as the Brundtland Commission, after its chairperson, Gro Harlem Brundtland, former Prime Minister of Norway:


Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs…. Even the narrow notion of physical sustainability implies a concern for social equity between generations, a concern that must logically be extended to equity within each generation.3



SUSTAINABILITY AND THE PRECAUTIONARY PRINCIPLE

For a society to be sustainable implies that we live within the capacity of the natural world to provide essential resources and assimilate human waste both for ourselves and for the future. This in turn requires our recognition that the human economy is completely dependent on the natural world for its energy and resource flows and to absorb its wastes. Dramatic changes that occur in natural ecosystems, such as climate shifts and species extinction, can imperil the very functioning of human economies.

Therefore, holistic approaches consider economic and social factors as subsystems of an encompassing ecosystem rather than simply as coequal legs of a three-legged stool along with environmental indicators (figure 3.1).









	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




   

FIGURE 3.1 The economy as a subsystem of society and the environment: A view of sustainability as three concentric circles rather than a “three-legged stool.”

The recognition that the human economy exists within the larger society can generate useful debate on whether it is adequately serving societal goals, such as a healthy and educated populace living in strong, safe, and vibrant communities, rather than simply generating economic growth. In particular, a sustainable view of the economy recognizes society’s ultimate dependence on the natural world and thereby raises questions that currently are sidelined in economic debates, on whether economic activities are enhancing, maintaining, degrading, or depleting the natural resources and ecosystem services the economy requires to function effectively.

Recognition of humanity’s dependence on nature has made the “precautionary principle” central to concerns about sustainability. This principle states that lack of scientific certainty should not delay action to avert potentially serious or irreversible long-term damage. It is explicitly written into Canadian and other legislation4 and into international treaties such as the Rio Declaration,5 the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change,6 and the European Union (EU) laws on product safety, additives, waste disposal, genetically modified organisms (GMOs), and other policies.7

The precautionary principle means that when there is significant risk of a policy harming the public or environment, the burden of proof that it is not harmful falls on those making the decision, even if there is no scientific consensus to that effect. Here’s an immediate example of its application.

The link between greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from fossil fuel combustion and climate change is now so strong, the two thousand scientists appointed by the United Nations to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) tell us that the precautionary principle requires immediate preventive action through significant reductions in GHG emissions. In the starkest language it has ever used, the IPCC concluded in 2014 that global warming threatens to reverse generations of progress against poverty and hunger if fossil fuels continue to be burned at present levels. That could bring food shortages, the flooding of major cities and entire island nations, refugee crises, mass extinction of plants and animals, deadly heat waves, fires, droughts, and increased “likelihood of severe, pervasive and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems.”8

Sadly, since our GDP-based economy assesses only current economic activity and ignores most of the environmental costs of that activity, it remains at sharp odds with the precautionary principle. Thus energy companies worldwide still plan to extract coal and petroleum reserves several times more than the maximum that scientists say can be burned to limit warming to 3.6°F, or 2°C, above the preindustrial level—though even a 2°C increase has been shown to create far worse and more drastic impacts than a 1.5°C increase.9 The precautionary principle suggests that excess fossil fuel stock should be left in the ground. Instead, fossil fuel companies are spending some $600 billion a year to find more reserves, while governments are spending another $600 billion directly subsidizing the consumption of fossil fuels. That is more than three times what the world is spending to reduce emissions and cope with climate change.10

LONG-TERM, GLOBAL THINKING

The sustainability principle naturally leads to a second core principle — the necessity for long-term thinking that is also global in scope. Many activities that increase GDP and make the economy grow in the short term, such as profligate depletion of many natural resources, entail a decline in long-term prosperity and well-being, and possibly even societal collapse, if they lead to later scarcity or require costly repair.

Only measures of progress that point to long-term prosperity rather than simply short-term gain can provide a genuine guide to anyone concerned with the well-being of future generations as well as our own. A multiaged, multispecies old-growth forest that is cut down will quickly make GDP grow as the timber is marketed, but it will take many generations to restore that forest to even a semblance of its original condition.11 Some of the carbon dioxide emitted today will remain in the atmosphere for hundreds of years, contributing to the warming of the planet and related potential damage for generations to come.12 One inch of nutrient-rich topsoil lost to erosion takes five hundred years to regenerate.13

Even within the much shorter span of a human life, long-term thinking is required. Although cigarette and junk food sales make GDP go up, teenage smoking and obesity today will create spikes in cancer, heart disease, diabetes, and mortality thirty to forty years later. Conversely, conservation, preventive health measures, public investments in education and sustainable infrastructure, and personal lifestyle changes may initially seem costly but will have long-term pay-offs.

In an era in which economic activity, resource depletion, and carbon and pollutant emissions transcend national boundaries, the need for long-term thinking is matched by the need for global thinking, as the following example illustrates.

On April 24, 2013, the Rana Plaza factory complex in the industrial suburb of Savar in Dhaka, Bangladesh, collapsed, killing 1,130 people and injuring 2,500 in the deadliest disaster in garment industry history. Eight months later, the New York Times reported that many leading brand-name manufacturers were refusing to take any responsibility for the disaster, even though their “brands depend on factories in developing countries like Bangladesh, where wages are very low and the pressure to work faster and cheaper has spawned familiar problems: unsafe buildings, substandard work conditions and repeated wage and labor violations. Consumers know little about these factories.”14

How many of us are aware that our bargain hunting for the lowest-cost jeans encourages factory owners to persist in maintaining the deplorable conditions under which those jeans are produced? Dare we take such personal responsibility for the Rana Plaza collapse? Similarly, how aware are North Americans that their own excess fossil fuel use and greenhouse gas emissions are contributing to flooding in Bangladesh and forcing Tuvalu residents to flee their sinking nation?15 These examples illustrate how important it is to understand the linkages between causes, conditions, and results at the global level as much as locally.

Despite the rise of nationalism in some regions, our world remains an interconnected one, as we quickly see if we simply examine the origin of the objects around us right now—the paper and ink in the book we are reading, the materials of which this chair is made, the coffee we are sipping and the mug it is in, and the clothes we are wearing. As Martin Luther King, Jr., put it in his famous 1967 Christmas Sermon on Peace, “And before you finish eating breakfast in the morning, you’ve depended on more than half of the world. This is the way our universe is structured, this is its interrelated quality.”16

Nothing other than a global and long-term perspective enables us to make any sense of our very local daily lives. Thus whereas individuals may miss the global consequences of their consumption habits, multinational corporations with global operations and an eye on profits may miss the long-term environmental and social consequences of their production patterns. Similarly, conceptions of genuine progress that require a long-term global view will make no sense to policy makers with an eye only on short-run domestic economic growth.

EQUITY

This leads us directly to the third core principle underlying the GPI—that of equity. Of all three principles, this one raises the most eyebrows and is perhaps hardest for policy makers to accept, perhaps because it is associated with so-called left-wing views. And yet, from a sustainability perspective, greater equity—independent of any dogma or ideology—appears to be required for humanity’s long-term survival and quality of life.

As a matter of simple fact, who, for example, is responsible for global resource depletion? The World Bank reported in 2008 that the richest ten percent of the world’s people account for 59 percent of global private consumption and the richest 20 percent for 77 percent, whereas the poorest fifth account for only 1.5 percent and the poorest 50 percent for just seven percent of global consumption.17 The richest 12 percent of the world’s population accounts for 85 percent of humanity’s water use.18 And the richest 10 percent produces half the world’s carbon emissions, whereas the poorest 50 percent (3.5 billion people), who live overwhelmingly in countries most vulnerable to climate change, produce just 10 percent of emissions. The carbon footprint of the richest 10 percent is sixty times that of the poorest 10 percent.19

The wealthy, then, are clearly disproportionately responsible for resource depletion and climate change and their damages. Rich countries effectively export the costs to the countries whose resources they deplete and that suffer most grievously from climate change effects.

The ecological destruction under way, in other words, cannot be separated from global economic realities that sharply divide rich from poor. In a world of limited resources and limited waste assimilation capacity, excess consumption by the rich literally requires that billions of others live in poverty if we are not, in aggregate, to exceed the capacity of the Earth to provide the food, water, energy, timber, and other resources we need to survive. Conversely, reducing poverty and improving living standards for those currently suffering great deprivation also require that excess consumption be curbed if nature’s aggregate carrying capacity is not to be exceeded.20

Of course, greater equity does not in itself guarantee sustainability if the demand on resources by humanity as a whole already exceeds what the Earth can supply, as it has since the 1970s. Thus, according to the Global Footprint Network, “Today humanity uses the equivalent of 1.7 Earths to provide the resources we use and to absorb our waste.”21

Domestically, too, equity issues arise when we report properly on progress, not as dogma or advocacy but as a simple matter of factual reporting. As we saw in the first chapter, GDP calculations report only total and average income but tell us nothing about how that income is distributed. So an increase in income among the wealthy can skew the averages up, even if most people are getting poorer and inequality is growing.

A long-standing joke among statisticians to illustrate how deceptive averages can be is that if you have your feet in the refrigerator and your head in the oven, your body temperature on average will be just fine. Your well-being, however, is another story! GDP and GDP per capita cannot tell us how well off we are as a society. An unbiased measure of social progress and well-being should apply to the whole society, so if some are better off while others are worse off, that truth should be told and not hidden, and it would be reflected in how we evaluate well-being.

And being better or worse off refers to far more than income alone. Abundant evidence links poverty with physical deprivation, illness, crime, illiteracy, low productivity, stress, social unrest, and other detriments to well-being. The World Health Organization (WHO) found that people who are poor are at least twice as likely to get seriously ill and die young as those with higher incomes.22 Poverty is a reliable predictor of cancer, cardiovascular disease, arthritis and musculoskeletal disorders, diabetes, dental diseases, drug dependence and abuse, and infant mortality and morbidity.23 Among children, poverty is linked to low birth weight, infant mortality, chronic illness, low immunity, poor nutrition and brain function, injury, and a host of lifelong health and developmental problems as well as higher rates of unemployment and incarceration.24

In addition, societies with bigger gaps between rich and poor have higher rates of mortality and poorer health, independent of absolute income. Conversely, abundant evidence links more even wealth distribution with better health, productivity, and economic performance and with stronger shared values, rules, civic responsibility, and social institutions, whereas poverty and inequality undermine innovation, waste precious human assets, and stir social unrest.25

These insights are not new. Nearly twenty-five hundred years ago, Aristotle warned that “revolutions arise from inequalities” and noted that the most secure, stable, cohesive, and harmonious states are “composed, as far as possible, of equals and similars.”26 In short, one cannot assess societal well-being, either globally or domestically, without reporting on equity issues.

These principles of sustainability, equity, and taking a long-term, global view are core not only to the measures of progress on which my colleagues and I worked but to the new economic paradigm to which those measures point. As chapter 15 indicates, neither these principles nor the GPI alone suffice to create that new paradigm, which requires a wide range of new policies, structures, fiscal instruments, and regulatory mechanisms. Though full-cost accounts are merely one part of that complex equation, they do directly reflect the central principles of that larger paradigm and, I remain convinced, provide the evidence, accounting base, and fulcrum that can generate the much broader changes required to replace existing economic structures and relations.

Thus these three core GPI principles stand in stark contrast to the short-term, parochial thinking that currently isolates the economy from social goals and from nature and that continues to generate massive inequities and environmental destruction. And yet, the foregoing examples also illustrate how profoundly these three principles—the very foundation of our Genuine Progress Index—challenge present assumptions and behaviors. And they hint at the powerful resistances I was to encounter in the succeeding twenty years. But in those halcyon, idealistic start-up days, I wasn’t yet ready to face the hard reality that you can tell the truth based on solid evidence and undeniable logic and still be dismissed or ignored if those in power don’t want to hear it.
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THE NEW MEASURES IN ACTION

In the spring of 1997, with a tiny team—one academic colleague, two students, an agronomist friend, and advice and input from anyone I could find with a bit of expertise—we started to build our Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index (GPI). With the exception of minuscule temporary stipends for the students, all our start-up work was unpaid, so we had no formal contracts or GPI Atlantic membership but simply worked together collegially on the basis of a common vision. Unlike the conventional views of the economy as a closed box existing for the sake of short-term material gain, reflected in Economics 101 texts, we shared the view that the function of the economy was to serve the interlinked interests of people, communities, and the health of the planet. The new measures, we agreed, would reflect that understanding.

To that end we developed a framework for our intended Nova Scotia GPI consisting of twenty social, economic, and environmental components on which the literature reflected widespread agreement on their value and importance as key constituents of societal well-being, prosperity, and progress, and we grouped these components into five domains (table 4.1). The basic domains and components also reflected extensive reading on existing measures, close consultation with experts, data availability, and potential for international comparability.

TABLE 4.1 Domains and components of the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index




	1. Time use
	4. Natural capital



	Civic and voluntary work
	Soils and agriculture



	Unpaid household work and child care
	Forests



	Leisure time
	Fisheries and marine environment



	Paid work hours/employment
	Air quality



	2. Living standards
	Water quality



	Income distribution
	5. Human impact on the environment



	Financial security and debt
	Energy



	Economic security
	Solid waste



	3. Human and social capital
	Ecological footprint



	Population health
	Greenhouse gas emissions



	Safety and security
	Transportation



	Educated populace
	 





We omitted some measures included in the original 1995 U.S. GPI, such as costs of family breakup, based on evidence that this is not always a negative indicator. And we omitted other measures widely acknowledged as vital constituents of well-being, such as arts and culture, which could not be easily defined and measured. The array of domains and components we developed therefore should not be taken as rigid and final but as a work in progress that can be broadened as improved data and methodologies become available.

Because we were doing this work with Nova Scotia’s population and government in mind, the domains and indicators couldn’t be so universal and general that Nova Scotians wouldn’t recognize their own lives in the results. The measures had to be relevant to regional interests and concerns. As a maritime, resource-dependent province, we therefore included measures on fisheries, which could be omitted for land-bound jurisdictions such as Iowa or Saskatchewan, and on forests, which could be omitted for states like Nevada that have almost none. And because Nova Scotia had already developed the most advanced sustainable solid-waste management system in all of North America, we included that.

A key consideration in indicator selection was the decision to create a GPI that focused on economic valuation—in other words, accounts—rather than just indicators of well-being. That meant deliberate inclusion of key economic benefits and costs omitted in ordinary GDP calculations. These included, in addition to the value of paid work, the value of unpaid household and voluntary work and of leisure time, measures of income distribution (not just total or average income), and the costs of sickness, pollution, and resource degradation.

As well, our goal was to make the GPI as comprehensive as possible so that each set of measures would tell as complete a story as possible about each GPI component. To do that we had to include many dimensions that were absent from conventional progress measures and accounts. Thus, for example, our employment analysis was designed to go far beyond typical employment and unemployment statistics to analyze changes in types and quality of work, hours worked, job security, work stress, and the health costs of both unemployment and overwork—all of which substantially affect well-being. As we selected indicators, therefore, we also had detailed, in-depth discussions on the range of measures each component might include, to ensure that we would not omit core subcomponents that profoundly affect quality of life.

Aside from all the usual criteria for indicator selection based on the literature—data availability, comparability, relevance, and so forth—we used one rather unconventional method of deciding what to include and what to omit. To ensure that each indicator reflected deeply held consensus values, we subjected each to a political test and included none that might be disputed on ideological, partisan, or ethical grounds.

For example, parties of the right might focus more on crime prevention and family values than would parties of the left, whereas parties of the left focus more on poverty alleviation and environmental conservation. But no Canadian political party of the left or right would argue that more crime is better than less crime, that a sicker population is better than a healthy one, that higher rates of poverty are better than lower rates, that a polluted and degraded environment is better than a clean and healthy one, or that social exclusion and alienation are better than inclusion in strong and safe communities. After considerable discussion, therefore, we felt confident that no Canadian political party would disagree on the broad societal goals and core markers of progress we developed for the GPI. This was important because we wanted these measures to be adopted by government regardless of which party was in power, and we wanted them to survive elections, power shifts, and changes in ruling party.

In explaining the absence of total or per capita GDP among our twenty components, we made clear that we were not rejecting GDP as a valid measure of market size but that we were simply recognizing that it was not intended, nor could it function, as either a measure of progress or a net accounting mechanism. As well, we noted that although GDP and market size are inputs that may or may not produce desired outcomes, our twenty components did in fact measure in considerable detail the very outcomes GDP is intended or assumed to produce—including jobs, income, and economic and financial security. Whether our arguments convinced anyone I’ll never know, but our omission of GDP per se seemed widely accepted.

Table 4.1 shows the list of domains and components of the Nova Scotia GPI that became our basic framework for the work that followed. Reality, of course, is never as neat as it looks in a table. Thus several measures are not exclusive to the particular domain in which they are listed. For example, paid employment is a core measure of time use as well as of living standards and therefore belongs in both domains. Modes of transport have an impact on the environment, where they are listed, but they also have social dimensions. And health outcomes are partly dependent on how income is distributed.

With a framework, action plan, extensive literature review, and even sample preliminary results for demonstration purposes in place, in fall 1997, I wrote a proposal for the Province of Nova Scotia making the case for the new measures. The proposal cited reputable authorities and robust data sources and promised practical evidence on social, economic, and environmental progress measures and associated economic benefits and costs that policy makers could use. I downplayed the principles outlined in the previous chapter that I thought might too strongly challenge orthodox views. To my delight, provincial leaders provided a grant of C$31,000, which then leveraged an additional C$89,000 in federal funding.1 It was all the encouragement we needed to move forward without hesitation. The two part-time student researchers soon graduated, so I brought in two new full-timers to help me research and gather statistics in earnest, paying myself a small stipend that was a fraction of my former academic salary.

At about the same time, in November 1997, the Daily News, the Nova Scotia newspaper that had given us the start-up funding of C$2,000, produced two double-page spreads on the new measures of progress we were starting to develop.2 It aroused some local interest, I was asked to give a few presentations, and we were under way. It felt like a promising and auspicious start.

Except that we soon ran out of money. With no other income, the initial C$120,000 didn’t last long, What GPI Atlantic was doing was still so on the fringe in those days and we were so unknown that despite every effort, we were not able to attract mainstream funding beyond that initial grant.

Over the next five years, my family quickly went into deep debt so I could keep researching, poring over statistics, and churning out results. We maxed out our credit cards and first borrowed and then took over a hand-me-down computer. We had no space for an office in our little cottage, so I got a tiny bubble trailer, which I set up in the backyard. Winters were cold out there, and typing had to be done with mittens with the fingertips cut off so I could effectively strike the computer keys. I got a used propane heater, which developed a leak, resulting in a stern lecture from the local fire brigade on how lucky I was not to have blown myself up.

But evidence that our research started to produce rang true, and I felt we had to keep going even if no one with money was buying it. Because my colleagues and I were still novices in this work, we had to learn as we went, and so we began with the GPI components that seemed to have the most straightforward methodologies and accessible data sources. It was clear that valuing ecological services and environmental costs would be far more challenging than what was required for many other components, and we needed to produce some credible results quickly in order to garner the support and interest needed to keep our operation alive.

A BUOYANT FIRST LANDING

Seeing that Statistics Canada had published in 1995 a well-researched report on the hourly market rate paid for the kinds of work unpaid workers do,3 and in 1992 had conducted a careful time-use survey estimating aggregate unpaid work hours4, I wondered what we might learn by multiplying the former by the latter. It was a simple multiplication exercise—not a bad place for a rookie to start. I was astonished not only at the results but at how vividly they demonstrated what the GPI could tell us that the GDP could not.

And so, in 1998, GPI Atlantic’s first report showed that Nova Scotians (with a total population of under a million) contributed annually an estimated 134 million hours of their time to civic and voluntary work—helping those in need, contributing to local communities and society, and caring for their environment. Their work was worth C$1.9 billion a year to the economy, the equivalent of 81,000 jobs and nearly 10 percent of GDP, but it was not reported or measured in any provincial or national GDP, employment, or other economic accounts. This contribution averaged out to C$2,500 a year for every adult Nova Scotian and C$3,400 for every volunteer in the province.5

To highlight the economic dimension, in our report we observed that if this voluntary contribution were withdrawn, either our quality of life and standard of living would decline dramatically or the work would have to be replaced and paid for by government and the private sector. To dramatize the shortcomings of GDP, the report noted that despite volunteers’ substantial productive contribution to well-being and quality of life, their work remains invisible and unvalued in standard economic accounts that include only monetary exchanges.

In its basic structure, this first GPI report was the model for all that followed over the next decade. Each report first presented indicators of progress, tracking improvements and declines over time across a wide range of indicators. Using this model we later tracked changes in crime rates, the gap between rich and poor, levels of various pollutants, and so on—all in order to assess whether conditions were getting better or worse in each area. Based on those results, we then tracked the economic benefits and costs of those improvements and declines and, to the degree possible, estimated the economic value of assets such as voluntary work, carbon storage in the province’s forests, and Nova Scotia’s sustainable waste management system. When it was not possible to assign monetary values to key social and environmental variables, we described the economic value of each component based on the best available primary and secondary sources.

I was amazed at the excellent coverage the press gave our first results—and not only in Nova Scotia. In the nation’s capital, an Ottawa Citizen headline read: “Nova Scotia Leads Effort to Improve Ways to Measure Economy—Research Group Publishes Pioneering Study Using New Gauge.” The article noted that our GPI was “the first project of its kind in Canada” and carried a strong endorsement from Hans Messinger, who had managed to get Statistics Canada to “designate the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index a national pilot project.”6 The Nova Scotia government itself proudly announced the results, citing positive comments from federal and provincial government representatives, and trumpeted its support for the GPI work.7

Of all our GPI studies, this first one proved to be among the most popular, appreciated, and widely used, in part because nonprofit groups and volunteers felt acknowledged and valued by the spotlight suddenly shone on them. We could barely keep up with requests to present our work to volunteer-based groups at the grassroots level. Many started to use our methods in their own fundraising proposals to report the economic contribution of their organizations’ voluntary services to the Nova Scotia economy. For those reports volunteers typically filled out simple logs and time sheets to track their hours, which were then summed and multiplied by the replacement cost values in our GPI accounts.8

These nonprofits even took our numbers right into the political arena, demonstrating the power of monetary valuation not only to raise the profile of sectors hidden by the fixation on GDP but also to garner support by highlighting their contribution in practical and concrete terms. At the next annual Volunteer of the Year dinner—usually just a feel-good affair—the volunteer-based organizations welcomed the premier of Nova Scotia onto the stage with a gigantic five-foot-long check and the words: “Mr. Premier. We are delighted to present you with this cheque for $1.9 billion. This is our contribution to the economy of Nova Scotia and our savings to your government during this past year.”

If I was inspired and enthused before, I now become utterly obsessed by our work. Unexpectedly, these first results in valuing invisible social assets had truly struck a chord, not only with the press and general public but with government. Best of all, the voluntary work results were not reported in isolation but clearly linked to the bigger picture of what GDP is missing and why we need new measures of progress. To say I was encouraged is an understatement. I was now convinced—naively so—that by developing clear, credible, and comprehensive progress measures for Nova Scotia in all our twenty domains, the province would surely adopt our analytic framework, use the evidence we amassed to make good policy, and become a model for other regions.

More than that, the surprisingly good reception to our first report gave me a tremendous boost of confidence. Not only were the results based on simple, commonsense calculations, but they were easy to communicate and readily understood and clearly pointed to the deficiencies of the present system and the need for change. At this stage at least, the evidence-based GPI language did not overtly threaten vested interests; they produced an openness and receptivity that had eluded many advocacy groups. It took some time before the radical implications of the new progress measures roused resistance.

The most heartening outcome of this first research venture was that I was learning so much just by doing the work. I’d learned how to find and use Statistics Canada’s time-use microdata files and developed good relations with statistics agency personnel, who were delighted that someone was actively using their innovative survey data. I’d learned about different economic valuation methods (generalist and specialist replacement costs, opportunity costs, output vs. input estimates), how to join different data sets to produce meaningful results that were not apparent when each data set was used in isolation, how to adjust figures to current dollars using appropriate Consumer Price Index items, and much more. I knew none of this when I started, but now I felt confident to continue.

… AND THEN A REALITY CHECK

With the data sources and methods now at hand, the obvious next step was to value the second major unpaid work gap in GDP—that done in our homes. In 1992, Nova Scotians put in 977 million hours a year in unpaid household work and child care—the equivalent of 509,000 full-time jobs in a population of less than a million.9 If this unpaid work had to be replaced with wage labor in the market economy, at the average rate of $12.70 an hour paid to domestic help in the province and $10.50 an hour for child care, it would be worth $12.2 billion a year to the provincial economy—equivalent to 36 percent of its GDP.

Though the numbers were easy to report, the policy implications were far more challenging to communicate than had been the case for the monetary value of voluntary work. The 1998 release of GPI Atlantic’s second report, The Economic Value of Unpaid Housework and Childcare in Nova Scotia, five months after the voluntary work release, brought a tough new lesson. The numbers were again well reported by the press, but their real significance was not.

For a start, unlike the clearly defined nonprofit voluntary sector, our household work—along with our struggle to juggle its demands with paid work and to improve work-life balance—is seen as a strictly personal issue outside the purview of the policy arena. That is an illusion fostered by the exclusion of unpaid work from our national accounts. Once they are measured, we see that essential household tasks such as raising children with care and good nutrition are essential prerequisites for a healthy market sector. In fact, they contribute more to economic productivity, prosperity, and societal well-being than much of the paid work done in factories, offices, and stores, and their neglect can produce major social and economic costs. This discovery raises profound and far-reaching issues that rarely, if ever, make it onto government agendas.

As brilliantly documented by New Zealand economist Marilyn Waring, whose analysis of GDP shortcomings helped get me started on this path, the exclusion of unpaid work from GDP is especially harmful to women, who still perform most unpaid work all over the world.10 And yet, unlike the value of voluntary work, which seems to speak for itself, I’ve found it extraordinarily difficult over the years to convey the subtlety and depth of that gender discrimination. Even so-called progressives tend to define work as what happens in the paid labor force and often rebel against valuing child-rearing and household tasks as productive labor. Those individuals sometimes argue that such valuation would justify keeping women in the home rather than pursuing careers.

But if we look closely, we find the failure to value unpaid work is a logical absurdity that not only distorts GDP itself but devalues broad swaths of women’s work worldwide in ways that have serious consequences. It produces wage discrimination; loss of seniority, pension benefits, and promotion opportunities; intense time stress; and particularly high poverty rates for single mothers.

Let’s look at the logical fallacy first. If we pay a stranger to look after our child, GDP goes up. If we take care of our own child, it has no value in GDP-based measures of progress. This accounting absurdity, which persists today, was recognized as early as 1932 by economist Cecil Pigou, who wrote,


The services rendered by women enter into the dividend when they are rendered in exchange for wages, whether in the factory or the home, but do not enter into it when they are rendered by mothers and wives gratuitously to their own families. Thus, if a man marries his housekeeper or his cook, the national dividend is diminished.11



Ever since the early 1950s, when women began to enter the paid work force in large numbers,12 much unpaid household production also shifted to the paid market economy as ever more cleaners and babysitters were hired to do work we used to do ourselves. That shift from the unpaid to the paid economy did not increase actual production, yet it was now added to GDP and therefore mistakenly touted as economic growth and progress. As a result Statistics Canada calculated that between 1961 and 1992, “the increase of GDP overstates economic growth between 0.6 to 0.8 percentage points a year,” assuming no increase in household productivity.13

In fact, the evidence shows no increase in household productivity either through strangers doing work for pay that householders used to do for free, or even through labor-saving devices such as automatic washing machines, dryers, vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, and microwaves. The numbers show that technological advances have been offset by household time devoted to increased consumption, maintenance, repair, upkeep of larger homes, commuting, and other factors. Thus accounting for changes in household size and labor force status, we found no fundamental change in household work hours in the last century. Full-time housewives still put in about 52 hours a week of unpaid household labor, as they did in the 1930s. Parents, both of whom work full-time for pay, put in an average 72-hour work week each when paid and unpaid work are combined; full-time working single mothers put in an average 75-hour work week. Thus when all our time is considered, the evidence shows that the massive influx of women into the paid work force has raised GDP (which only counts paid work) but has come at the cost of a major loss in free time, particularly for women who, despite their increased paid work hours, still do most of the unpaid household work.14

It is precisely because unpaid household work is a vital component of actual production that Nobel Prize–winning economist Simon Kuznets, the main architect of GDP accounting, insisted that its value be included in GDP calculations. It’s also why he fell out with the U.S. Commerce Department in the late 1940s over that agency’s refusal to do so.

The discriminatory impact on women goes far beyond such accounting failures that mis-state GDP, however. Take wage discrimination, which—when failure to value unpaid work is considered—goes far beyond its usual association with women getting paid less than men for the same work.15 Thus work traditionally performed for free in the household—including child care, cleaning, cooking, and other domestic labor—fetches extremely low wages in the market economy where women still dominate in these jobs. Most child-care workers barely earn minimum wage for an occupation that arguably requires higher levels of skill, responsibility, and constant alertness than many others.

Failure to value unpaid child care and housework also results in a lack of adequate social support that especially penalizes single mothers, who carry the entire burden of unpaid household work alone. In Canada single mothers with jobs spend three times higher a proportion of their incomes on paid child care compared with their married counterparts and frequently suffer extreme levels of time stress and “time poverty,” which in turn allows them considerably less dedicated time with their own children.16 Not surprisingly, single-mother families in the United States are the poorest of the poor, and they are five times more likely to be living in poverty (28.2 percent) than two-parent families (5.4 percent).17 In Canada the rates are 23 percent for single mothers (down from 29 percent in 2016) compared with 7 percent for two-parent families.18

Recognizing and valuing this unpaid work could encourage policies that address such matters as the persistent wage gap between the sexes, the rates of low income and poverty among single mothers and their children, the decreasing time many parents have to spend with their children, and the growing time stress attributable to the “struggle to juggle” paid jobs with household duties.

The Nordic countries are models of what could be done. In Norway, for example, a single mother gets twice the child benefits that a married parent receives, and child poverty rates in Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian single-mother families are about one-fifth those in the United States.19 But greater support for unpaid child-rearing doesn’t keep women in the home. On the contrary, 68 percent of Norwegian women are in the paid workforce compared with 57 percent of American women.20 At the same time, Norwegian women are less time stressed than American women who are juggling paid and unpaid work responsibilities, because work hours in the Nordic countries are shorter: Norwegian workers put in an average of 7 hours less a week for pay than U.S. workers.21

Aside from discriminatory impacts on women, the failure to value unpaid work generally removes policy attention from one of the most critical ingredients in modern quality of life: the need to achieve a satisfactory work–life balance. That in turn has been shown to be a vital ingredient in physical and mental health, personal relationships, and workplace productivity and in reducing stress and absenteeism.22 Despite such abundant evidence, North American policy makers remain reluctant to follow the example of the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries of adjusting work hours and conditions to make workplaces more family friendly.

I confess that only by doing the measurement and related research on unpaid household work did I recognize its profound effect on social, personal, and economic well-being. And I don’t think we succeeded in communicating that effectively to the public and policy makers. The subtleties and policy implications in this second GPI report on unpaid work were simply not as straightforward as those in our first report on voluntary work, and they were correspondingly more difficult to communicate.

THE REAL COSTS OF CRIME

While I was working on these valuations of unpaid work, a former top student of mine and then-GPI Atlantic researcher, Colin Dodds, was hard at work trying to figure out the true costs of crime to Nova Scotia. We were still learning and had picked this as our third report for the practical reason that many crime-related costs—such as those for police, courts, prisons, burglar alarms, security guards, hospital costs, and victim losses—are market costs that might not be too difficult to calculate.

But we now encountered some real challenges in full-cost accounting, which tries to value and account for nonmarket benefits and costs that are invisible in conventional accounts. There were no shortcuts. We studied police statistics to separate out crime-related tasks from traffic control and other police functions. We pored over victimization surveys to estimate victim losses from the many crimes—including petty theft, vandalism, assault, and particularly domestic violence—that are seldom reported to police and therefore missing from the official police-reported crime statistics. Then we reduced those unreported crime cost estimates on the basis of evidence that unreported crimes are generally less serious than reported ones. We scrutinized retail industry and insurance company reports to estimate losses due to shoplifting and insurance fraud. And to figure the value of a life lost to murder, we studied how statisticians estimate productivity losses by age.

But the toughest part was accounting for serious harms such as the trauma of violent assault and rape, which go far beyond market costs like hospital expenses and productivity, income, and property losses. Canada’s solicitor-general expressed this dilemma eloquently three decades ago:


Many of the most important costs of crime—the psychological and emotional suffering of victims, the fear and insecurity of those who believe they are at risk, the pain and often anger of the families of victims, the loss of freedom … that incarceration means for the criminal who is caught—cannot be measured in dollars. But these largely unmeasurable costs must be a significant part of any cost-benefit equation.23



So we found studies that used proxy measures such as court awards for grief and suffering to capture the value of “unmeasurable costs” like “shattered lives” due to crime.24

When we released “The Cost of Crime in Nova Scotia” in April 1999,25 we reported a range of estimates from the most conservative to more broadly based—a reporting method we would continue to apply for the next ten years to cost estimates of greenhouse gas emissions, air pollution, and health and other estimates based on a wide range of scientific and epidemiological studies, climate models, and uncertain predictions.

Crime conservatively cost Nova Scotians an estimated C$550 million a year in economic losses, which amounted to $600 per person, or $1,650 per household. That was composed primarily of public spending on police, courts, and prisons and private spending on burglar alarms, security guards, electronic surveillance, and theft insurance. When losses due to unreported crimes, insurance fraud, and shoplifting were added, as well as the costs of shattered lives due to crime as estimated from court awards, the loss was nearly $1.2 billion a year, or $1,250 per person ($3,500 per household).

We found that households paid C$800 more per year in higher prices (2.6 percent of annual consumption expenditures) due to in-store retail theft and retail crime prevention equipment and that insurance fraud cost them an additional $200 a year in higher premiums. None of these costs included deaths, injuries, and property damage due to impaired driving, nonhospital medical costs, private spending on criminal lawyers, and a variety of other crime-related costs that we just couldn’t estimate.

But the real significance of this GPI Atlantic release was in providing a concrete example of why we need new measures to distinguish between expenditures that create direct benefit and those resulting from harm, which GDP cannot do, and to identify societal strengths and weaknesses and preventive investments that can reduce harm and future costs. The numbers clearly showed that higher crime rates make the GDP grow because they produce more spending on prisons, police, court trials, burglar alarms, and security guards, all of which are therefore mistakenly counted as contributions to economic prosperity. By contrast, the GPI shows crime costs as a loss rather than a gain and that less crime produces cost savings that can be invested in more productive activities that enhance well-being.

With the completion of our crime study, we were then able to convey plainly a key purpose of the GPI to policy makers, the press, and the public. In so doing we could also prepare them for future work on health risks, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions that would further show how detriments to quality of life appear in GDP calculations as increases and why less is sometimes better. We could remind readers as well that Simon Kuznets, a key architect of national income and GDP accounting, had cautioned that we not just look at growth but always ask, “What is growing?”

However, as with the unpaid household work results, the policy implications were less easy to convey. After all, although we had argued that recognizing the value of unpaid work should reduce gender-based wage and labor market discrimination and produce stronger social supports for single mothers and improved work–life balance, some misunderstood such valuation to argue that a woman’s place was in the home! Similarly, our cost-of-crime report took pains to focus on the social determinants of crime, such as their close correlation with unemployment rates. For example, we found that only 22 percent of Nova Scotia prison inmates had full-time jobs before incarceration, whereas fully 58 percent were unemployed. But rather than attend to social causes, some people used the crime cost results to argue for longer prison sentences to deter crime—though that raises costs.

In fact, we had touted Nova Scotia’s comparative social and economic advantage in having the lowest incarceration rate in Canada—with just 1 of every 1,600 citizens in prison, compared with 1 of 900 in Canada as a whole and 1 out of 150 in the United States. And we cautioned against going the American route, where imprisonment was one of the fastest-growing sectors of the U.S. economy, with an average growth rate of 6.2 percent per year throughout the 1990s, significantly outpacing overall GDP growth. In the U.S., per capita spending on corrections had more than tripled in less than ten years. We noted the irony that such growth helped fuel the so-called robust, dynamic U.S. economy frequently held up as a model to Canadians. So we assured Canadians that our less robust and dynamic prison growth enabled precious resources to be allocated to health, education, environmental protection, and other activities that enhance human and social welfare. For the $44,000 a year it cost to keep an inmate behind bars in Nova Scotia, for example, one could at that time send a student to university in Canada for three years, including full-time tuition, accommodation, and meals.

Even though the social implications of our results were complex and challenging to convey, the results in our early reports and their basic implications for measurement and policy were so well and prominently reported in both the provincial and national press that by mid-1999, we became widely known in Nova Scotia. Policy makers, journalists, and the educated public were beginning to understand the shortcomings of GDP-based progress measures and to accept the need for better measures. Within a year after our first report, and two years after setting up GPI Atlantic as a nonprofit research institute, we were receiving requests for presentations from both government and nongovernment groups, and the message spread. Meanwhile two of our researchers worked hard on our first and much more challenging natural resource and environmental accounts—on agriculture and water quality.

The journey had begun. The GPI was taking root. The work was well under way. The future looked promising. And our spirits were buoyed.
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SCALING UP

I was totally unprepared for the burst of activity generated by the sudden publicity surrounding the release of our first Nova Scotia reports. The wave of interest brought a flurry of requests for further GPI work. At the start of 1999, for example, we were asked to work with local communities to develop holistic progress measures that they could use to craft good development policies. Government agencies and nonprofits alike asked for costing studies in their areas of interest. And the election of a new provincial government in July 1999 produced an unexpected opportunity to turn our work directly into new, innovative policy.

It was our honeymoon phase, and we were deluged by appreciative suitors. As with any honeymoon, it was a mixed blessing. Whether or not we were compensated, all these requests provided, on one hand, a grand opportunity to apply the GPI approach in practice, build new partnerships, and spread our economic philosophy and approach. On the other hand, they distracted us from our core mission. With stars in our eyes, our small GPI team got so busy exploring the new terrain, showcasing the GPI view at every opportunity, getting buried in the extra work, and romancing our new allies that we did not complete any further core component of the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index for more than a year following release of our cost of crime report.

In the fall of 1998 I was approached by Leonard Poetschke of Nova Scotia Citizens for Community Development to assist communities in developing local GPIs. Leonard was well connected with local community development agencies and also was a national executive member of the populist conservative Reform Party and its key representative for eastern Canada. If someone on the far right could welcome our work with such enthusiasm, we had every hope that the GPI work on environmental and equity issues would not peg us as left-wing. Leonard’s distrust of big government led him to support local community efforts at greater self-reliance.

Indeed, Leonard later invited me to a fascinating one-on-one lunch meeting with Stockwell Day, national leader of the Canadian Alliance (the Reform Party’s successor), at the end of which Mr. Day seemed convinced that internalizing social and environmental costs would make the market economy more efficient and reduce the need for costly and heavy-handed government intervention. Without a “polluter pays” principle, for example, Day acknowledged that the burden of cleaning up pollution falls on government, society, and taxpayers rather than on producers, consumers, and market forces. I was buoyed by the discovery that the GPI could communicate across conventional political boundaries.

But what led me to embrace the opportunity to work at the local level was simply the visceral, direct understanding that community developers and citizens’ groups expressed of the GPI’s practical use and relevance. As noted earlier, it is at the community level that the rubber really hits the road in terms of quality of life, and where well-being is most immediately felt and experienced. It’s at the local level that one neighborhood is safe and another crime ridden, where the schools in one district are excellent and those in another abysmal, where the air is clean and water drinkable in one area and polluted in another. Yet communities had no reliable data to confirm that felt experience and no hard evidence to guide them in responding to real needs.

Statistics Canada survey samples are rarely large enough to provide data at the community level. Unfortunately, national and provincial averages can be highly deceptive in what they reveal and conceal about people’s lives and actual experience, simply because they are averages. Just within the small province of Nova Scotia in 1999, for example, Halifax was prospering whereas Cape Breton had unemployment rates several times higher and income per capita substantially lower. In parts of Nova Scotia, the air and water were superbly clean, but in Boat Harbour, pulp mill effluent spewed dioxins, furans, chlorine, and other pollutants into the former fishing and clam grounds, and in Cape Breton toxic waste in the infamous Sydney Tar Ponds contributed to Canada’s highest cancer rates and shortest life spans. Community-level GPI work that could directly address health, safety, economic security, environmental, and other issues at the local level thus struck a chord with community development planners.

We selected two communities that expressed particular interest and enthusiasm as pilots to develop GPIs that could then be replicated for other communities: Kings County, a relatively prosperous rural region with Nova Scotia’s most fertile agricultural land, and Glace Bay, a struggling, economically depressed former coal-mining town with high unemployment in industrial Cape Breton. Kings County planners were concerned to protect and enhance their quality of life; Glace Bay planners, by contrast, knew that GDP, economic growth statistics, and provincial averages didn’t begin to address the real conditions of their lives. Both communities yearned for actions that could address the issues that mattered to them, and neither had the local-level data to do so effectively.

But what were those issues in each area? For more than a year, in 1999–2000, we met with more than forty community organizations in the two communities to find out what mattered to them and, from that, to develop our own survey. The meetings were dynamic, often sparked initially by our asking provocative questions such as “What kind of Kings County do you want your children to inherit twenty years from now?”

These lively exchanges enabled us to identify, jointly with community participants, suitable indicators of progress that matched local needs and aspirations. Then, again with active community participation, we were able to develop a detailed survey questionnaire on employment, security, voluntary work, physical and mental health, farming, impacts on the environment, core values, social supports, and much more.

Statistics Canada experts reviewed the questionnaires for us and recommended some changes to clarify ambiguities and bring the phrasing of questions in line with those used to compile comparable provincial and national statistics. We then field-tested the surveys, trained dozens of local residents in survey administration and database entry, and in the next year administered 3,600 surveys in the two pilot communities.1

We had an amazingly good response rate to our voluntary two-hour survey—82 percent in Glace Bay and 70 percent in Kings County. Our partners at Dalhousie, St. Mary’s, and Cape Breton Universities helped us design the databases and analyze and write up the results. We released the results on employment, health, security, unpaid work, and other subjects in a series of well-attended community meetings over the next few years, inviting the participation as well of relevant agencies and nongovernmental groups concerned with particular issues.2

While this intense work was going on at the community level, we were also receiving unsolicited requests for provincial work. In early 1999, the Canadian and Nova Scotia governments asked us to assess the benefits and costs of shifting 10 percent of freight transport from truck to rail, which required our first effort to price greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions. A few weeks later, the Maritime Centre for Excellence in Women’s Health commissioned two studies, one on women’s health in Atlantic Canada and the other on the capacity of the broader GPI indicators to highlight gender equity issues. Environment Canada and the Halifax Municipality and Water Commission funded a study on the benefits and costs of sewage treatment that would finally clean up Halifax harbor, into which 187 million liters of raw sewage were being dumped each day. Cancer Care Nova Scotia contracted with us to assess the costs of obesity in Nova Scotia, and Recreation and Sport Nova Scotia asked us to assess the health benefits of physical activity and the costs of sedentary lifestyles.

Within a year of releasing our cost of crime report, we’d produced studies in all these areas and more, and the funding agencies were using our results to promote their agendas and programs, often publishing our reports on their own sites.3 On the one hand, these commissions, which we never solicited, generated some modest income that was badly needed to fund our core GPI studies, they gave us good public exposure, and they brought us into the policy arena, where we were glad to see our approach and numbers put to practical use.

On the other hand, our dilemma on priorities continued to haunt us for the next decade as we scrambled to raise money to accomplish our own core undertaking and to find time to work on it. Each of these specialized funders had its particular (albeit worthy) agenda, and yet our own mission was a holistic one: to demonstrate the intrinsic linkages among ecological, social, and economic realities and to see the province adopt and use the GPI as a whole. Because we couldn’t find funders for that big, integrative mission, we continued to rely for income on the contracted work from agencies eager to bite off those pieces of the GPI that were in line with their own mandates and budgets.

There was one distraction that year, which we seized with relish, however, because it provided a tremendous political opportunity to demonstrate the direct policy utility of what we’d just been working on and even to position Nova Scotia as a leader in forging innovative policy. In 1999, the newly elected Nova Scotia government, facing a serious debt crisis, announced massive intended civil service layoffs in an effort to reduce debt and balance the budget. Our studies on unpaid work had shown the importance of valuing time (not just paid work time) fully and opened a floodgate to a wide range of practical and creative policies to improve work–life balance that simply don’t make it onto current policy agendas.

That same year I was inspired by a new book by Anders Hayden, who was research and policy coordinator of 32 Hours: Action for Full Employment, a Toronto-based movement committed to a reduction and redistribution of work time. Titled Sharing the Work, Sparing the Planet, the book showed how shortening work hours would not only create greater employment and improve work–life balance but also reduce excess consumption, save resources, and ease the ecological stress on the planet.4 I quickly contacted Anders, and we teamed up to write a detailed proposal for the Nova Scotia government showing that it could achieve the savings projected for its layoff plan to reduce its $10 billion debt and $500 million deficit without firing anyone but instead by offering civil servants voluntary work-time reduction options.

We argued that many workers would gladly work six-hour instead of eight-hour days so they could be at home when their children returned from school each weekday. Others would welcome four-day work weeks, which would give them three-day weekends. Still others would be grateful for a nine- or ten-month working year, which would enable them to spend vacations with their children. Asked in a survey if they preferred to earn more money by working longer hours or have more time for themselves and family, 75 percent of Canadians said they’d take the time over the money.5

We backed up these claims with strong European evidence on effective work-time reduction initiatives. By making part-time work attractive through equal hourly pay for part-time workers, prorated benefits, and equal opportunity for career advancement, the Netherlands had shared work widely, saved jobs, and substantially reduced unemployment. Even today the Netherlands has by far the highest rate of part-time work in the OECD (37.3 percent), among the shortest work hours per employee (1,433/year), and 20 percent fewer work hours than the United States (1,786).6 The Belgian government had created jobs and avoided layoffs by offering civil servants a 20 percent cut in work hours at 90 percent of their former pay.7

We factored in the increased cost to government of paying unemployment benefits and severance packages and cited Canadian firms that had effectively used existing work-sharing programs to avoid layoffs. Instead of laying off 20 out of 100 employees in hard times, for example, firms could cut work hours by 20 percent for all 100 employees, with the unemployment benefits that would have gone to the 20 laid-off employees instead being divided up among the 100 who would work fewer hours. Without gain or loss to government or the taxpayer, workers then would receive 20 percent more time off—often as a three-day weekend—in exchange for less than a 10 percent cut in pay.

The evidence showed that such an income–leisure trade-off improves not only work–life balance for workers and increased voluntary community participation but also company productivity. Firms reported reduced absenteeism and lateness (doctors’ visits and errands are scheduled in time off rather than work time), lower turnover, greater retention of skills, reduction in fatigue and costly errors, and improved employee morale and industrial relations through greater equity and a sense of inclusion among company workers.8

On the flip side of these work reduction and work-sharing benefits, layoffs carry serious costs. In a separate study GPI Atlantic calculated the costs of unemployment in Nova Scotia at nearly $5 billion in lost output and taxes, unemployment benefit payments, and increased illness, domestic violence, divorce, and crime costs associated with joblessness.9 Studies also showed that unemployment sharply reduced laid-off workers’ self-esteem, increased their sense of exclusion, damaged their social relations, and increased inequity.10

In 1999–2000, we presented this evidence to Nova Scotia’s Minister for Human Resources, John Chataway, who briefed his Cabinet colleagues, and to local labor unions and other stakeholders. They were all genuinely interested and opened discussion sessions that I was asked to attend to answer questions and present evidence as needed. The atmosphere was open and collaborative. Both the new government and the Nova Scotia Government and General Employees Union (NSGEU)—the largest union in the province representing its civil servants—seemed ready to talk. Both recognized work-sharing and a range of voluntary shorter work-time options as a real cost-saving alternative to the proposed 1,600 public service layoffs. It could be a win-win solution that would save jobs, make the new government look good by sharply cutting the deficit without cutting jobs, and improve work–life balance and quality of life for many workers.

I was amazed and heartened at how quickly and readily the GPI approach and thinking could put hitherto invisible options onto the policy table, and how open and receptive both government and unions were. But in my enthusiasm, I’d neglected two important players, who quickly quashed the GPI proposals and the constructive negotiations that were already under way.

The Human Resources minister told me, somewhat sadly and even apologetically, that although he and his Cabinet colleagues were interested, his most senior human resources bureaucrats strongly opposed our proposals. This opposition was due largely to the additional work and complication of administering a range of alternative work-time options that did not fit the department’s existing payroll database. Then, a few days later, new faces started to show up at the negotiating table where I was still present as a resource. The NSGEU’s parent union, the National Union of Public and General Employees (NUPGE), with 340,000 members nationwide, had flown its leaders in from Toronto, together with top brass from the Canadian Labour Congress. These national union leaders quickly made clear that they would never be seen to collaborate with government in any scheme that might reduce salaries.

Our proposal died, the layoffs occurred, the unions raised their usual hue and cry, there were angry labor protests, and the bureaucrats didn’t have to complicate their lives or stay a minute after 5:00 p.m.11 I’d underestimated how difficult it is to change entrenched mindsets, structures, and vested interests. Looking back, I now see the seeds of some of the more intractable challenges we later faced. If we’d had the financial and technical resources (which as a struggling nonprofit we never did amass), we might have come better prepared with not just broad policy options but practical implementation details, such as a proposed new payroll database that would incorporate alternative work-time reduction scenarios. In any case, we learned how difficult it is to carve out a new local path that defies national and global interests to which provincial structures such as the NSGEU are inevitably linked.

FATHOMING THE POWER OF THE GPI

Despite our focus on producing a GPI that was statistically and scholastically rigorous and credible, we never undertook this work for academic reasons. We did it for one reason only: to make a modest but positive contribution to rethinking government priorities and creating a good, prosperous, and sustainable human society on this Earth. In fact, the research and results we produced persuaded us that the GPI included all the key ingredients needed to lay the foundation for a new sustainability-based economic paradigm that would ensure our children’s future. Only at the end of the decade did we finally learn that what was practical, reasonable, and necessary in the eyes of our GPI research team did not necessarily hold sway in policy arenas. So this section is about what we hoped and assumed would be possible. The hard lessons we learned come in a later section.

The deeper promise of the GPI’s potential dawned gradually over the next decade, as we produced 108 in-depth reports on various dimensions of well-being and progress, containing thousands of spreadsheets, tables, and charts. To the extent possible we presented both indicators assessing progress and accounts with economic valuations, and we included summaries and press releases highlighting key results. This wealth of data provided the Province of Nova Scotia with more detailed, integrated information on its social, economic, and environmental status than was available, to the best of my knowledge, to any other jurisdiction in North America and possibly the world.

And as we did all this, we slowly fathomed the extraordinary power of the new measures, providing benefits that, we were convinced, would make adoption and gradual application of the GPI irresistible to policy makers who were sincere about their work. We found the new indicators to be practical, policy-relevant tools that can help governments set goals and targets, clarify policy trade-offs, evaluate programs, and make informed decisions. We saw that these tools also could send early warning signals to trigger timely remedial action and could hold governments accountable at election time. At the same time, the new accounts would enable policy makers to include the health of people, natural resources, social networks, and knowledge in their budgets, balance sheets, and wealth accounts and create informed policies that could protect and strengthen these assets. And those outcomes, in the longer term, could enable governments to set financial incentives and penalties that affect prices and change behavior to reward benefit and penalize harm.

Governments often seem rudderless and visionless, bowing to vested interests, looking to the next election, thinking short term, stumbling blindly into the future, and often making decisions that are misguided and dangerous. In the most practical ways, the GPI indicators can be used to set achievable goals and targets based on hard evidence. If we regularly and publicly track the rates of crime, smoking, poverty, waste disposal, and greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions, we can set concrete targets to reduce those rates by, say, 20 percent by a certain year and 50 percent by a later year. Together with other trends, we can then measure our progress building a safer, healthier, more sustainable, and more economically secure country or region. That in turn provides strong evidence to policy makers to inform their decisions and assess which programs are and are not working in attaining agreed-on targets. And that in turn can save money that is now wasted in perpetuating programs that aren’t performing or have outlived their usefulness.

Such commonly agreed goals and targets also have an important social function: they can be a powerful unifying force in creating a shared social vision. Because the GPI indicators reflect values shared across the political spectrum—better health, greater economic security, safer neighborhoods, stronger communities, higher educational attainment, cleaner air and water, and a healthier natural environment—no political party has good reason to reject such goals or the evidence demonstrating progress toward them. Of course, those parties will differ greatly on strategies to achieve such objectives. But all that is grist for the mill of democratic debate so long as the parties agree that these and other constituents of well-being and the “good life” reflect shared aspirations and overarching social goals. Such debates may actually strengthen social cohesion by bringing vital issues of shared concern, currently sidelined by narrow economic considerations, into the political arena.

Fortifying this potentially unifying function is the capacity of such shared social goals and targets to hold governments accountable according to agreed objective standards. At election time the GPI evidence would enable citizens to assess the degree to which they and their representatives have made progress toward those common goals and targets and to cast their votes accordingly.

None of this precludes huge disagreements among parties on priorities, appropriate targets, and strategies for achieving those targets, according to the competing interests present in any society. This is what democratic political processes are all about, and those alternatives, too, can be hotly debated and judged by voters. But across party lines the new measures could still articulate shared societal goals on health, safety, economic security, environmental quality, and other core constituents of well-being. And they can establish agreed-on, comparable measurement methods by which actual performance can be assessed systematically on what matters in people’s lives—socially, economically, and environmentally. For example, if elected leaders know they will be evaluated by hard numbers that tell the truth about their success and failure to improve health, equity, and economic security and reduce crime, poverty, and pollution, they may become intent more on making effective policy than on optics and public relations.

In one respect, we were not proposing anything new. The required information on all key issues is certainly available for the handful of stalwart researchers who are determined to seek it out. In fact, different interest groups—whether business associations and chambers of commerce or trade unions, environmentalists, and social justice advocates—often issue their own report cards at election time. But the information is almost never presented systematically in an integrated, comparable, and easy-to-understand way. This is not to imagine naively that personalities and slogans won’t still sway people; but despite some salient examples to the contrary, facts, evidence, and truth still matter to many people.

The evidence we gradually turned up pointed to another key policy advantage of our holistic measures over the dominant tendency for each government ministry and agency to hammer out its own budget and agenda in relative isolation from, and with little regard to, the priorities of other departments. The twenty integrated social, economic, and environmental dimensions of the GPI (see table 4.1) naturally reveal linkages that enable policy makers to identify practical trade-offs between alternative policy choices. If we make progress in one area, is it at the expense of another, or can we identify win-win actions that will advance well-being in health, living standards, environmental quality, and other goals simultaneously and harmoniously?

To give just one example, we presented integrated data sets that convincingly demonstrated the economic value and utility of investments in organic agriculture, which has conventionally been cast as a marginal, environmentalist concern. The data clearly showed not only that organic farming preserves and enhances long-term soil quality and productivity but that it also can improve population health, enhance farm income, and provide significant spin-off benefits to local economies.

Scientific and epidemiological studies show that organic food is safer and healthier than nonorganic food which, according to the European Parliamentary Research Service, can create “very high costs to society” by exposing consumers to synthetic pesticides with neurotoxic, endocrine-disrupting, or carcinogenic properties. Evidence also points to health and safety benefits for organic food consumers resulting from organic restrictions on antibiotics in farmed animals, lower concentrations of crop cadmium, and reduced risks of fetal abnormalities, childhood allergies, adult obesity, and non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.12

On the economic side, in just ten years the global organic market is expected to increase more than four-fold from $166 billion in 2018 to $680 billion in 2027.13 In Canada demand for organics is growing at 16 percent a year, with supply unable to keep pace with demand.14 In the United States, as of 2015, organic was the fastest-growing sector of the food industry, and these statistics are replicated in many other countries.15 Such linked economic, health, and environmental evidence, in turn, can spur government support for the organic industry and dent habitual mindsets that have long been accustomed to shopping for the cheapest food regardless of origin. These multiple benefits, including organic sector growth rates, may also influence those who still view organic as a fringe environmentalist concern and who see economic and environmental concerns at loggerheads rather than in harmony.

This is just one example of the potential of integrated social-economic-environmental data sets to identify win-win policy solutions that advance several objectives simultaneously. Such positive potential does not negate the fact that the interwoven nature of social, economic, and environmental factors can make many policy decisions difficult and sometimes highly contentious, requiring significant trade-offs and lifestyle compromises. For instance, expensive new highway construction that serves ex-urban automobile-dependent development may well increase commuting congestion and social divisions and undermine policies designed to reduce energy use, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions. But only by understanding such linkages, which the holistic GPI approach uncovers, can truly informed decisions be made.

TRIGGERS FOR TIMELY REMEDIAL ACTION?

Perhaps the most surprising policy benefit of the GPI approach that we found also took the longest to discover—a full decade, in fact. As we kept researching and preparing time series (which are comparable data collected at regular intervals over a number of years), the GPI demonstrated remarkable predictive power. The trick to unleashing this power, we found, was twofold: first to come up with the best and most important indicators, which often took us several years to identify, and then to turn those results into a net rather than gross accounting system.16 This predictive capacity, when used in tandem with computational modeling that can account for a wide range of the key variables that characterize any system as complex as a human society, can provide early-warning signals of potential difficulties and challenges. That, in turn, enables policy makers to take timely remedial action well before any crisis develops. So valuable is this policy function that it’s worth giving a few examples.

In mid-2019, the Global Footprint Network released annual numbers, nowhere to be found in GDP calculations, showing that by the end of July, only seven months into the year, humanity had already used more of nature’s resources than the planet can renew in the entire year. For the rest of the year, due to overfishing, overharvesting forests, overconsumption, and emitting more greenhouse gases than the Earth can absorb, we depleted and lived off our children’s future. That’s why July 29,2019, was called “Earth Overshoot Day.” If the rest of the world lived, consumed, and wasted the way Americans and Canadians did, the numbers showed, Overshoot Day would have landed in mid-March.17

This current overshoot crisis was predictable and could have been avoided. Like the GPI, ecological footprint analysis uses a net accounting system that measures human resource use against the Earth’s productive capacity. Twenty years earlier, Overshoot Day was October 1, and the writing was on the wall. Sadly, it was ignored, and humanity continued to overconsume at ever faster rates. So long as we continue to rely on gross accounting methods such as the GDP, which counts only what we produce and spend, present times will quickly become “the good old days,” and we will increasingly look back on them with astonishment that our generation could have been so profligate and willfully ignorant.

Given the life-threatening crises facing humanity today, it’s clear that this predictive power and capacity to send early-warning signals is a vital policy function of net accounting and holistic measurement systems. In fact, we slowly discovered that it applies as much to straight economics as to ecological and social issues. In the first chapter I noted that the massive 2008–2009 global financial crisis might have been predicted and avoided by a net accounting system that tracked income growth against debt growth and consumer spending in relation to balance sheets assessing the net value of assets such as housing stocks. There we noted that the gross GDP measures had so misled the top economic experts and policy makers that they entirely failed to predict the crash, complacently cheered the spending boom and GDP growth, and took no advance preventive action. We had a similar experience in our GPI work for Canada.

One month before the start of the 2008 economic meltdown, GPI Atlantic released a report on debt and financial security. It warned of unsustainable trends in the Canadian economy—for instance, the fact that debt growth during the so-called economic boom period of the previous decade had far outpaced income growth for 80 percent of Canadian households, thus threatening the ability of many to manage and service their personal debt. Only among the wealthiest 20 percent of Canadians did the rate of income growth exceed the rate of debt growth—far too narrow a base for a healthy economy.18 In Canada’s four Atlantic provinces, more than 77,000 households had become so deeply indebted that they could not get out of debt even if they sold everything they owned, including their homes. There was nothing clairvoyant about our work; we simply recognized that reliance on gross income and growth statistics inevitably underplayed rising debt levels and thus failed to signal the dangers of debt-fueled growth.

We asked one of the top executives of Canada’s most important bank to review our report and provide comments prior to its release. This highly respected financial expert took issue with our conclusions, though not with our statistics, calculations, and methods. In line with the conventional wisdom of the time, he told us definitively that Canadian household finances had never been healthier, that Canadian households were more financially secure than ever, and that our troublesome conclusions therefore had to be wrong. He hadn’t disputed our numbers or disproved those conclusions, however, so we released our report anyway. A few weeks later the crash came, the Canadian economy fell into recession, exports declined by 16 percent and investments by 22 percent, 400,000 jobs were lost, the Canadian dollar lost 20 percent of its value, and Canadian households found their finances far from “healthy” and “secure.”19 The bank executive’s confident remarks are but one indication of how challenging it is even for hard evidence to dent ingrained habitual mindsets and practices.20

DOES IT PAY TO FARM?

Among all our work, the research that most graphically demonstrated the GPI’s predictive power, its capacity to send early-warning signals, and the challenges of bringing that clear policy benefit into the actual policy arena was that on agriculture.

The late 1990s saw Nova Scotia farmers in serious economic trouble. Every key indicator of farm viability was in decline—net farm income had declined by 46 percent since 1971, farming costs were rising much faster than food prices, debt had mushroomed, return on investment was down, and liabilities were outpacing assets.21 Our GPI report warned that if existing trends continued, farmers would be forced off the land because they could no longer afford to farm. The results got good press but were ignored by policy makers, who relied on GDP-based statistics that showed gross farm cash receipts trending upward. If you disregarded costs, of course you’d think there was no problem!

In 2008, we updated the numbers. For many farmers, it was too late. In four of the previous six years, net farm income in Nova Scotia had dropped below zero, meaning that it was costing farmers more to farm than they were earning.22 Many already had been forced to abandon agriculture and sell their farms to developers. Although the gross farm cash receipts counted in GDP had risen by 6.7 percent since 1971, net farm income in the same period had dropped by 91 percent, and by 2007 it had reached the lowest levels ever recorded. By then the expense-to-income ratio had reached 100 percent, far exceeding the 80 percent threshold needed for a healthy farm sector. Total farm debt had risen by 146 percent, and the farm solvency ratio (liabilities in relation to assets) increased by 106 percent. That meant many farmers could not pay off their debt even if they sold everything they owned (land, buildings, and machinery).

The crisis was totally predictable: the new results simply followed the same downward trajectories we’d revealed nearly a decade earlier. Farmers and the Nova Scotia Federation of Agriculture were ecstatic in their gratitude for our work because the truth of their economic lives finally was being told: “You’ve finally put numbers to what we farmers all knew from our hard experience,” they told us. “But we couldn’t prove it, and we were ignored because our stories were just individual and anecdotal. Now at last they’ll listen.”

It was not to be, and we had to examine why. The numbers got such prominent press and were so loudly trumpeted by the Federation of Agriculture that policy makers couldn’t pretend ignorance. But as with the aforementioned bank expert, policy makers were so blinded by their reliance on the gross farm cash receipt numbers that show up in GDP that they paid no heed to numbers that also counted the cost of farming, which showed product prices in relation to farm input prices and laid bare the net income, expense, and debt levels that determine farm viability in practice.

In retrospect there seems to have been another reason for the failure of policy makers to respond. In the existing global system, the replacement of smaller family farms by industrial monocultural mega-farms that are reliant on high inputs of chemicals, fossil fuels, and cheap labor has been well accepted as the long-term and accelerating trend. In that sense our Nova Scotia numbers reflect both the challenges that small local farms face worldwide and also the growing economic concentration throughout the food chain—from land ownership, seeds, and herbicides to farm finance and retailing. Thus Canada lost 27 percent of its farms and 25 percent of its farmers between 1991 and 2011, whereas the average farm size grew by 30 percent.23 In the United States the largest 2 percent of farms now control a third of all farmland, and the largest 10 percent control more than 70 percent. As the U.S. Agriculture Department put it bluntly, “Today’s farms are fewer and bigger.”24 Three companies in Canada control over 70 percent of fertilizer sales, two companies control over 70 percent of beef packing, and five companies dominate food retailing.

Such concentration enables agribusiness firms to extract higher prices for the farm inputs farmers buy and to offer lower prices for the crop they purchase from the farmers.25 Further, as farming becomes less lucrative, it attracts fewer young farmers; farmers 55 and older now run more than 55 percent of all Canadian farms.26 From this perspective, why should government policy makers care if small farms fail? Given that intense concentration, economies of scale, and reliance on cheap labor keep food prices low, why be alarmed by a rapidly changing agriculture structure that seems to benefit consumers?

As I struggled with the failure of our warnings on the decline of Nova Scotia farming to penetrate such mindsets and stimulate policy action, I gradually became aware of both a deadly serious yet subtle danger in current trends and a great potential promise of the GPI. As our team pored over evidence on farming, forests, fisheries, climate change, health, employment, security, and more over a dozen years, we saw a sad and frightening pattern emerge. With societies too seldom heeding early-warning signals or properly tracking the slow demise of precious social, economic, and ecological resources, many potential collapses of our business-as-usual world are likely to occur with a whimper rather than a bang. We are gradually becoming accustomed to an increasingly degraded world—no longer knowing what a natural old-growth forest is; not missing species, cultures, and languages that have become extinct; and accepting pollution, extreme weather, obesity, insecurity, and fear as normal.

And yet in direct tandem with the growing despair the evidence may have aroused, the GPI results simultaneously revealed a great potential policy benefit of full-cost accounts—their capacity, if taken seriously by political leaders, to affect the prices that directly influence consumer habits. On the one hand, we were saying nothing that agronomists, meteorologists, biologists, epidemiologists, and other scientists hadn’t said before. On the other hand, we were translating the findings of these scientists into economic language and policy, creating a strategic bridge to the world of conventional economics, and sometimes stirring key policy audiences that even the best scientific evidence cannot reach. Let’s see how that can work:

THE GREATEST POTENTIAL POLICY LEVER

To return to our farming results, inadequate data don’t yet enable us to assess and compare the full economic benefits and costs of different food systems. But ample evidence of their impacts on health, nutrition, soil quality, transport, and greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions is already available to indicate that if full food production and distribution costs are included, fresh, local, sustainably grown food would be much cheaper than chemically grown food imported from 2,000 km away. At the moment it’s the opposite. Organically grown food, for example, is nearly 50 percent more expensive than comparable conventional items.27 A fast food cheeseburger is priced at just $1, ignoring external obesity and carbon costs estimated at between 68 cents and $2.90 per burger.28 Such price distortion artificially deflates current food prices—prices that fail to take into account, for example, the fact that the current global food system is responsible for a third of all human-induced greenhouse gas emissions.29

Full-cost accounts also point to subtler economic impacts. For example, evidence indicates that small local farms contribute significantly to the employment and income of rural areas and have a much higher multiplier effect for local economies than mega-farms.30 That is primarily because local farmers are much more likely to buy and spend locally than are large capital-intensive factory farms, which have far fewer workers per acre, and buy equipment, supplies, and feed from the same agricultural conglomerates that purchase their products. For example, a University of Minnesota study found that small farms with gross annual incomes of $100,000 or less made nearly 95 percent of farm-related expenditures within their local communities compared with less than 20 percent for large farms with gross incomes above $900,000.31 Beyond such basic economic advantages, small farms greatly strengthen the social and cultural fabric of rural communities and provide local populations with greater food security and independence from potential global food supply disruptions.32

The good news here is that such evidence, if systematically incorporated into regional or national full-cost accounts, can have a profound policy impact if legislators heed it. In fact, it’s that extraordinary potential that kept our little team going and our hopes high throughout the decade. GPI-type full-cost accounts that properly value the true economic, social, and environmental benefits and costs of economic activity provide a relatively objective prerequisite and factual reference point that enables policy makers to assign accurate values to the size of subsidies and tax breaks designed to encourage sustainable and beneficial activities and to duties and taxes on harmful activities. Such financial incentives and penalties act directly to lower or raise prices, thereby encouraging or discouraging particular consumer purchases.

A dramatic example of the relationship between prices and behavior is the rise and fall in cigarette consumption in direct response to tobacco tax increases and rollbacks.33 Thus, smoking rates among Nova Scotia teenagers fell dramatically, from 30 percent in 1999 to 13 percent in 2005, apparently in direct response to the province’s doubling of cigarette taxes and consequent price increases.34 In contrast, a 1994 Canadian government rollback of tobacco taxes to curb cigarette smuggling due to sharply different tobacco taxes and prices among Canadian provinces had cut cigarette prices, raised consumption, and undermined smoking reduction efforts.35 It was a poignant example of the challenges of taking unilateral action out of synch with other jurisdictions.

But when implemented in a coordinated way, the evidence convincingly shows that raising tobacco taxes reduces consumption, smoking prevalence, and the burden of disease especially on the poorest populations, while it improves overall public health and increases government tax revenues.36 The World Health Organization estimates that a worldwide tax increase that raises the real price of cigarettes by 10 percent would cause 42 million smokers to quit and prevent a minimum of 10 million tobacco-related deaths.37 The relationship between how much consumption varies in relation to changes in the price of a good or service is known as the “price elasticity of demand.” For Western countries such as the United States and Canada, it was found that a 10 percent increase in the price of cigarettes would cut consumption by 3 to 5 percent.38

Aside from directly affecting prices and thereby influencing consumer behavior, financial incentives and penalties also trigger wider economic impacts that reinforce desired policy outcomes. Thus if organically grown local food were incentivized and became more financially viable, economies of scale would naturally develop, for example through organic farmers’ cooperatives, which enhance marketing efficiency and therefore potentially lower prices. Financial support for farmers whose practices conserve water resources, enhance soil quality, reduce carbon emissions, and supply local markets would come from taxes and penalties on imported, chemically grown food that carries high costs in soil depletion, greenhouse gas emissions, and health impacts. Such policy in turn would tend to raise imported food prices relative to the prices of local, sustainably produced food, thereby increasing demand for the latter.

GPI-type accounts would also encourage governments to protect prime agricultural land from development by purchasing land conservation easements on the best and most threatened working farmlands. Buying such development rights would remove good farmland from the real estate market and guarantee the land’s continued use for farming by compensating farmers for the losses they incur by being unable to sell it for other uses.39

Where tried, such creative solutions have effectively enhanced farm economic viability, conserved agricultural land, and supported sustainable farming practices in places where local farming is in trouble. The U.S. government’s Agricultural Conservation Easement Program (ACEP) pays Indian tribes, state and local governments, and nongovernmental organizations that have protection programs up to 50 percent of the fair market value of easements that help farmers keep productive land in agriculture and prevent conversion to nonagricultural uses.40 Elsewhere farmers have been paid for protecting ecosystem services by farming more sustainably. In Tanzania and Honduras, for example, upstream farmers have been paid by downstream water users to improve farming practices and water quality by reducing runoff, soil erosion, waste, and chemical fertilizers and by constructing irrigation ditches and terraces.41

In the absence of national full-cost accounts, programs such as these are still widely scattered and very modest in size and scope. But systematized full-cost accounts, joined with such national policies and those suggested in chapter 15, would vastly expand the creative policy options and financial levers that can carve a new path forward and respond effectively to early-warning signs of greater troubles ahead. In whatever field our GPI team looked in the existing scientific and scholarly literature, we found abundant early warnings and clear policy options to avoid damages. Net accounting can translate that scientific evidence into economic language that will reach policy makers.

For example, prior to 1992, scientific reports on Atlantic fish stock depletion were largely sidelined in the face of GDP-based measures that counted only what we extracted from the oceans and therefore reported that the fisheries industry was prospering.42 By contrast, a net accounting system that counts both the nominator (fish landings) and the denominator (ocean fish stocks) would have signaled impending trouble for the industry and might have prompted policy makers to adopt regulatory measures to limit catches, prevent overfishing, and allow fish stocks to recover. Such policies, enacted in a timely manner, could have avoided the catastrophic 1992 collapse of Atlantic ground-fish stocks, which threw 40,000 fishery workers out of jobs and, on a global scale, prevented the overexploitation and depletion of more than 70 per cent of the world’s commercially important fish stocks.43

Similarly, climate change scientists now openly express their frustration at seeing their evidence and warnings ignored. At the end of December 2015—the hottest and wettest December in the hottest year on record to that date44—Myles Allen, head of climate research at Oxford University, commented: “As scientists, it’s a little humbling that we’ve been saying this for 20 years now, and it’s not until people notice daffodils coming out in December that they start to say, ‘Maybe they’re right.’”45

Translated into economic language, however, such scientific warnings are more likely to prompt effective policy responses. Thus climate change damage cost estimates—widely available but not yet incorporated into national accounts—can provide a reliable reference point to assess the appropriate size of a carbon tax aimed at offsetting such costs and reducing dependence on fossil fuels. In fact, despite the challenges of scattered and limited implementation, such policies that already exist demonstrate how powerfully such government action can affect prices and behavior. British Columbia’s successful carbon tax, for example, has shown that an increase of 5 cents per liter in gas prices can spur fuel efficiency and reduce gas consumption by 5 to 8 percent. By contrast government inaction in the face of falling oil prices in recent years has sped sales of large gas-guzzling vehicles.46

The potential policy benefits of full-cost accounts can be very subtle and highly fine-tuned to a wide range of national needs. Because they intrinsically link social, economic, and ecological variables, such accounts naturally point to policy trade-offs and possible win-win solutions across a wide range of policy dimensions. Thus, for example, estimates of the economic and health care costs of poverty and unemployment, such as detailed in our GPI reports, could provide the basis for using carbon tax revenues to invest in poverty reduction and job creation. Similarly, monies gained by government levies and penalties imposed on unsustainable business activities (e.g., oil sands production) could be redirected as financial incentives for sustainable investments (e.g., renewable energy, mass transit). Balancing penalties and incentives in this way can also reassure citizens that carbon, cigarette, and other new taxes are not a government tax grab but are invested in socially, economically, and environmentally beneficial activities. Such palpable social benefits can make tax-shifting measures highly popular.

In short, despite the challenges we faced in spurring policy action in Nova Scotia in the absence of actual adoption of full-cost accounts, I remain convinced that such accounts can eventually have profound and far-reaching policy effects. They will thrust vital early warnings onto the policy agenda to spur timely remedial action aimed at preventing avoidable damages and economic costs. And they can change the structure of market prices to reflect and reward sustainable and socially responsible production.

Perhaps most significant of all, the policy benefits described in this section could eventually change the structure of the economy itself. Once goods are priced according to their true costs of production, not only will consumer behavior change as people seek less expensive goods, but the market economy itself will become more efficient—with profligate and wasteful energy use penalized, for example, and rewards for energy conservation built into price structures. Though the initial internalization of external costs and related enforcement mechanisms require government regulation, the resulting market efficiencies will eventually reduce the need for government intervention. As noted earlier, incorporating pollution costs into market prices would provide a natural incentive for manufacturers to minimize pollution in production processes and thus reduce the need for taxpayer-funded cleanup costs after the fact.

Discovering these policy benefits of full-cost accounts dramatically shifted my own perspective and presentations on the GPI. At earlier stages of our work, I hadn’t yet realized that the new methods and new paradigm would also vastly increase economic efficiency. As that reality dawned in the course of our research, I shifted my hopes and arguments from values to more utilitarian presentations. If none of the principles outlined in chapter 3 on which the GPI was based would persuade hard-nosed economists, that later discovery of economic efficiency surely would!

Despite the undoubted power and policy benefits of the GPI outlined in this chapter, whether policy makers seize those valuable tools and make use of them can be another story—as my colleagues and I later discovered to our dismay.
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CHALLENGES BEHIND THE SCENES

To produce a credible, comprehensive GPI that a government could readily adopt and use to shape policy wasn’t an easy journey. My colleagues and I faced daunting obstacles—financial, strategic, methodological, and political—along the way. We’ll leave the politics to the next chapter but give a flavor of other challenges here.

OF FINANCES AND SILOS

GPI Atlantic’s financial struggle to pay staff even modestly and cope with running expenses never ceased, mainly because we would not compromise the integrity of the GPI by gearing it only to issues of interest to funders. For example, our work on the health care costs of preventable risks such as smoking, obesity, and physical inactivity and the economic benefits of health promotion attracted public funding mainly because policy makers were desperate to stem the escalating health care costs that ate up ever larger slices of their budgets. But we could find no major funders willing to support our work on the ecological footprint, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, income distribution, economic security, and a wide range of other subjects, though we often patched together partial support from several small contributions and donations. In the end about 75 percent of our Nova Scotia GPI work remained unfunded, produced largely through voluntary labor. Ultimately we were sustained by the enthusiasm, commitment, and shared vision of our wonderful researchers, but it was never easy to hold onto qualified staff for the long term when we were unable to pay them properly or consistently. And so we saw erstwhile and well-heeled mainstream collaborators like Environment Canada and Pembina Institute poach our researchers by paying them far more than we could afford.

Interestingly, this hand-to-mouth existence may have had the distinct advantage of helping us maintain our independence and the integrity of our work, free from government spin or interest group pressure. In fear of losing donors, even nonprofits with the noblest mandates can be as vulnerable to such pressure as anyone if they align their efforts with financial support. If we’d done that and worked according to a smart business model, gearing our research supply to market demand, we’d likely have become a health research institute. Certainly we’d never have produced a comprehensive GPI that necessarily included components that were less popular with funders.

Although we never actively marketed our work, demand for what we did in certain areas (particularly health) grew over time, and we did receive a lot of requests for spin-off work. We used the income from those contracts to help support our core provincial-level GPI research and development. For example, after producing a report for Nova Scotia, we sometimes received requests to do the same kind of analysis for other provinces. Thus we replicated our original Nova Scotia cost of obesity report for seven other provinces, our cost of tobacco report for four other provinces, and our cost of chronic disease report for Canada as a whole.

In all about half of GPI Atlantic’s legions of reports have been such commissioned or contracted work, with the remainder representing direct work on the core GPI components. The funding we received provided no infrastructure support (management, bookkeeping and finances, office rental and supplies, computers, or salaries), so we kept our operations lean, working out of our homes with our own computers rather than in an office, which added to the challenge of our research and development work. The lack of infrastructure funding in addition landed us in a catch-22 situation in which we did not have the resources either to market our work or to engage in dedicated fundraising efforts to gain those needed resources.

A key reason for the financial difficulties and stresses we have faced over two decades is simply that governments worldwide are generally structured in silos, each with its own budget and mandate. It is almost impossible to sell the GPI as a holistic concept to a government as a whole, because no particular government department is set up to support an activity that transcends departmental boundaries. When we produced our report on the growing income gap, for example, a reporter asked if we’d given it to any government minister or department. I thought hard and asked the reporter, “To whom should we give it? To the minister for equity? Who in the government is in charge of reducing the gap between rich and poor?” Unfortunately, many issues critical for well-being and sustainability require an integrated response across departments or are simply not yet priority items on government agendas.

Over the years we received a tremendous amount of verbal support, acknowledgment, and encouragement from many government officials, both publicly and privately. But equally often we heard that the GPI did not fit their particular budget or the requirements of their particular mandates. Departments such as health, environment, energy, and transportation sometimes cherry-picked those GPI results of particular relevance to their own areas of responsibility, but they could not swallow the GPI as a whole. In this, the specialized, departmental structure of governments runs counter to the integrative spirit of the GPI, the very purpose of which is to reveal the links among social, economic, and environmental realities.1

We found a different kind of challenge in seeking foundation funding, as that is mostly directed to projects with more tangible, direct outcomes than ours. It is much more difficult to attract funding for indicator and measurement work at the infrastructure level than for programs that help sick children or increase literacy, for example. For these reasons and more, we never overcame the financial challenges that plagued and sometimes delayed our work.

CHOOSING ONE AUDIENCE AND MISSING ANOTHER

These financial struggles influenced the strategic choices we had to make. In order to reach three key audiences—experts, policy makers, and the general public—we needed very different strategies and communication tools. Because we didn’t have the resources to give proper attention to all three audiences, we focused on producing well-documented work with integrity that would satisfy the experts. Early on, after reading Hans Messinger’s critique of the original U.S. GPI and other materials, I was convinced that our work would go nowhere with policy makers and the general public if we did not first satisfy an expert audience with the rigor, credibility, and reliability of our data, methodologies, calculations, and results.

And so over the next decade, we labored to complete each piece of research in a large, detailed, heavily footnoted report, quickly summarized key results in a press release, and called a press conference to announce the results. The press showed up, lapped up our results, and gave us excellent coverage, which often led to follow-up opinion pieces, editorials, radio and TV interviews, and talk show appearances. I think the generally positive and interested public response was due to the fact that the GPI results were outcomes that resonated with people’s felt experience and reality. Both the evidence and the policy recommendations we drew from the evidence were intuitive and easy to understand and made sense to the general public.

As soon as the results were released, though, we’d immediately move on to the next piece of research. We never lingered to promote, lobby, or package the results for key decision makers, or to work with public interest groups to keep the issue in the public eye and policy arena. We just didn’t have the money or resources for public relations. So we produced but never marketed or “sold” the product, which limited the impact of our work.

From time to time we heard or read in the newspaper that the government was using our results, for example on the costs of tobacco consumption to the province or on the economic benefits of its new solid waste management strategy, which counted factors such as energy savings, avoided GHG emissions, and extended landfill life—all ignored in conventional accounts. And sometimes we heard an opposition party or nonprofit group using GPI numbers to critique government policies. But we had no systematic way to follow up on the use of our results in the policy arena or to ensure that our evidence entered the appropriate legislative or executive channels.2 In retrospect, I wonder if greater attention to communications might have produced a more lasting impact in the policy and public arenas.

By contrast, the New Economics Foundation (NEF), a British think tank founded in 1986 with the aim of building a new economy, has put substantial effort into communications. NEF’s Happy Planet Index, to give just one example, has scored far more hits than all our voluminous GPI reports combined. A single TED talk on the Happy Planet Index was viewed more than a million times.3

And yet the decision to prioritize our extremely limited resources into producing the best, strongest, and most solid GPI reports possible yielded highly credible results that have withstood scrutiny by experts and enabled us to mount strong and sound challenges to conventional practices.

For example, the most controversial evidence we amassed over the decade was in our two-volume GPI Forest Accounts, which came to a rather grim conclusion: excess clear-cutting (which was 98 percent of all forest harvesting in Nova Scotia in the late 1990s) and the loss of natural age and species diversity in Nova Scotia’s forests had resulted in

•   a decline in essential forest ecosystem services

•   the loss of valuable species

•   the loss of wide-diameter and clear lumber, which fetches premium market prices

•   a decline in resilience and resistance to insect infestation

•   soil degradation and nutrient leaching, which compromises future timber productivity

•   a substantial decline in carbon storage capacity and an increase in biomass carbon loss

•   diminution of wildlife habitat and consequent bird population declines

•   a decline in forest recreation values, thereby diminishing the potential for nature tourism

•   a decline in forested watershed protection, contributing to a 50 percent drop in shade-dependent brook trout.

We concluded that together, these losses represented a substantial depreciation of a valuable natural capital asset. As a contrast, we profiled case studies of sustainable and viable forestry practices showing that uneven-aged forest management and selection harvesting—selective removal of trees so as to maintain the integrity, diversity, health, and value of the stand as a whole—could increase forest values and provide more jobs than the dominant clear-cutting methods used in Nova Scotia’s forest harvesting. The evidence also showed that a shift to greater value-added production, such as making furniture or flooring, also could create far more jobs per unit of biomass harvested and four times the value per cubic meter harvested than are created through the current emphasis on pulp and paper production.4

Our analysis also found that restoration forestry practices, including both conservation practices and active intervention such as planting tree species targeted to restoring biodiversity and ecological functioning, constituted a sound investment in natural capital value. Those practices raise canopy height; improve soil quality, timber productivity, and age and species diversity; and increase the proportion of valuable wide-diameter, clear lumber. We particularly recommended the use of financial incentives to reward selection harvesting over clear-cutting to encourage such sustainable practices.5

Our report release, press conference, and news coverage sparked an uproar. Some, including environmental advocates and the Tourism Industry Association of Nova Scotia, warmly welcomed our report and strongly supported our recommendations for greater forest conservation and selection harvesting rather than clear-cutting. But the timber industry was so heavily invested in clear-cutting, with its heavy machinery and pulp and paper plants dependent on a continuation of business as usual, that it clearly felt threatened by our recommendations. The Nova Scotia Forest Products Association (NSFPA), the main provincial industry trade group, at great cost hired KPMG, one of the world’s four largest and most expensive multinational accounting firms, to do a forensic audit of our GPI report for the explicit purpose of disputing our conclusions.

KPMG prided itself on its “in-depth understanding of the Canadian forest products industry” and on its team of professional foresters, auditors, and financial advisers “who can help forest products companies understand their strategic issues and how they can resolve them.”6 Top KPMG auditors and experts from the firm’s Forest Products division in Vancouver flew to Nova Scotia to interrogate us and examine the evidence. We responded assiduously to each question and request for data. All our GPI reports are heavily footnoted and include extensive bibliographies, and we make explicit all data sources and calculation methodologies. We had nothing to hide and made everything available. It was obvious from the auditors’ line of questioning that they had been hired to discredit our results.

We waited with great anticipation for the KPMG report or at least for a statement from the Nova Scotia Forest Products Association citing the KPMG audit. Nothing happened—no KPMG report on our GPI Forest Accounts was ever released. This is one case when no news really was good news. Our GPI results remain unchallenged, and our steadfast focus on rigor, credibility, and reliability to satisfy the expert audience was vindicated.

And yet that good news remains tempered by the hard reality that to this day, our evidence has not substantially dented destructive commercial forestry practices, brought significant changes in government policy, or improved the sustainability of Nova Scotia’s forests. Facts, figures, and evidence still have their limits. We did not trumpet our victory in the KPMG case or even announce it. By that time we were focusing all our limited resources on the next research and report. Severe financial constraints didn’t let us put the time, effort, and money into the smart public relations that might have kept the issue alive and burning.

HOW-TO CHALLENGES

Anyone who tries to assess the full benefits and costs of economic activities will run into the formidable methodological challenges involved in full-cost accounting valuations. This book is not a technical manual, so just a few illustrative examples from our GPI work must suffice.

WHERE MONEY DOESN’T WORK … BUT HAS TO ANYWAY

It’s clear that many things not generally traded in the market, including ecosystem services, health, and human life itself, have definite economic value. As we saw, forests regulate the climate, sequester carbon from the atmosphere, protect watersheds, prevent soil erosion, offer habitat for many species, provide aesthetic and recreational enjoyment, and much more. In fact, when those values are compromised, timber quality also declines.7 Healthy soils are necessary to produce healthy crops and other plants. Wetlands prevent floods and erosion, reduce storm strength, purify water, store carbon, recycle nutrients and waste, and provide habitat for fish, birds, and wildlife. All these functions have economic value. Conversely, lives lost to crime or car crashes have economic costs in lost production, family support, and more.

As we saw in the first chapter, taking such nonmarket values for granted or treating them as externalities, as GDP calculations do, means they’ll be ignored or given short shrift in the policy arena. From an accounting perspective, it is also simply inaccurate to assign an arbitrary value of zero to nonmarket functions that power the market economy and to assets on which the human economy depends. But how do we assess their value to create full-cost accounts? How can a dollar value be placed on healthy soils, wilderness beauty, the health of a child, or the vitality of a community? Money wasn’t created to assess values not traded in the market and can’t properly capture the intrinsic value of the natural world or of a healthy and peaceful society.

That doesn’t mean, however, that those nonmarket assets have no economic value and that people aren’t willing to pay money to preserve and enhance them. For example, people regularly pay to see natural beauty in higher rent for an apartment overlooking a park or natural waterway than for one overlooking a polluting factory or dump. Similarly, insurance companies compensate for loss of life and limb, and courts award money for grief and suffering, though there’s no pretence that such money fully compensates for the extent and experience of loss.

Imputing monetary values to nonmarket assets is controversial. To some it commercializes and commodifies what should be valued only in its own terms, and money certainly can never capture the full range and value of any of nature’s resources or functions. But so long as prices, taxes, budgets, spending, costs, and financial incentives continue to provide the primary cues for the behavior of individuals, businesses, and governments, I am convinced that such monetization, to the extent possible, is necessary for strategic reasons to draw attention to values that are commonly ignored. Without a price tag, sadly, protection of precious natural and social assets won’t fully enter economic policy. As we found with our report on voluntary work, and often since then, dollar figures gain the attention of conventional economists, policy makers, and the public in ways that the most passionate social advocacy and the most robust science on soil quality, forest conservation, and carbon sequestration cannot.

But how to monetize non-market assets credibly is a huge challenge. Here are some methods we worked with over the years.

Though there is no formal market value for human life, it clearly has incalculable value not only to the individual but to family, friends, and society, and therefore it cannot be ignored in full-cost accounts. To assess the true costs of life-threatening crime, illness, road accidents, or natural disasters—and the economic value of preventive investments to avoid loss of life—statisticians use the concept of value of a statistical life (VSL). That is sometimes estimated by the value of a person’s economic productivity, for which a proxy might be average wages over a person’s productive life span. Aside from direct medical costs, indirect illness costs are often similarly assessed through economic productivity losses due to disability.

That method can produce biases. For instance, VSL estimates are often higher for rich countries with high wages than for poor, low-wage countries. So whereas the Canadian, New Zealand, and U.S. transport ministries cost each road fatality at C$4.05 million, NZ$4.14 million, and US$9.6 million, respectively,8 most global health insurance plans value a human life at US $50,000 or less per year.9 In fact, most VSL estimates effectively assign less value to the lives of older people and those in poor countries than to the lives of young people in rich countries. Thus transport-related, waged-based VSLs may be higher than for chronic illness—given that road fatality victims are often young and in good health and therefore considered more productive. To overcome such age-related bias, economists often base VSL values on subjective criteria such as how much people are willing to pay (WTP) for measures that reduce their risk of dying. Survey responses to such questions in the United States find no difference in WTP among old people with cancer or heart or lung disease than among young people who are in excellent health. No one, old or young, wants to die!10

This willingness to pay method is sometimes technically called contingent valuation, because it is contingent on the hypothetical creation of alternative markets as assessed from survey responses. This is an indirect way of assessing what a nonmarket value is worth to people compared with other uses of their money in the market economy. When WTP is used to assess the value of nature’s services, for example, people have been asked what they were willing to pay to protect wilderness areas or endangered species such as the spotted owl, to reduce fire hazards in old-growth forests, and so on. Such studies have even been used to set the size of fees and taxes.11 For example, surveys in Halifax, Nova Scotia, found that residents were willing to pay between $100 and $235 a year per household above what they were currently paying for water and property taxes in order to build a sewage treatment plant to clean up their heavily polluted harbor.12

More objective methods are also used in full-cost accounting and cost-benefit analysis to incorporate social and environmental values. For instance, as described in chapter 2, the estimated massive cost of a water filtration plant for New York City to replace the natural filtration services of an upstate forested watershed illustrated a use of replacement-cost analysis. We used this method to assess the market value of the wages required to replace unpaid voluntary and household work. Critics note that this method underestimates the value of the services actually rendered, given that it counts only one input (labor) and excludes capital inputs such as the firefighting equipment used by volunteer fire brigades, the medical and other equipment used in voluntary search-and-rescue operations, and the buildings and transportation required to deliver volunteer services. That’s true, but we couldn’t find the data needed for accurate output analysis. Alternatively, opportunity-cost methods assess the value of what is given up when a particular action is chosen. For instance, what might volunteers have earned if they did their regular jobs instead, or what is the real estate value of lost office, housing, or green space when that same piece of land is used as a parking lot.

CLIMATE CHANGE IN DOLLARS AND CENTS

For our GPI Greenhouse Gas Accounts, we found that the most appropriate method of pricing compared the predicted damage costs due to climate change with the control costs required to reduce GHG emissions. By comparing the damage costs with the control costs, we could assess the cost-effectiveness of particular measures to reduce emissions. This wasn’t easy to do because of the wide range of climate change models—ranging from conservative (optimistic) estimates to those predicting catastrophic damage in the near future. For this case, as well as for our air pollution, crime, transportation, and other accounts, we released a range of monetary estimates, taking care to include the most conservative estimates that experts could not dispute.

Thus our GPI Atlantic analysis found that a 25 percent reduction of Nova Scotia’s GHG emissions below their 1990 levels by 2020 would produce a net cumulative benefit of more than $1.8 billion in avoided climate change damage costs. In fact, every $1 invested in reducing Canadian GHG emissions between 2008 and 2020 would save about $29 in avoided climate change damages.

Even when we used the most conservative cost assumptions—comparing the lowest predicted climate change damage costs with the most expensive predicted costs of reducing emissions—the economic benefits of reducing emissions were still found to exceed the actual costs of reducing emissions. GHG emission reductions were shown to be cost- effective at any price compared with predicted climate change damage costs—using any range of estimates in the literature.13

These results provide a strong antidote to the conventional policy argument that large cuts in GHG emissions are too costly and will weaken the economy. Thus in withdrawing the United States from the Paris Climate Accord, U.S. President Donald Trump stated in June 2017 that due to compliance with the accord and the Obama administration target of cutting GHG emissions by 26–28 percent below 2005 levels by 2040,


the cost to the economy at this time would be close to three trillion dollars in lost GDP and 6.5 million industrial jobs, while households would have $7,000 less income and, in many cases, much worse than that.14



To backup his numbers, Trump cited projected production losses in paper, cement, iron and steel, coal, and natural gas, but he did not mention projected new jobs from investments in renewable energy, mass transit, and other energy-saving, low-carbon industries. For example, in 2016 alone, a single year, U.S. jobs grew by 25 percent in solar and by 32 percent in wind technologies.15 But the much bigger omission in the conventional GDP-based argument that emission cuts weaken the economy is that it looks only at short-term costs of action and ignores the long-term costs of predicted environmental and economic damages resulting from climate change. Our GPI analysis looks at both sides of that equation and finds that damage avoidance provides substantial long-term economic benefits when all costs are considered.

Our conclusion was strongly supported by the most thorough and comprehensive analysis of the economics of climate change ever undertaken. Lord Nicholas Stern, former chief economist and senior vice president of the World Bank, compared the most rigorous and reliable damage and control cost estimates and found that reducing GHG emissions sufficiently to stabilize atmospheric GHG concentrations would cost a lot—about 1 percent of global GDP per year. But he also found that doing nothing would cost the world far more—the loss of at least 5 percent of GDP per year “now and forever” according to the best-case scenario of climate change damages. When Stern included impacts on human health and the environment and feedback mechanisms that can sharply increase the rate of warming, he found the likely cost of global warming would be 20 percent of global GDP.16

As this example suggests, full-cost accounting and economic cost-benefit analysis could potentially have a powerful impact in the policy arena. From that perspective climate change and pollution costs constitute a hidden subsidy to fossil fuel companies, as those damage costs are paid by society, not by oil and coal producers. Thus an International Monetary Fund study estimated global fossil fuel subsidies in 2015 at $5.3 trillion or 6.5 percent of global GDP, when costs of climate change, air pollution, and other externalities are included.17 And a University of Cambridge study found that averaged over the five-year period from 2008 to 2012, this implicit climate subsidy, which shifts climate change damage costs to the public, annually exceeded all fossil fuel company profits and total coal company revenues.18

Such full-cost accounts that include the costs of climate change and pollution should quickly lead not only to the elimination of all government subsidies to fossil fuel companies but also to sharply increased fossil fuel taxes and subsidies to renewal energy that concomitantly reduce its price. This is in contrast to current practices based on conventional accounts, which count fossil fuel subsidies as contributions to economic growth. Canada gives C$3.3 billion a year to oil and gas producers in government extraction incentives and subsidies for research and development. This amounts to paying polluters $19 for each ton of CO2 they emit.19 The U.S. government spends US$27 billion a year on oil and gas production, fossil fuel exploration, and other fossil fuel subsidies.20 In short, full-cost accounts, if considered without bias, could produce major changes in government financial incentives and penalties.21

WHAT TO DO WHEN DOLLARS AND CENTS REALLY DON’T WORK

Sometimes, despite our best efforts to impute monetary values to nonmarket assets, we just couldn’t do it because we lacked adequate data or evidence quantifying the link between cause and result. That doesn’t mean that such assets can be taken for granted and implicitly priced at zero, as conventional accounts do. We were building accounts as well as indicators, so we had to find other nonmonetary ways to identify and describe these economic values. But how to do that?

We always started with the scientific literature in each field—the peer-reviewed work of epidemiologists, biologists, agronomists, hydrologists, and others—in order to identify the key functions performed by each resource under scrutiny. Second, we assessed the health of that resource by its capacity to perform those multiple functions optimally. These indicators told us whether or not that resource was getting healthier over time. The third step, accounting, might point to a loss of resource capacity—through depletion (e.g., overharvesting), degradation (e.g., pollution), or conversion (e.g., for development)—and as such is a depreciation of natural capital. Conversely, actions like wetland restoration and good soil practices, for example, are seen as investments that improve the capacity of the resource to perform its vital functions.

This is not unlike the way we conventionally assess the economic value of manufactured capital such as machinery or equipment in need of repair in order to perform its required functions optimally. It is also an essential step in avoiding serious future costs and protecting the social and natural wealth on which our economic prosperity ultimately depends.

To illustrate how we did this practically, let’s return briefly to the forest example. As we saw, the first step was to identify a wide range of key forest functions far beyond the value of the timber that is extracted, sold, and counted in conventional accounts. The next step, also from the scientific literature, was to identify key indicators denoting capacity to perform those functions. For forests we found age and species structure to be key to such capacity: older, diverse forests are far more effective than younger forests in preventing soil erosion, protecting watersheds, storing carbon, providing habitat for a wide range of species, and producing trees whose lumber fetches higher prices. For example, the rich canopy provided by diverse older forests breaks the fall of precipitation, whereas clear-cutting harvest practices offer forest soils no such protection and therefore accelerate erosion, which in turn compromises future timber productivity. Similarly, studies show that species diversity dramatically enhances the forest’s resilience against disease and pests.

We then dug through Nova Scotia’s unpublished historical forest inventories, many buried in dusty archives, to discover a shockingly sharp decline over time in age and species structure and diversity. Forests more than eighty years old declined from 25 percent of all forests in 1958 to just over 1 percent in the late 1990s. True old-growth forests (more than one hundred years old) had virtually disappeared, along with valuable species such as white pine, eastern hemlock, yellow birch, and oak. They’d been replaced by very young forests that became younger on average with each successive forest inventory.22

We were able to put a dollar value on one forest function—carbon storage capacity—because global prices have been placed on carbon trading and predicted climate change damages. The indicators and scientific evidence told us that in 1999, Nova Scotia’s forests stored an estimated 107 million ton of carbon, and the economic valuations told us that this carbon storage avoided an estimated $2.2 billion in climate change damage costs based on conservative climate change models. Based on the 1958 Nova Scotia forest inventory, the carbon stored in provincial forests forty years earlier would then have been worth an estimated $3.5 billion. Increased cutting and the loss of old-growth and mature forests since 1958 had drastically reduced Nova Scotia’s carbon storage capacity by 38 percent, costing an estimated $1.3 billion in lost value. In fact, the loss of carbon due to intensive logging is now contributing to global climate change.23

Although we could not assign such monetary values to other forest functions, we had enough scientific information on their value and enough hard data on their decline due to losses of age and species diversity that we could confidently conclude, in economic language, that the value of Nova Scotia’s forests had sharply depreciated in value and urgently required reinvestment through restoration forestry and a dramatic switch in harvest methods.

THE BIGGEST CHALLENGE—DISCOUNTING OUR CHILDREN’S FUTURE

We always attempted to do our GPI work with integrity—using the best available data and methods; being fully transparent with all calculations, assumptions, and limitations; and holding to the core principles described earlier. So of all the methodological challenges we faced over the decade, the toughest was the gradual discovery that some so-called objective methods can turn out to be deeply value laden when we dig below the surface. This came to a head as we wrestled with what the experts call “discounting,” because this was one place where we knowingly had to compromise our principles over and over again.

Based on the assumption that a dollar in hand now is worth more to people than a dollar received in the future, economists discount future values when they estimate the likely future benefits and costs of current actions in today’s dollars. In that way predicted environmental and social costs and benefits in future years are converted into a common current value so they can be used to assess the likely cost-effectiveness of alternative actions now. Given that greenhouse gases must be reduced now in order to prevent future climate change damage, the future damage costs are discounted so they can be compared with current control costs.

Choosing a discount rate is highly controversial, because it depends on how the future is valued by decision makers in the present and therefore expresses society’s willingness to trade the future for the present. If the needs of the current generation are considered paramount, then a high discount rate is chosen and the future value of costs and benefits is deemed correspondingly low. If a high value is placed on costs and benefits for future generations, the discount rate is low.

The discount rate chosen has an enormous impact on the outcome of studies, particularly those with a time range of fifty years or longer. In 2007, the Treasury Board of Canada lowered its recommended discount rate from 10 percent to 8 percent to be applied to future projections based on present-day costs or benefits.24 By contrast, true sustainability requires that we leave behind environmental resources for future generations in as good a shape as we found them, which argues for a discount rate of zero.

Unlike manufactured capital, which deteriorates even when not used, there is no inherent reason for natural capital to depreciate, as renewable resources such as forests, fish stocks, and wildlife customarily replenish themselves when used sustainably or left untouched, and nonrenewables do not diminish unless extracted, processed, or burned. Also, unlike manufactured capital, which theoretically can continue to be reproduced as long as sufficient raw materials, labor, capital, and technological innovation are available, natural resource capacity is finite and limited. From both perspectives—natural capital’s finite limits and its inherent capacity to maintain itself—there is no reason to value the right of future generations to enjoy the benefits of the Earth’s ecosystem services at a rate lower than that applied to the well-being of the current generation.

For example, whereas factories can continue to churn out machinery rapidly, scientists warn that soil is being lost from agricultural areas ten to forty times faster than the rate of soil formation, imperiling humanity’s future food security. The planet has lost half its topsoil in the last 150 years, with 30 percent of arable land rendered unproductive over the last 40 years alone due to erosion.25 Unlike machinery, soil regenerates when used sustainably, does not inherently depreciate, and can be conserved and even enhanced by organic farming methods, including composting, cover cropping, and crop rotation.26

If future generations have an inherent right to this resource and to a healthy, productive environment, and if the rights of future generations are therefore equal to those of the current one, as the definition of sustainable development considered earlier implies, then discounting may not apply to environmental studies at all.

Despite the philosophical and scientific arguments that favour a discount rate of zero (and which are in line with the GPI Atlantic view and approach), there is a virtual consensus among mainstream economists that monetary valuations comparing natural resource values with produced capital values nevertheless require that some discount rate be used. Without discounting, they argue, no meaningful assessment of trade-offs with goods and services traded in the market economy is possible, nor can decisions on future investments be properly compared to current needs.

So we, too, bowed to convention and used discounting in assessing impacts of GHG emissions, pollution, transportation, health risk behaviors, and more. In the interests of transparency, however, we also showed how different discount rates drastically affected results and conclusions. Without such an understanding, policy makers could think that the simple methodological choice of a high discount rate can justify their believing that action to prevent future damage is not economically justifiable or cost-effective.

As a compromise and to counter such objections, some countries (UK in 2003, France in 2005, Norway in 2012) have adopted declining discount rates, in which the discount rate applied today to future benefits and costs declines over time, on the assumption that policy makers will put more effort into improving social welfare in the distant future than in the nearer term. Thus, for example, the UK Treasury schedule outlines a gradually declining discount rate to 3 percent in 30 years, to 2 percent in 125 years, and to 1 percent 300 years from now.27

Other choices are equally value laden. For example, a conservative model of climate change effects that excludes catastrophic impacts, positive feedback loops, and impacts on health, agriculture, forests, ecosystems, and more will produce much lower results than one that incorporates such effects.28

Our experience with discount rates and other methods left me deeply suspicious of all study results, given that they depend on supposedly objective methods that may by no means be value free. As we saw, adjustments in the value of a statistical life (VSL), discount rates, and climate change models may sharply change damage cost estimates of climate change, pollution, resource depletion, accidents, and health risks. Using methodologies that give our own interests much greater value than those of our children and other global citizens, as happens conventionally, makes preventive policy actions and climate change aid to poor countries, for example, look less cost-effective and inhibits their adoption. These days—chastened by our GPI experience—I can only suggest that no one should accept any study results, conclusions, recommendations, and policies without considering the values and principles underlying the methodological choices that may have affected the results.29
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GENUINE PROGRESS MEETS POLITICS

In 2009, after nearly thirteen years of work, the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index was ready to go live.1 We had updated all key results and presented all twenty GPI components (see table 4.1) in a single integrated Genuine Progress Index report—not aggregating the numbers but showing linkages among results, highlighting Nova Scotia’s strengths and weaknesses, and pointing to policy applications indicated by the evidence. We also produced a summary of results and a user manual for policy makers and civil servants, conducted workshops on their use, and gave the GPI spreadsheets and database to the province to enable it regularly to update results.2 Naively, we had no doubt—at least not then—that policy makers would welcome the wealth of evidence without hesitation to create the improved provincial policies we all so badly needed.

It was a moment of sober reckoning. We’d passed the test of credibility and reliability. Our results, methods, and data sources were transparent and copiously referenced, and they had withstood scrutiny. Even more importantly, the necessity of moving beyond GDP as a measure of progress and the logic of the new measures remained unchallenged. But we weren’t trying to pass exams or gain scholastic credits. Only one thing mattered—that the new measures be adopted and used by governments to guide policy. So thirteen years after we began, where did we stand? Both internationally and domestically, there were reasons for optimism and hope—and for caution and disappointment.

ON THE GLOBAL FRONT

When I started on this quest in the mid-1990s, I felt utterly on the margins of conventional thinking and practices. My colleagues in this field and I were a tiny handful of scholars and nonprofits crying out from the wilderness, regarded with considerable suspicion for seeking to upset the economic apple cart. Ten to fifteen years later, highly respectable international organizations were singing our tune and openly critiquing the shortcomings of GDP. They were not particularly influenced by our Nova Scotia work but, rather, by incontrovertible evidence of the failure of GDP-based measures to register palpable threats to humankind’s natural and social wealth.

In early 2005, the Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) published a trenchant critique of the limitations of GDP: “It measures income, but not equality, it measures growth, but not destruction, and it ignores values like social cohesion and the environment. Yet, governments, businesses and probably most people swear by it.”3 In May 2011, the OECD would launch its “Better Life Index,” which included indicators of income, jobs, education, health, environmental quality, and other measures of well-being.4

In November 2007, the European Union launched a “Beyond GDP” initiative (later retitled “GDP and Beyond” to reassure worried economists and politicians that it would not abandon GDP and growth), and in August 2009 released a roadmap to developing better measures of progress.5 There had been several precursors of this initiative as well, such as the European Commission’s 2005 Sustainable Development Indicators report6 and the Netherlands’ 2006 European Benchmark Indicators (EBI), which measured and compared environmental performance within the European Union.7

In 2010, the World Bank launched a partnership on Wealth Accounting and the Valuation of Ecosystem Services,8 and subsequently it became increasingly explicit about the shortcomings of GDP accounting:


Gross Domestic Product (GDP) looks at only one part of economic performance—income—but says nothing about wealth and assets that underlie this income. For example, when a country exploits its minerals, it is actually depleting wealth. The same holds true for over‐exploiting fisheries or degrading water resources. These declining assets are invisible in GDP and so, are not measured.9



In contrast to GDP’s failure to account for how income and wealth are distributed, the World Bank now also tracks inequalities both at the extremes and across the entire income spectrum.10

In 2012, the United Nations adopted the System for Environmental and Economic Accounts (SEEA), which set out an internationally agreed-on method to account for natural resources such as minerals, timber, and fisheries.11 Although this effort falls far short of valuing ecosystem services or tracking the ecological costs of economic activity, it was a major step in at least acknowledging the economic value of natural capital rather than just the timber, fish, and minerals that are extracted and sent to market, as measured by GDP.

A small handful of countries also started to move cautiously in the new direction. A pioneer was New Zealand, which in 2001 started publishing Social Reports to measure social well-being more holistically;12 and in 2002, the country recognized that “sustainability requires maintaining or enhancing the stock of natural, physical and financial, human, social and cultural capital.”13 In 2010, the United Kingdom launched its Measuring National Well-Being program and subsequently has produced Life in the UK annual reports across ten domains, including health, economic security, education, and environmental conditions.14

Perhaps of greatest significance, harkening back to my Economics 101 dropout year half a century earlier, and given how wedded the economics profession has been to the GDP-based economic growth paradigm, is a notable shift within the discipline itself. Well-respected economists are now increasingly vocal in their critiques of the limitations of GDP. One of the most authoritative statements of recent years is the 2009 report of Nobel Prize–winning economists Joseph Stiglitz and Amartya Sen, who, with French economist Jean-Paul Fitoussi, were commissioned by then French President Nicolas Sarkozy to investigate the limitations of GDP and to recommend better measures of progress. They wrote,


What we measure affects what we do; and if our measurements are flawed, decisions may be distorted. Choices between promoting GDP and protecting the environment may be false choices, once environmental degradation is appropriately included in our measurement of economic performance…. If inequality increases enough relative to the increase in average per capita GDP, most people can be worse off even though average income is increasing…. [T]raffic jams may increase GDP as a result of the increased use of gasoline, but obviously not the quality of life…. [S]tatistical measures which ignore air pollution will provide an inaccurate estimate of what is happening to citizens’ well-being.15



A year later the three economists published a streamlined version of their report, provocatively titled Mismeasuring Our Lives: Why GDP Doesn’t Add Up. In a foreword to that book, President Sarkozy wrote,


We will not change our behavior unless we change the ways we measure our economic performance. If we do not want our future and the future of our children and grandchildren to be riddled with financial, economic, social, and environmental disasters, which are ultimately human disasters, we must change the way we live, consume, and produce…. Our statistics and accounts reflect our aspirations.16



As we painstakingly pushed forward with our Nova Scotia GPI work from 1997 to 2009, a slew of parallel global efforts to go beyond GDP attempted to adjust GDP to account for environmental and social benefits and costs. Thus replications of the original U.S. GPI for sixteen other countries and efforts to construct a “green GDP”17 resulted in a single alternative number that invariably ended up lower than GDP. Though useful in showing what GDP misses, such efforts still began with production or consumption spending as their base and thus maintained intact the fundamental GDP-based premise that more production and consumption are signs of beneficial progress. That is, at best, a highly questionable assumption from sustainability and ecological footprint perspectives. Critiquing such adjusted GDP efforts both conceptually and methodologically, the Stiglitz et al. report correctly notes, “None of these measures characterize sustainability per se.”18

Attractive as single-number results might be for communication purposes and for simplifying the basic message on GDP limitations, such critiques confirmed our initial decision not to aggregate results into a single number. By contrast, as noted in chapter 1, GDP requires no tinkering or adjusting when restored to its original role simply as a measure of the size of the market economy and when stripped of the pretense that it assesses progress and well-being.

Green GDP efforts at the national level also had stalled for political reasons, given that results did not corroborate the rhetoric of national progress. China, for example, began tracking green GDP in 2004 and subsequently estimated that economic losses due to environmental degradation cost more than 3 percent of that country’s GDP annually. Such calculations led to adjusted growth rates so low that China abandoned the measure in 2007. In 2009, India’s environment minister announced plans to produce a green GDP for India by 2015, adjusting GDP to account not only for environmental degradation but also for mitigation to correct that degradation, and for the value of natural resources consumed by economic growth.19 This stated intention has not been realized, again likely because the results would be unpalatable. The World Bank in 2013, for example, estimated that environmental degradation costs India 5.7 percent of GDP annually, primarily due to the health impacts of air pollution, followed by losses due to lack of clean water, poor sanitation and hygiene, and natural resource depletion.20

I watched these and other global efforts from a distance, silently applauding the expanding awareness and also critiquing their limitations—especially the failure of most endeavors to move beyond indicators to accounts that would challenge the dominance of GDP. I continued to feel strongly, though, that whatever happened globally, though of great importance, was not our immediate real test. GPI Atlantic had deliberately focused its work on one jurisdiction—Nova Scotia—in order to demonstrate the GPI’s practical utility and to see it adopted and used there as a working policy tool and model for other governments. Where our GPI results would find fertile policy ground and where they would not could teach us a lot about current and likely future challenges and opportunities.

BETTER HEALTH THROUGH PREVENTION

In Canada’s publicly funded health care system, rapidly growing spending on doctors, hospitals, and drugs was so greatly devouring government budgets, as mentioned in the previous chapter, that policy makers had begun to pay increasing attention to analyses demonstrating that preventive expenditures were highly cost-effective. As a result there was no area of our GPI work that landed on more fertile ground—or was translated more rapidly into policy—and no area where policy makers more readily recognized the shortcomings of conventional measures than in population health.

So discordant are the conventional statistics and accounting systems with public health realities that policy makers in Nova Scotia openly welcomed the GPI approach and results as at last giving them information in line with the realities they knew and a policy tool they could use to help leverage essential change. One current example illustrates how starkly different are the policy messages sent by the two approaches.

Just as cigarette and junk food sales make the economy grow in GDP-based measures, so, too, the pharmaceutical industry sees the fivefold global increase in type 2 diabetes—from 108 million in 1980 to 422 million in 2014 to more than 500 million in 201821—as a growth industry. One industry analyst reported, “The type 2 diabetes market will double to $17.2 billion in 2011, reflecting sustained, robust annual growth of 7 percent from 2001 through 2011.”22 And James Kappel, vice president of Eli Lilly, whose insulin sales have mushroomed, proclaimed: “You’ve just got to be in diabetes.”23 But this bonanza for industry executives and shareholders is a social disaster, a ballooning expense for the public and individuals, costing an estimated US$760 billion in health expenditures in 2019,24 and a cause of severe suffering for those who unnecessarily develop type 2 diabetes.

More than 50 percent of type 2 diabetes is attributable to obesity.25 The medical costs of obesity (which are registered as gains in GDP terms) are astronomical, amounting, according to one 2012 study, to US$190 billion a year in health care costs in the United States.26 A 2016 study puts the estimated obesity costs to the U.S. much higher—$428 billion in direct medical costs and an additional $989 billion in indirect costs due to lost work time and lower productivity.27 New evidence finds obese people have far higher rates of hospitalization and death from COVID-19.28

Although obesity is mostly preventable with good nutrition and exercise, public health expenditures on all forms of wellness and prevention typically come to less than 3 percent of U.S. and Canadian health care budgets—only a small fraction of the medical care costs of obesity alone. When all forms of primary and secondary prevention, screening, and research are added, according to one U.S. estimate, the total comes to just 8.6 percent of health care budgets.29 Indeed, most departments of health might more correctly be labeled “departments of sickness treatment.” In sum, conventional accounts, business practices, and government policies see medical costs attributable to preventable conditions and risk factors as contributions to GDP and economic growth; in addition, they see spending on health promotion as a cost rather than investment and therefore underfund disease prevention initiatives.

In sharp contrast, a GPI Atlantic study found that preventable chronic disease in 2001 cost Nova Scotia (with its 940,000 people) half a billion dollars annually—25 percent of all health care spending—in excess health care costs that potentially could be avoided if Nova Scotians didn’t smoke, had healthy weights, and exercised regularly.30 The deputy minister of health told me directly that although rates of illness and risk factors were of interest to health officials, it was this GPI dollar figure that caught the attention of the finance minister and Cabinet, who were concerned with the ever-increasing budget share of upward-spiralling health care costs. And so, within a matter of months our GPI results prompted the Nova Scotia government to create the new Department of Health Promotion and Protection, with its own budget and minister at the Cabinet table.31

The financial realities of escalating health care costs explain why Canadian federal and provincial governments were so receptive to our studies in the health field: a healthier population will make fewer costly demands on a taxpayer-funded health care system. Furthermore, across the board our evidence showed that investments that reduce preventable chronic diseases, risk behaviors, and socioeconomic causes of disease will produce a substantial rate of return and long-term benefits in lives saved, better long-term health outcomes, and significant cost savings. For example, smoking prevention investments in Canadian school-based programs, brief physician counseling, prenatal counseling, and media advertising showed benefits of $15, $12, $10, and $7, respectively, in avoided costs for every $1 invested in each of these interventions.32

As noted in the last chapter, it is therefore no surprise that our population health work was mostly funded by government agencies, whereas our work on income distribution, ecological footprint, and other less politically appealing components was mostly self-funded or undertaken voluntarily with no government support. At least we had the ongoing satisfaction of seeing the government adopt and trumpet our research results in promoting new health promotion policies.

Launching its first comprehensive tobacco control strategy in 2001, the Nova Scotia government regularly quoted our 2000 GPI finding that smoking costs the province $170 million annually in direct health care costs.33 The new strategy quickly helped bring smoking rates down from 30 percent (the highest in the country) in 2000 to 22 percent in 2006 and halved the rate of teenage smoking.34 The province then commissioned us to research the economic impact of smoke-free workplaces.35 Citing highly reputable epidemiological evidence on the health impacts of secondhand smoke, the results demonstrated significant economic benefits, which were widely cited by both Nova Scotia and other Canadian jurisdictions that went on to ban smoking in restaurants and bars.

GPI recommendations on the value of affordable, accessible, and healthy food, cited in its obesity cost reports, also contributed to the government’s 2006 Policy Directives and Guidelines for the Food and Nutrition Policy for Nova Scotia Schools.36 These set nutritional standards for food and beverages in school cafeterias, put healthy food in vending machines and priced it affordably, promoted nutrition education in the curriculum, and gave parents educational information on healthy diets. The directives forbade corporations from promoting any products not meeting the new school nutritional standards on sports scoreboards, vending machine facades and other facilities, and they pointed out the benefits to the province of eating locally grown produce:


Nova Scotia produces an abundance of produce and products. Buying food that is grown and produced within the province supports Nova Scotia agriculture and business and means that more money remains in the community. Locally grown, fresh food is often more nutritious if it is used shortly after harvest.37



To make a case for more walkways and bicycle paths in Halifax, the city referenced our provincial study on the costs of physical inactivity and in 2004 commissioned us to replicate it for the municipality.38 Federal and provincial government agencies and nongovernmental organizations such as the Heart and Stroke Foundation, the Cancer Society, the Lung Association, and the Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health regularly used existing GPI health reports and commissioned new ones to further their health promotion agendas.39 Most satisfying was the burgeoning interest in doing something about the health impacts of poverty, inequality, illiteracy, and other socioeconomic determinants of health. To address that interest we translated the expanding epidemiological evidence into benefit-cost studies that made an economic case for interventions that reduce those more subtle risk factors.40

IT PAYS NOT TO WASTE WASTE

Another area in which Nova Scotia embraced our work and even the principle of full-cost accounting was that of solid waste management, in which the province has become a leader both nationally and internationally in composting and recycling. By the mid-1990s, Nova Scotia had so exceeded its existing landfill capacity that it faced a serious waste disposal crisis as communities vigorously opposed the building of new landfills in their backyards. Through default, therefore, the government suddenly became remarkably open to sustainable alternatives and extensively used GPI Atlantic’s full cost-benefit analysis to justify, defend, and promote the environmentally benign but seemingly more expensive new system it adopted in 1996.41

In 1995, 95 percent of Nova Scotia’s waste went into landfills. Five years later, only 58 percent went to landfills; the remaining 42 percent was composted or recycled—the highest rate in the country and more than 70 percent higher than the Canadian average.42 The province’s ban on sending compostable organic material to landfills substantially reduced greenhouse gas emissions from methane gas and protected surface and groundwater from leachate contamination—the liquid that drains or leaches from a landfill. Nearly all Nova Scotians now have access to curbside recycling, and 76 percent have access to curbside organics pickup, with the remainder in more distant rural areas. In 2011, 90 percent of residents in Halifax, Nova Scotia’s capital city, used curbside composting—more than twice the average for all Canadian cities (41 percent) and far more than in Montreal (30 percent), Calgary (20 percent), and other cities.43

From a conventional accounting perspective, Nova Scotia’s new system looked costly, with operating and capital costs increasing from $64 million annually ($69 per capita) in 1995 for the old system, which diverted almost no waste from landfills, to $95 million ($101 per capita) in 2001 for the new system. The additional $31 million per year paid for changes such as instituting curbside recycling and compost pickup, sorting recyclables and organics, providing compost bins for all households, and investing in second-generation landfills. Conventional cost accounting typically stops there and therefore discourages lawmakers from adopting more sustainable waste management systems. From a GPI full-cost accounting perspective, however, the new system produced a net savings of at least $41 million ($43 per capita) a year compared with the old system, using a conservative (optimistic) model of climate change damage costs for the greenhouse gas component of the equation.44

How did the new system more than pay for itself? Costs considered in the GPI analysis included operating and amortized capital costs, costs of managing the new recycling systems, education, and even “nuisance” costs to households reflecting the additional time required to sort waste. Benefits included reduction in greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions, energy savings from recycling materials, extended landfill life, the addition of more than a thousand new jobs,45 and avoided liabilities such as payments made to compensate for landfill-induced contamination.46

For example, evidence showed energy savings on recycled goods compared with production from virgin materials of 2.4 million Btu for every ton of glass recycled, 8.5 million Btu for every ton of paper recycled, 20.1 million Btu for every ton of plastic recycled, and 166.9 million Btu for every ton of aluminium cans recycled. We found that, all told, Nova Scotia’s new recycling system produced total energy savings of $37 million compared with costs of production from virgin materials. We also found $25 million in annual savings just from diverting waste from landfills and therefore extending landfill life.47 Not surprisingly, the Nova Scotia government trumpeted these numbers to deflect criticism and vindicate its new system in economic terms. Several Canadian municipalities subsequently used our numbers to introduce sustainable systems of their own.

Of course, I was cheered by such immediate policy uses of our GPI results. But our team also was chastened by the reality that those particular health and waste management results conveniently fit existing government priorities and budgetary concerns and were limited largely to justifying and vindicating existing policy. Far more broadly, we encountered deeply entrenched resistance to policy uptake and action whenever our evidence—no matter how convincing or well-documented—conflicted with current trends and vested interests, and when it pointed to a more holistic approach altogether. Let’s look at one specific example and then at the larger political response.

CHANGING HOW WE MOVE

One of the most thorough (and therefore, we thought, one of the most persuasive) full-cost accounts we developed was for transportation. There the results made a strong case for greater investments in mass transit and a range of other solutions that would reduce automobile use. Despite extensive presentations and overtures to various government entities, including to our Nova Scotia Department of Transportation and at a high-level Transport Canada meeting in Ottawa that included both federal and provincial representatives, our results barely dented the policy agenda and Canadians’ habitual reliance on their cars and on deeply embedded auto-dependent infrastructure.

It’s not that government representatives rejected our results, conclusions, or recommendations. On the contrary, they nodded in vigorous agreement, asked excellent questions, and voiced their support for both the logic of our approach and the results it yielded. In fact, some North American cities have introduced bicycle and high-occupancy vehicle lanes and other reforms. But we have yet to see full-cost transportation analyses produce more fundamental structural changes to the way people move—changes that actually reduce automobile use.

We usually think the costs of driving are what we spend on car payments, registration, insurance, repairs, fuel, and parking. But there are many other costs that drivers don’t directly pay, including their vehicles’ contribution to climate change, air pollution, resource use, roadway land value, traffic services, road maintenance, crashes (injuries, death, and property damage), and congestion. Counting nineteen economic, social, and environmental costs, GPI Atlantic conservatively estimated the full cost of private automobile use in Nova Scotia in 2007 at $7.2 billion a year, or $8,500 per person, at least one-third of which is borne by society at large rather than directly by car owners.48

Failure to consider the true costs of driving has produced market distortions and economic inefficiencies that encourage private motor vehicle travel—including underpricing of road and parking facilities, planning and investment practices that favor improvements in private motor vehicle travel, and various land use policies that favor more dispersed development practices but without the public transit services to support them. As a result people drive more kilometers and spend ever more money driving. In Nova Scotia, for example, total road passenger movement increased by 32 percent between 1990 and 2011 despite a mere 3 percent increase in population, and the use of fuel-inefficient SUVs, minivans, and light trucks increased by 87 percent. Most Nova Scotians (85 percent) commute to work by car. Overall, transportation is the second largest contributor (after electricity generation) to the province’s greenhouse gas emissions.

These trends are not only widely mirrored in North America but are now spreading globally. U.S. and Canadian vehicle sales hit record levels in 2016, with the vast majority of sales being SUVs and light trucks.49 The number of cars on the world’s roads is set to double to more than two billion by the year 2030, mostly burning carbon-emitting gasoline or diesel fuels.50 Road transport causes an estimated 27 percent of U.S. greenhouse gas emissions and a third of the air pollution that produces smog in the United States.51 The World Health Organization says road transport is responsible for up to 50 percent of particulate emissions in OECD countries and more in poorer countries with older vehicles. Those emissions in turn are the deadliest contributor to the ambient air pollution, which kills 4.5 million people a year worldwide including 10,000 to 30,000 in Delhi alone.52 A recent report found that air pollution costs China $38 billion a year in 1.1 million premature deaths and lost food production.53

So long as we fail to count climate change, pollution, health, accident, congestion, and other costs in transport cost estimates, policy makers will do little or nothing to reverse these troubling trends. By contrast, accounting accurately for the full benefits and costs of different transportation modes and then developing price and tax incentives to adjust for these costs would produce a much more efficient and equitable market in which we could choose to drive a lot less, rely more on improved alternative modes of transportation, save lives, and ensure a better future for our children.

Better public transit services, improved walking and cycling conditions, and more efficient pricing also could help reduce traffic congestion, road and parking facility costs, and energy consumption, as well as pollutant emissions, while improving public fitness and health and supporting strategic land use objectives such as reducing sprawl, redeveloping urban areas, and even preserving heritage.

To that end our GPI transportation report included a wide range of practical, cost-effective, and proven policy and planning reforms that could help provide such benefits.54 Each intervention was designed to achieve multiple benefits across economic, social, and environmental dimensions. Here is just a handful of such win-win policy options we cited:

•   Integrated land use and transportation planning that sites offices, services, and recreational and other amenities within walking, bicycling and transit distance from homes;

•   tax shifting that increases fuel and other vehicle taxes, with concomitant reductions in income taxes;

•   public transit and rideshare improvements, including high-occupancy vehicle lane priority, which encourage transit use and van and carpooling;

•   a network of bicycle lanes and pedestrian walkways;

•   commuter financial incentives that encourage transit and bicycle use and walking; and

•   employer-levied charges for workplace parking, with equal cash payment to employees not using parking.

Municipalities that have instituted some of these options report high success rates. But overall the car remains king, and even our most modest proposals were not subjected to serious debate in Nova Scotia. The resistance to action now goes far beyond vested interests such as the oil and gas industry and reaches into our very lifestyles. From highways and supermarkets, with their massive parking lots, to lack of integrated transportation land use planning in suburban and ex-urban development, our entire built infrastructure has become automobile dependent. In 2011, the International Energy Agency (IEA) warned that by 2017, without drastic immediate action, all CO2 emissions will be so locked in by existing infrastructure, such as power plants, factories, buildings, and highways, that “rising fossil-fuel energy use will lead to irreversible and potentially catastrophic climate change.”55 The action didn’t happen, greenhouse gas emissions increased by nearly 3 percent in 2018 and a further 1.3 percent in 2019, and the IEA’s due date has passed.

We have habitually become so locked into fossil fuel and automobile dependence that policy makers seem paralyzed and unable to consider comprehensive policy approaches to transportation that are truly sustainable and cost-efficient. And so, despite the excellent press our GPI transportation cost results got, including front-page news stories, they made virtually no impact on overall Nova Scotia transport policy.

The good news is that outstanding practical working examples of comprehensive, sustainable, efficient transport systems do exist. Curitiba, a Brazilian city of 2.2 million, an oft-cited example of such success, had the good fortune of a brilliant and visionary urban planner and architect, Jaime Lerner, as its three-time mayor between 1971 and 1992. With integrated transport and urban planning, the city has one of the most heavily used, low-cost transit systems in the world, with buses running frequently and reliably, unimpeded by traffic signals and congestion, with fares collected prior to boarding to facilitate quick passenger loading and unloading, and with convenient, well-designed, comfortable, and attractive bus stations. About 70 percent of Curitiba’s commuters (compared with 10 percent in Canadian municipalities56) use public transit to travel to work, resulting in relatively congestion-free streets and pollution-free air.57 Curitiba is not the only example of an innovative and well-connected public transport network: Hong Kong, where 90 percent of daily journeys are by public transit, was ranked the top sustainable transport city in the world according to twenty-three indicators, followed by Zurich, Paris, Seoul, and Prague.58

What full-cost analysis such as the GPI provides is the economic and business case for investment in such solutions. In many of these instances, market mechanisms can be used to balance penalties on inefficient, unsustainable transport modes with incentives toward effective solutions so that taxpayer costs are minimized. But no matter how robust the data, how convincing the cost-benefit analysis, or how strongly we clung to the hope that such compelling evidence would actively inform decision making, we learned the hard way how deeply embedded and resistant to real change are our conventional norms, vested interests, and habitual patterns.

AND INTO THE POLITICAL REALM

Tough and disappointing as such reality checks were, our little GPI team was convinced that the truth would prevail and gradually forge the political will for genuine action. As we’ve seen, this conviction was based on more than wishful thinking. The numbers were out there; we were producing results and coherent analyses on issues of vital importance; and they were getting remarkably good press and resonating with key bureaucrats, scholars, and community and nongovernment groups. At the grassroots level, we were putting numbers to realities that people recognized but that had been neglected, and we were giving citizens hard evidence to back up what many of them already knew anecdotally and from their lived experience.

All of this fueled our enthusiasm, determination, and expectation that the will for real action would inevitably follow and that Nova Scotia would adopt and use the Genuine Progress Index to make good policy. Again, there were direct reasons for optimism. Increasingly, federal, provincial, and municipal governments asked us to present different aspects of the GPI results, as did all three provincial political party caucuses—Conservative, Liberal, and New Democratic. The Nova Scotia Statistics Agency was keen to update the GPI results annually, so we gave them, free of charge, our full electronic database and all its charts, tables, and spreadsheets.59 At the invitation of several officials, we also held gratis training sessions for government representatives from nearly all departments on how to use the GPI in their fields of interest and jurisdiction. And we wrote an easy-to-read GPI manual titled New Policy Directions for Nova Scotia demonstrating the direct utility, value, and applicability of the GPI to formulating innovative policy based on hard evidence.60

These positive signals on our home ground were reinforced by wider interest and recognition. Other provinces asked us to replicate some GPI research; we presented the GPI to various federal agencies and joined a new national initiative on sustainability measures; we led the research for the Canadian Index of Wellbeing and produced its national journal, Reality Check: The Canadian Review of Wellbeing;61 and we responded to inquiries from abroad. At the cost of serious work overload, I said yes to every invitation and request in the hope that all of it reflected a growing interest in adopting and using the new measures to reformulate policy, which in turn might help to pave the way for a new economic paradigm.

Our hopes on the home front reached a peak at the best possible moment. In June 2009, just as we completed the Nova Scotia GPI with all its twenty components, full database, and strong credentials after thirteen years of work, the province held elections. In a stunning upset, for the first time in Nova Scotia history, the New Democratic Party (NDP) won an absolute majority in the legislature, promising “historic change.”62 For more than a decade NDP members, while in opposition to the governments of the time, had expressed the strongest support for our GPI work, regularly used GPI results in legislative debates, frequently showed up at GPI presentations, and invited GPI researchers to present results at their meetings—something we did for every political party that asked. Most promising of all was that the NDP election platform promised to adopt the GPI and use it to make policy.

And so, full of vim and hope, we wrote a proposal to the new NDP government in July 2009, right after it was installed, offering one of our best and most experienced senior GPI Atlantic researchers, Linda Pannozzo, to assist in implementing the GPI and to prepare internal briefs to demonstrate its utility to policy. We noted that we had turned our database over to the Nova Scotia Statistics Agency in easily updatable format; and we outlined a phased, non-threatening introduction of the GPI that would gradually lead to full adoption in four years. The only cost to the government was a modest half-time salary for the one GPI researcher.

The silence was deafening. Our proposal was ignored, and we received no response to several phone calls and requests for meetings with the new NDP Cabinet ministers who had vociferously and enthusiastically supported the GPI while in opposition. In retrospect, we should not have been surprised. Vested interests that can promise jobs and threaten to leave for more business-friendly jurisdictions proved too strong for real change, and the new government was apparently determined to prove its responsible credentials by not doing anything that might rock the established boat. Poverty, inequity, environmentally destructive forestry, and more continued as usual. Three and a half years later, the press reported “a chorus of complaints that very little has changed,”63 and the NDP was soundly thrashed at the next election, held in October 2013. To this day our Nova Scotia GPI database sits at the provincial statistics agency untouched and unused, with no interest from two successor governments.

Nonetheless, we were convinced that we had produced what is arguably the most comprehensive holistic evidence base available to any jurisdiction in North America. We had done it not as an academic exercise to sit on a shelf but to be actively used—and we had received ongoing and continuous support and encouragement from across the political and nongovernmental spectrums. We were perhaps foolish to raise our hopes so high and were correspondingly frustrated and disheartened when intentions and words did not readily translate into action.

The demoralizing letdown forced us to face and examine a hard reality: we had subtly and unwittingly bought into the widely prevalent democratic myth that it is the arena of government and policy making that primarily determines our lives and future. What we discovered the hard way, which our democratic blinders had concealed, was the extent to which elected politicians are beholden to powerful economic forces with a vested interest in business as usual and to bureaucracies that thrive on maintenance rather than change. Indeed, what best characterized the NDP government’s betrayal was its support for large private developers, its bailouts of a pulp and paper industry reliant on forest clear-cutting, subsidies to large corporations, and forgivable loans to wealthy businesses.

Indeed, the experience made us question whether the resistance to the GPI and its challenge to the doctrine of limitless growth sprang not just from powerful economic forces but from the very nature and inner structure of a capitalist system that is reliant on growth for its survival. That’s a big question to which I’ll return in chapter 14. But certainly, GPI full-cost accounting and its holistic long-term approach may well threaten the short-term business bottom lines and immediate shareholder interests that largely run our lives, control the political arena, and determine our future. We saw that graphically and in technicolor in the massive bailouts and economic stimulus packages of the 2008–2009 global financial crisis, when political party differences faded into insignificance and climate change and environmental conservation fell completely off the policy agenda in the frenzy to get the economy growing again.

But perhaps the biggest disappointment has been even closer to home. I never had the illusion that our provincial effort by itself in a tiny corner of the world could make a real difference. But I did think that collectively, the growing movement for better measures could do so, especially with the rapidly growing awareness of the serious shortcomings of GDP and the urgent necessity of valuing the social and environmental benefits and costs of economic activity. Sadly, however, even the most stalwart advocates of new progress measures have rarely dared to venture into the realm of economic valuation. As explained in chapter 2, GDP is an accounting, not an indicator system, so without both indicators and accounts that translate data on indicators into economic benefits and costs, we will never dent the dominance of GDP and the still prevalent measures of progress based on it. Though the European Union,64 OECD,65 and United Kingdom66 indicators, as well as Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness Index, the Canadian Index of Wellbeing,67 and many others claim to go beyond GDP, they remain deeply conventional in failing to challenge the existing economic paradigm that is typified and represented by GDP and its singular use to focus on overall growth in the market economy.

In discussions with those who work on various alternative measures, and reading their materials, I see three reasons for this failure. First, because GDP has so long been misused as an indicator of well-being, proponents of the new indicator systems rarely recognize that GDP per se is not an indicator but an accounting system. So they mistakenly think that adding some social and environmental indicators to existing GDP-based indicators will dethrone GDP from its current dominance. Second, for all the reasons explained in the previous chapter and more, economic valuation of nonmarket assets and services is far more challenging and complex than compiling indicators. For one thing, each accounting component may require indirect extrapolations of likely economic benefits and costs based on the weight of historical evidence, whereas indicator results are based on direct physical measures. And third, because they assess the full benefits and costs of economic activity, full-cost accounts inevitably challenge current systems of production, distribution, and consumption and challenge the status quo far more radically than publication of data on indicators alone. Indeed, that fundamental challenge to the existing economic ideology may help to explain why most new indicator proponents still dare not venture into the realm of full-cost accounts.

SO WHAT WORKS?

Looking back over more than twenty years of trying to bring the new measures into the policy arena and to forge a strategic path toward a new economic paradigm, I have to confess a deep disappointment. Even armed with reliable, hard evidence that speaks the language of economics, I’d had no idea how hard it would be to penetrate the thick skin of bureaucracy and powerful resistance from vested interests that influence higher levels of government. From time to time, as the environmental and social costs of economic activity become ever more glaringly obvious on the ground, I’m heartened to see the logic of the GPI approach increasingly referenced in policy circles. But with trends showing greenhouse gas emissions, resource depletion, pollution, economic insecurity, and more generally getting worse and not better, it remains difficult to identify any real structural change in the existing economic paradigm or any determined shift in national or global policy directions and priorities.

Yet an unexpected glimmer of hope shines through these two decades that has not waned over time and that seems to hold great promise for real change. At the grassroots level, proceeding quietly below the radar, my colleagues and I often found remarkable success in turning hard numbers into practical local action with minimal political interference and in such a way that powerful interests did not feel immediately threatened. Here are some examples from our Community GPI work in Kings County and Glace Bay, Nova Scotia, which at first might seem mundane and prosaic but that I think carry deeper significance.

At a Glace Bay meeting at which we released our safety, security, and victimization results, we reported that residents of that community had identified vandalism as the most pressing concern to them. The local chief of police, in attendance at the meeting along with parole and corrections officers, burst out:


Well, I’ll be darned! We regularly respond to calls on assault, break-ins, and theft. But vandalism wasn’t even on our radar screen. Next staff meeting I have with our officers, we’re going to start paying attention and relating to this.



Citizens at the meeting then expressed their concern at the shabby appearance of their downtown area, with buildings defaced and windows broken. The chief responded, “I promise you we’ll address this now. We’re going to have a downtown that looks good and that we can be proud of again.”

At another Glace Bay meeting that included public health officials, addiction counselors, doctors, teachers, and community representatives, we reported on the excessive rates of teenage smoking we’d discovered there, which were considerably higher than the provincial and national rates. Those present quickly galvanized into action and decided to meet with local school principals to urge adoption of an excellent school-based smoking prevention curriculum that was available but not being used.

When we presented our agriculture results to Kings County farmers, which revealed widespread use of chemicals, the meeting quickly turned into a remarkably fruitful session in which farmers shared information on sustainable farming methods. One farmer described the outstanding improvements in soil quality and productivity he’d found by shifting from chemical fertilizers to compost. Other farmers leaned forward eagerly and peppered this farmer with questions on compost ingredients, storage procedures, optimum field application times and methods, and more. Several swore they would try the compost method immediately. The farmers in the room agreed not only on the health and environmental benefits of adopting such natural methods but on the substantial cost savings they would see by reducing their dependence on chemical inputs, which in turn would make farming more viable.

At the end of the meeting one farmer remarked, to widespread approval,


You know, we’re all pretty isolated out there on our farms. We never get to meet and talk and share good information like this. We ought to do this more often.



At that moment the GPI and its statistics were forgotten, but I didn’t care. They had done their job! It was now about farmers talking to one another. I got quite teary at this meeting. This, finally, was what our GPI team had always wanted. This was our dream and what we’d always believed could happen: good, relevant evidence could trigger constructive action among a receptive population. And it was at the most local, community level that this was occurring.

In sum, communities such as those we worked with can use GPI-type measures to mobilize behind a common vision, learn about themselves, and initiate actions to improve their well-being without waiting for anyone. Whenever we released local results, we found community members intensely interested to learn about themselves, to discuss and debate causes and challenges, and to use the evidence to take the future of their communities into their own hands. The results generated passionate awareness and sparked a level of community interaction, vitality, and responsibility that was truly gratifying.

No legislation had to be passed, no complex bureaucracy had to be set up or persuaded to shift gears, and no political posturing stood in the way of local communities’ rapid and effective implementation of evidence-based recommendations that could help them create a better future for their children and to measure their progress toward that goal.

Two remarkable books and a conference that we hosted reinforced my faith in the power of communities to effect real change in the world. The titles speak for themselves.

In 2002, renowned Canadian geneticist, broadcaster, and environmental advocate David Suzuki, and Holly Dressel published Good News for a Change: Hope for a Troubled Planet, subtitled in a later edition as How Everyday People Are Helping the Planet. The book profiled communities and small enterprises around the world that were taking positive and innovative actions that were both economically viable and ecologically sustainable.68 Most impressively, those remarkable models could clearly be upscaled to benefit their nations and the larger world.

Three years later, in 2005, GPI Atlantic hosted an extraordinary gathering in Nova Scotia called “Rethinking Development: Local Pathways to Global Wellbeing.”69 The 450 delegates from thirty-three countries included not only leading-edge community and small business leaders who profiled their outstanding efforts but also luminaries such as Ray Anderson, founder and CEO of Interface Inc., who had vowed to make his multinational company (the world’s largest commercial carpet tile manufacturer) completely sustainable.

And then, two years later, in 2007, American entrepreneur and environmental activist Paul Hawken published Blessed Unrest: How the Largest Movement in the World Came Into Being and Why No One Saw It Coming.70 For me the book was the perfect complement to the inspiring stories and case studies I’d studied earlier, because it showed convincingly how, collectively, the diverse nonprofit groups, community organizations, and small enterprises dedicated to many different causes constitute an extraordinarily powerful global movement. Though not recognized by governments, the media or the general public, and despite having no identifiable leader or unifying ideology, this movement, Hawken argues, has huge potential to benefit the planet and its beings.

All this and our own GPI experience made me rethink what works and what doesn’t; why some strategies are successful and some are not; and why all our collective knowledge and expertise sometimes lands on fertile ground and sometimes doesn’t. We had started out at GPI Atlantic thinking that the pathway from measurement to policy in Nova Scotia would be the provincial government’s eventual adoption of the Genuine Progress Index. As I’ve described, that hope was dashed, at least for the moment. In light of our community GPI experience, however, I began to wonder whether the process might rather occur through a trickle-up effect, with lots of community GPI-inspired analyses happening at the local level until higher levels of government can no longer ignore either the measures or the actions flowing from them locally. That still remains a hope—certainly far from being realized but also still not shattered.

GPI Atlantic did not have the money or resources to expand our two local pilot projects to other communities. All we could do based on our experience was to give presentations and produce manuals and detailed reports on community dynamics for indicator selection, survey tools, methodology, data collection, results, and the infrastructure needed to sustain such projects.71 But the hope generated by Suzuki, Hawken, and many others strongly supported our community-level efforts and encouraged us to see our work as a small part of this much larger global grassroots movement that collectively holds great potential for positive change.

Yet despite all its promise and the real satisfaction of seeing some of our results translated into quick action, there is one gigantic limitation to such community-level work of which I remain constantly aware and that continually frustrated even our most enthusiastic community partners: namely, that communities have little and sometimes no control over the big issues that our higher-level measures addressed. Whether it is changing the nature and distribution of work, educational and health care reform, forest and fisheries policy, or resolute action on climate change—these are largely provincial and federal government mandates and often issues of global concern.

Our community GPI work in some ways made communities even more frustrated than they had been. Through the visioning, indicator selection, and results, they saw more clearly and articulated more explicitly than ever before where they wanted to be in ten to twenty years and how to get there. At the same time, they ran up against provincial and federal policies, structures, and regulations that ran counter to their vision and wishes. The more inspired they became, the more they recognized the constraints on their own capacity to act as they deemed necessary and desirable. Maybe bottom-up and top-down can happen effectively only in tandem. And so our determination to see higher-level adoption of the new measures, full-cost accounting, and the new economic paradigm that those measures reflect must also remain undiminished. But for that to happen, real political will is necessary.

I didn’t find that political will in Nova Scotia or in Canada. But in 2003, something had happened that hit very close to home and subtly started to shift my focus in ways that changed my work and life for years to come. Invitations arrived from two countries that had expressed the will to adopt and put the new measures into practice. In New Zealand I was asked to present the GPI to national government agencies, municipal governments, political party caucuses, and nongovernment groups. And the tiny Himalayan Kingdom of Bhutan asked me first to present the GPI, then to help design a national survey and database for Bhutan’s own measures of progress that would join social, economic, and environmental indicators in an integrated way, and eventually to help forge a new sustainability-based economic paradigm. Even as we plowed ahead with our Nova Scotia GPI work, I accepted both those 2003 invitations, first in New Zealand and a few months later in Bhutan.
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A NEW ZEALAND INTERLUDE

In 2003, I was invited for the first time to present our Genuine Progress Index work in New Zealand (Aotearoa, as it is known in the Maori language) and was heartened at the warm reception it received at all levels of government—from the municipal to the national. To my great surprise and delight, I was treated not as an outside nongovernment advocate touting the benefits of holistic measurement and full-cost accounting but, rather, as an active, hands-on resource for work previously initiated under Helen Clark’s Labour government, which came to power in 1999 (and would remain on top until 2008). In New Zealand, unlike other places where I gave presentations—including Canada, the United States, the UK, and Thailand—neither elected nor appointed officials needed to be sold on the GPI idea. They were already doing some form of holistic indicator work and wanted advice on methods and how to improve their work to make it more rigorous, robust, and relevant to policy.

Over the next six years I was invited back several times, prepared reports, and provided advice and materials both in person and long distance, with the relationships and collaboration among us deepening along the way. Here at last I was working with partners rather than audiences.

THE SURPRISING NEW ZEALAND CONTEXT

In taking seriously sustainable development and social well-being, and using broader measures to track progress in these areas, New Zealand in 2003 was far ahead of most developed countries in overcoming the typical fixation on GDP-type thinking. In sharp contrast to Canada, where I felt we were forever knocking at the door of government, trying to pry it open an inch, and celebrating every sign of receptiveness to even isolated, cherry-picked components of our work, I was amazed at the degree to which integrated measurement systems, and their deeper holistic significance, were already embedded in the fabric and structures of New Zealand government.1

I may be wrong, but that understanding and openness seemed to me to come partly from within New Zealanders’ own culture and partly from the policies of the government in power, rather than from familiarity with the scholastic literature in the field. But whatever the cause, I found officials refreshingly interested in the GPI as a whole and particularly in what they could learn from its economic valuation and full-cost accounting dimension, which was not yet part of their reporting systems. In retrospect, based on subsequent experience, I now see I was too carried away by the wave of openness and enthusiasm that greeted the GPI work in New Zealand. It can be a fatal weakness in implementing progress measures if they are too closely associated with a particular government rather than reflecting the aspirations of the entire society beyond partisan concerns, as discussed in chapters 4 and 6. It was a hard lesson, to be repeated in Bhutan years later.

And yet despite later setbacks, New Zealand’s strides toward well-being and sustainability reporting remain remarkable. Since 2001, New Zealand’s Ministry of Social Development has published eleven Social Reports with wide-ranging indicators of social well-being.2 In 2002, Statistics New Zealand’s Monitoring Progress Towards a Sustainable New Zealand adopted precisely the kind of expanded capital model we had long advocated at GPI Atlantic. In fact, in addition to valuing human, social, natural, and built capital, New Zealand also proposed valuing “cultural capital,” which includes, for example, the strength of its native Maori language and traditions. Statistics New Zealand also acknowledged a sixth type of capital—institutional capital—defined as “the range of formal and informal civic, political, and legal arrangements that underpin market activity and civic life.”3

Although this framework has not yet been systematically applied in practice, in 2002, Statistics New Zealand had at least theoretically adopted a sound model of sustainability that shows the economy within a larger society, which is itself nested within an encompassing ecosystem.4 In this model human development (comprising human, social, economic, cultural, and institutional capital) is seen ultimately as completely dependent on the services provided by natural capital. Just as in our GPI approach outlined in chapter 3, the different forms of capital in this model are not coequal. Rather, human development, with its associated forms of capital, exists within the larger sphere of natural capital, which provides

(a)   resource flows that produce the food, water, medicinal plants, raw materials, and energy that power the human economy and society;

(b)   life-support services, such as climate regulation, nutrient cycling, and crop pollination, on which human survival depends; and

(c)   the capacity to absorb and assimilate the wastes generated by human society.

In other important respects, too, New Zealand’s measurement systems have exhibited some principles and values similar to those of GPI Atlantic. Equity considerations, for example, lie at the heart of both sustainable development and social indicator approaches to progress in New Zealand. Thus the extent of income equality has been a key indicator of sustainability and well-being both in Statistics New Zealand’s Monitoring Progress Towards a Sustainable New Zealand and in the Ministry of Social Development’s Social Reports.5 New Zealand’s Social Reports also acknowledged the value of unpaid household work and assessed the strength of social networks, social supports, volunteerism, and caregiving. And, similar to our GPI, those reports acknowledged—again at least in theory—the relation of such social characteristics to the economy.6

Perhaps most encouragingly, I found that New Zealand had begun to bring these principles into legislation, at least at the local level. Thus the country’s 2002 Local Government Act recommended that all municipalities develop and report on a wide range of social, economic, environmental, and cultural indicators and outcome measures. That act required local authorities to promote the social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-being of communities, and to facilitate long-term sustainability by considering the economic, social, environmental, and cultural consequences of the decisions they made.7

The Local Government Act of 2002, for example, urged municipalities to develop environmental standards for air quality, water quality, noise, and waste and a timetable for their implementation; to develop a methodology for that purpose; and to commit to the collection of data on the state of social and environmental well-being in urban areas. The municipal councils of Auckland, Christchurch, Wellington, Manukau, Waitakere, and North Shore produced comprehensive well-being indicator reports based on existing data, with key results jointly published in The Quality of Life in New Zealand’s Six Largest Cities (expanded to eight cities in a follow-up 2003 report and to twelve cities in the 2005 report).8 Certainly, all I witnessed and heard signified a strong intention to use those new results to shape policy, but the measurement initiatives were too new in the early 2000s, when I first went there, to point to actual policies influenced by those first results.

All this helps to explain the nature of GPI Atlantic’s work in New Zealand. With many of the country’s leading politicians, officials, mayors, and town councilors already sold on GPI-type measures, and with enthusiasm so high, the context so conducive, the commitments so genuine, and the opportunities for adoption and implementation of well-being policies so real, I simply could not resist accepting invitations proffered by national government agencies, municipal councils, and nongovernment entities in New Zealand. The invitations were entirely unsolicited, and despite our lack of marketing, a few New Zealanders had somehow discovered GPI Atlantic’s work and sought it out. Although I was asked to advise on many aspects of measuring sustainability and well-being, the New Zealanders’ main interest, as mentioned, was in our economic evaluation and full-cost accounting work and how it could be applied in the New Zealand context.

Our approach was of particular interest there because we had already undertaken analyses in line with many aspects of New Zealand Statistics’ capital accounting framework, which had been superbly conceptualized but not yet operationalized. Thus at the request of the government, in 2004, I prepared a detailed report on the utility and applicability of the Genuine Progress Index to New Zealand’s own endeavors.9 The report specifically referenced the country’s own measurement efforts and how those data could feed into a potential New Zealand GPI, though it did not attempt the much larger and longer-term task of actually producing a GPI for the country based on New Zealand data.

THE MAORI AFFINITY

The most satisfying and inspiring dimension of my work in New Zealand was with the Maori, the indigenous people who arrived in New Zealand from eastern Polynesia more than 700 years ago, and who today constitute 15 percent of the country’s population. In fact, I have often wondered whether New Zealand’s overall receptiveness to GPI-type measures can be attributed at least in part to the subtle Maori influence on the country’s culture. What I can attest to without doubt is the seemingly instantaneous meeting of minds that occurred in the course of initial briefings on the GPI and the philosophy behind it to Maori members of Parliament and other Maori political leaders, educators, and community leaders in 2004.

As soon as I presented the view and practice of the Genuine Progress Index, the Maori got it in a way I’d never experienced in my GPI work with any other community. The holistic perspective of the GPI, based on the intrinsic linkages among the social, economic, cultural, and environmental spheres of life, was the way the Maori viewed the world—as one deeply interconnected reality. I felt an immediate bond with the community that went beyond the intellectual dimension of the GPI work, one that extended into moving ceremonial receptions at Maori gatherings and that deepened with each visit and interaction over the next few years.

After the highly specialized and fragmented silo approach of so many officials and policy makers I was used to in Canada, what a breath of fresh air and delightful relief it was to come to New Zealand and see the Maori take in the GPI as a whole, as if it were their own. And for their part, the Maori told me how relieved they were to now have a systematic framework and way of assembling and presenting the hard evidence and statistical backup for what they already experientially knew was true. This, they told me, was what they’d been waiting for. Wherever the Maori invited me to discuss the GPI, and to demonstrate its findings and results, they welcomed me and my family, who accompanied me on some of these visits, with warmth and grace.

In other forums in Canada and elsewhere, I seemed to spend an inordinate amount of time trying to convey basic principles, such as the inherent connection between local and global realities or the dependence of human well-being on ecosystem health and social bonds, whereas the Maori seemed to grasp such concepts instantly. So with the Maori, it took almost no time at all to go deeply into a shared exploration of the GPI and its utility and into its practical relevance to their needs and concerns.

Maori receptiveness to the GPI may have been related to the remarkable Maori cultural and linguistic resurgence underway at that time. In North America indigenous languages and cultures were disappearing rapidly, with about half of them already extinct. And with their loss we were also losing a fountain of wisdom, especially on ways of living in harmony with the natural world generation after generation. In Canada only three (Inuktitut, Cree, and Ojibway) of more than fifty remaining Aboriginal languages currently have a sufficient base of speakers to be considered relatively secure from the threat of imminent extinction.10 And even these remaining three are showing signs of rapid decline, especially among young and educated people.

By contrast, starting in 1982, the Maori had brought their language from the brink of extinction by creating Maori “language nests” in which older, fluent Maori speakers taught infants and toddlers in immersion settings. Such language revival efforts increased the number of fluent Maori speakers from less than 20 percent, and declining rapidly in the 1970s and 1980s, to 25 percent in 1996–2001. In an age when the loss of cultural diversity worldwide exceeds even the pace of biological diversity decline, the Maori language and cultural revival of the 1980s and 1990s is one of the most remarkable reversals of this global trend. Sadly, the latest census figures again show a decline of fluent Maori speakers, this time to 21.3 percent in 2013.11

In 2006 and 2008, I was invited to present the GPI approach, framework, and methods with sample Canadian results at Te Wānanga o Raukawa—the Maori tertiary education institution established in Otaki in 1981 with only two students. An outstanding testimonial to this Maori cultural revival, Te Wānanga o Raukawa had grown to 2,000 students when I was there, and today has 3,500. There my family and I were warmly hosted by one of the prime architects of this revival and of the Maori self-determination movement, Whatarangi Winiata, president of the Maori Party and founder and head of Te Wānanga o Raukawa. At faculty meetings there, agreement was readily reached to incorporate GPI ideas into the Wānanga’s economics and accounting courses.

When Whatarangi later introduced me at a large conference, he said with a big smile that I was, in his estimate, “low-risk.” He had figured from the start, he said, that GPI Atlantic was not there to exploit or study the Maori for its own research purposes; rather, I was there to share with them as equals and to offer whatever I could. Then a remarkable exchange began to take place. As president and cofounder of the Maori Party, Whatarangi organized a full-day conference and consultation on the GPI with his colleagues, Maori Party coleaders Tariana Turia and Pita Sharples; their parliamentary caucus colleagues; and a large gathering of Maori educators and community leaders. In a series of follow-up meetings over a two-year period, I explained the GPI in detail, answered questions, and participated in many conversations that explored the congruence of Maori and GPI principles and approaches. To my great surprise, the Maori Party then adopted the GPI into its official party platform—the first political party in the world to do so.12

The Maori Party immediately started making use of the GPI approach deftly and expertly in parliamentary debates, as if it were second nature. Economic policies were superbly critiqued by Maori Party parliamentarians with reference to the hidden environmental and social costs revealed in the GPI. For example, when the New Zealand government allocated additional resources to hire more police, the Maori Party used the GPI approach to portray the decision as a cost of increased crime. Without any need for outside researchers or for the complex policy manual we prepared for Nova Scotia legislators and bureaucrats (which they never used), the Maori Party parliamentarians needed only a basic introduction to the GPI components and methods to begin using the concept with consummate skill and understanding.

The Maori Party’s fortunes have since waned. Formed in 2004 as an indigenous rights party, it held 5 of 122 parliamentary seats in 2008 with 2.4 percent of the national vote. But it won only two seats in 2014 and one in the 2020 election, where it gained only one percent of the national vote.

My connection with the Maori leaders and educators we met was entirely a two-way street, and I learned at least as much from my Maori hosts as I was able to offer. In fact, what I learned from the Maori went far beyond formal GPI-related interchanges and discussions. Our hosts at the Wānanga in Otaki invited me and my family in 2006 and again in 2008 to visit Kapiti Island off the western coast of New Zealand’s north island. Half of Kapiti Island is a government nature preserve, and the other half is under the stewardship of Whatarangi’s iwi (tribe).

Free of predators, the island has one of the largest remaining populations of some of New Zealand’s most endangered flightless birds, including the spotted kiwi and the beautiful takahe, which are almost extinct, with only 418 of the birds remaining worldwide. The takahe were thought to be extinct until a few remaining specimens were discovered in New Zealand’s Murchison Mountains and moved to Kapiti in a last-ditch effort to save the species. New Zealand’s flightless birds had survived in what for birds was an entirely predator-free environment until the European invasion of New Zealand brought cats, dogs, rats, and other killers that decimated many of New Zealand’s species.

I had often heard about endangered species worldwide and expressed the usual concerns about loss of biodiversity, but I had never before encountered an endangered species up close. It was a life-changing experience. Seeing the handsome takahe strutting proudly at our feet, so dignified and yet so vulnerable, I had the strong sense that this lovely bird simply has a right to exist on this planet because of what it is—for no definable scientific reason and beyond any rational justification, but just because of its own uniqueness. The experience gave me a whole new appreciation for the notions of conservation and biodiversity that no amount of scientific study by itself could have imparted.

Our Maori hosts then showed us around the island. We were enthralled as they pointed to plants that, through their structure and configuration, represented, our hosts said, the entire Maori social organization, symbolizing how inextricably human and natural existence, and the physical and spiritual worlds, are intertwined. And they pointed to the brown bush parrots in the trees around us—the endangered kākā birds—which, they explained, disappeared for a month each year on their annual migration to the islands of Hawaiki. Where is that, I asked, imagining it (since the kākā is a slow-flight bird) to be some other Pacific islands not far distant from New Zealand. It is the land of wisdom, our hosts said, where the kākā go once a year to bring back the knowledge the Maori need for their existence.

There may be no more potent force for the conservation of our world’s diminishing resources, I’ve mused, than this indigenous mindset, which understands human existence as fully and spiritually integrated in nature’s web. That is powerfully reinforced by the oft-cited “Seventh Generation” principle, thought to derive from the fifteenth-century Great Law of the Iroquois Confederacy, which proclaims: “Have always in view not only the present but also the coming generations.” In the words of Onondaga Nation chief Oren Lyons, “We are looking ahead … to make every decision … relate to the welfare and well-being of the seventh generation to come.”13

Though doubt has been cast on the historicity of the Seventh Generation principle, its relevance to ecological stewardship is reinforced by all scientific research: the carbon we emit today, the plastics we dispose of, the old-growth forests we cut, and the topsoil we deplete take generations, if not hundreds of years, to dissolve or restore. In that regard we ignore indigenous wisdom at our peril. If we could grasp our inseparability from nature and from one another and act on the Seventh Generation principle, our forests would not be burning, our glaciers melting, and our sea levels rising as they are today.

Our GPI Atlantic team has experienced a similar close and intuitive relationship with indigenous Mi’kmaq groups in Nova Scotia, who share the holistic, eco-centric perspective I found among the Maori and that, in other language, is core to the GPI. The difference is that North American indigenous groups represent a much tinier proportion of the population, have seen a precipitous decline of culture and language, have not had any organized political presence akin to the Maori Party in its heyday, and thus don’t have the power to take and use the GPI philosophy, principles, and methods as systemically as the Maori did in New Zealand.

The power of the Maori cultural revival doesn’t mean that all is well for the Maori or deny the enormous challenges they encounter in today’s New Zealand. The overwhelming dominance of European culture and the materialist ethos and of the silo structure of academia and government, the weakening hold of Maori religion, and the decline in Maori language speakers since 2001 reflect the uphill struggle that Maori culture still faces. Ministry of Health statistics for 2015 show that the Maori are three times as likely as others in New Zealand to experience unfair treatment in health care, housing, and work.14 The Maori unemployment rate in 2018 (9.6 percent) was more than double the rate for New Zealand’s European-origin population (3.8 percent).15 Compared with the rest of New Zealand’s population, the Maori have shorter life expectancy and higher rates of diabetes, infant death, infectious diseases, mortality in middle age, and behavioral and socioeconomic risk factors.16 Although the Maori are just 15 percent of New Zealand’s population, they comprise 51 percent of all prisoners.17 True equity remains a distant goal, just as the strengthening of Maori culture and language remains a constant challenge.

FROM VISION TO ACTION?

The major challenges that the Maori face point to the same dominant interests and materialist ethos that prevented the GPI or a similar measure being taken on as an instrument of New Zealand national policy. Conditions and circumstances for adopting the GPI were far more favorable in New Zealand than they were in most countries. And yet just as the remarkable Maori efforts to revive their culture and attain a direct political voice continue to face huge barriers, so, too, the grand visions, intentions, and hopes expressed so eloquently by numerous government officials fifteen years ago have not been adequately realized in practice.

Far more than other countries, New Zealand had even translated that vision of well-being and sustainable development into legal, regulatory, and reporting instruments. But some of that new legislation was weak, not enforced, and susceptible to political change. New Zealand’s Ministry for Environment, for example, noted in 2008 that the 2002 Local Government Act was “basically enabling legislation that allows for—rather than requires—bylaws to meet the needs of communities.” “Despite the presence of model bylaws” and operational practices “produced by Standards New Zealand,” the ministry said, “they are not commonly used.”18 New Zealand’s ambitious Environment 2010 Strategy, adopted in 1995, was set aside a few years later, with the OECD noting that the “nonbinding nature” of national strategies to protect the environment “makes their implementation vulnerable to changes in government.”19 And that’s exactly what happened. In 2008, the conservative National Party defeated Labour, slashed Department of Conservation and municipal funds, and merged many of the municipalities that had assiduously started reporting on well-being and sustainability.

In the face of municipal mergers and tightening funds, the holistic progress reporting that the 2002 Local Government Act advocated abruptly stopped, and the last full Quality of Life report for the nation’s cities was produced in 2007.20 And with the change in government and suddenly diminished interest in holistic progress measures, national reporting also faltered. The annual release of Social Reports, produced for ten straight years (2001–2010), stopped, and only one (the Social Report 2016) has been published since then.

Aaron Packard of the Greater Wellington Region produced a scholarly analysis of the efforts to apply our GPI approach and described the challenges faced by New Zealand’s municipal governments as follows:


A synergistic link was found between the Nova Scotia GPI framework and the framework provided by the Local Government Act community outcomes process. Despite this synergy, and the commitment to the GPI on the part of local authorities, a number of challenges emerged from the context. These include the poor integration of the existing community outcomes into institutional decision-making, a weak institutional commitment to the economic valuation procedure of the GPI, and the desire on the part of the present local government minister to reduce the scope of local government.21



And yet it is a testament to the power of the idea and of the necessity of accounting for well-being and sustainability that despite these challenges, New Zealand’s initiatives of fifteen years ago continue to resurface, especially under the current leadership of Jacinda Ardern. As with the 2016 Social Report revival, renewed commitments by some city councils have also rehabilitated municipal quality-of-life reporting in recent years, and less ambitious resident satisfaction surveys continued every two years.22 New Zealand’s leap into integrated social-economic-environmental reporting fifteen years ago may simply have been ahead of its time and encountered inevitable resistances that are taking time to overcome. In New Zealand those resistances may have been embodied in the change of political leadership that took place in 2008, when the National Party took power.

WELLINGTON’S FERTILE GROUND

Frustrated by the yawning gap between intention and action I was experiencing in Canada, and by Nova Scotia’s 2009 failure to embrace the GPI when all the conditions were right, I was delighted to see our efforts find fertile ground in New Zealand’s capital city. In 2006, I was invited to present the GPI approach to the Greater Wellington Regional Council, where it was received enthusiastically. Gradually deepening consultations and discussions on methods, data sources, and other practicalities followed. In 2007, the council, in conjunction with the region’s eight territorial and municipal authorities, formally announced that they would develop a Genuine Progress Index to guide their development through an overarching Wellington Regional Strategy. In 2008, I was back for more hands-on discussions, and in 2011 and 2014, the councils produced GPI results for a wide range of economic, environmental, social, and cultural variables, which have been updated annually to show trends from 2001 to 2018.23

Better yet, the region did not shy away from the crucial economic valuation dimension of the GPI, where others had feared to tread. Thus a 2011 Wellington GPI report openly declared the intention to adopt full-cost accounts “to challenge conventional economic directions or significantly reshape progress in the Wellington region.”24 As a first step Wellington partnered with Auckland and Waikato councils to use our full-cost accounting methods to produce a comprehensive report in 2013 on the costs of physical inactivity in New Zealand (NZ$1.3 billion, or 0.7 percent of GDP in 2010) and in their own regions.25

Over the course of six years I met with Auckland, Wellington, and other municipal mayors, city councils, planners, and statisticians in New Zealand and was invited to present our work to political party caucuses and leaders, at universities, and to nongovernment organizations. Overall the reception was warm and positive. I was heartened at the remarkable degree to which politicians, bureaucrats, local leaders, scholars, and community groups welcomed the approach and accepted its premises, and I had high hopes for its adoption in New Zealand. But only among Maori leaders and in the Greater Wellington Region did that interest translate into actual adoption and use.

To create a GPI in practice and to make it stick requires hard trenchwork and committed effort for the long haul based on a profound passion and understanding of the underlying meaning of the new economic paradigm the GPI reflects, based as it is on principles of sustainability, equity, and long-term global thinking. That depth of understanding and commitment to the challenges of full-cost accounting described in chapter 6 is rare, but without it things can and do go awry, will not stick, and can even set back and discredit initiatives undertaken with the best of intentions.

While I worked with Wellington, the Auckland Council in 2009 contracted with two other groups—Market Economics and the New Zealand Centre for Ecological Economics—to construct a Genuine Progress Indicator for the region in line with the original 1995 Redefining Progress model that those groups were using to create a GPI for New Zealand.26 More recently, in 2019, the same model and approach were used to produce a Genuine Progress Indicator tracking New Zealand’s progress from 1970 to 2016.27 As noted in chapter 3, the starting point of our Nova Scotia GPI work in 1996 was Statistics Canada’s critique of that original GPI and its methodological and conceptual problems.

As with that original 1995 United States GPI, however, the ones developed for Auckland in 2009 and for New Zealand in 2019 repeated many errors of the original model, aggregated all measures into a single composite number, and started with the value of total personal consumption as the biggest positive contribution to the indicator. By this measure the more we consume, the faster that aggregate GPI grows—a flawed assumption in an era when overconsumption is directly tied to diminishing resources, climate change, and habitat degradation. Thus New Zealanders’ per capita personal consumption grew by 80 percent from 1970 to 2016—the single largest contributor to the 53 percent overall GPI increase.28 Whereas the New Zealand GPI authors tag that consumption growth as the “largest benefit” to New Zealanders’ well-being, our Nova Scotia GPI eschews that measure precisely because that supposed short-term benefit reflects many of the limitations inherent in GDP accounting and is likely at the expense of future generations.

Given that measure’s fundamental alignment with GDP premises, it is not surprising that one trenchant critique noted, “[T]he GPI measured for Auckland region over the period 1990 to 2006 showed that there was an extremely close correlation between GDP growth and GPI growth.”29 Similarly, the 2019 New Zealand Genuine Progress Indicator report shows the overall rate of GPI growth and GDP growth in the last twenty-five years (214 percent vs 202 percent, respectively) to be almost identical.30 Unlike Wellington’s sustained commitment to its Genuine Progress Index components, the 2009 Auckland GPI based on the 1995 Redefining Progress model was a one-shot report that was not repeated.

Aaron Packard at Wellington’s Victoria University compared the two approaches in detail and strongly endorsed the Nova Scotia GPI approach that Wellington had adopted:


The recent findings in the Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress (Stiglitz et al, 2009)31 commissioned by the French government, support the case for pluralistic approaches such as the Nova Scotia GPI. The Nova Scotia GPI is one of the few existing indicator sets that has successfully integrated a mixture of economic valuation and physical indicators in line with the recommendations of Stiglitz and his colleagues….

The Wellington Regional GPI is one of the first case studies outside of GPI Atlantic to apply the Nova Scotia methodology. This interpretation of the GPI reflects a stronger move away from reductionist, monistic, or positivist tendencies than other forms of the GPI…. The Nova Scotia GPI is a potentially powerful tool, with the scope for shifting thinking around “progress” and well-being.32



Although Packard acknowledged in 2009 that it was “too early to judge whether the [Wellington GPI] initiative will emerge as a viable alternative to the GDP for the Wellington region,” the Wellington Genuine Progress Index has begun to stand the test of time: it has been officially embedded in the region’s development strategy with results “owned by the Greater Wellington Regional Council,” is updated regularly, and is accompanied by a broader vision of well-being and a strong critique of the limitations of GDP.33

All this is far beyond what we have achieved in Canada, where no governmental body at any level has wholeheartedly adopted the GPI. Despite this victory of sorts, there is still one key missing element that tempers any impulse to celebrate prematurely—namely, evidence that the Wellington GPI results have directly translated into significant policy initiatives. Certainly the Greater Wellington Regional Council has explicitly expressed its intention to use the new measures “to make more informed decisions about the interrelated activities that enhance or impair well-being in the Wellington region.”34 And the Council says,


A GPI will enable us to make better decisions now and for the future. Valuing economic, social, environmental, human and cultural assets means decisions can be made with our overall well-being in mind and in a way that leaves a better world for our children and grandchildren.35



But whether those intentions will be realized in practice and withstand or be derailed by powerful vested interests will take further time to gauge.

A causal relationship between measurement and policy is not easy to assess. Wellington already had a strong commitment to overall well-being. The city ranked high on a 2018 New Zealand quality-of-life survey,36 and in both 2017 and 2018, it was ranked by Deutsche Bank as the world’s most liveable city with the best quality of life of any city.37 Obviously, none of that can be attributed to Wellington’s use of the GPI. On the contrary, the adoption of the GPI is likely due to the region’s prior commitment to well-being.

But at a more fundamental level, what does it mean to assess the impact of GPI use on policy outcomes, or even properly to deploy the GPI for policy purposes? As explained in chapter 2 and elsewhere, GPI accounts are designed to trigger fundamental structural change by providing the hard economic data needed to institute new financial incentives and penalties that will, for example, reduce inequity, ecological footprint, and fossil fuel and automobile dependence that were not among the Deutsche Bank indicators of city livability. Though the GPI is primarily an economic valuation tool, the Wellington region has so far undertaken only one minor full-cost accounting study (on the cost of physical inactivity), with none yet attempted for transportation, unpaid work, crime, greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions, or others. Instead Wellington has relied almost completely on indicators rather than accounts that have a much more powerful effect on policy, as illustrated in chapters 2, 4, and 6, and which would detail the true economic benefits and costs of Wellington’s development options.

In other words, we have yet to see Wellington properly deploy a GPI in its accounting dimension, which is based on but goes well beyond indicators of well-being, before we can even begin to speculate about the impact of the GPI on policy. Interestingly, this is precisely the opposite challenge to what we faced in Nova Scotia, where we produced a relatively full GPI with accounts in many components but just couldn’t get it adopted. By contrast, Wellington has officially adopted the GPI but not implemented its key economic valuation features that are necessary to challenge GDP dominance and that distinguish the GPI from other indicator initiatives. A government could do what a nonprofit could not, and a nonprofit could more readily do what a government found difficult.

THE WORLD’S FIRST “WELLBEING BUDGET”

Despite these major caveats, there is something about New Zealand that gives me hope and which may be conveyed by the implicit subtext in the foregoing descriptions. The New Zealand government’s early interest in holistic measures, Wellington’s eager adoption of the GPI, and the profound Maori affinity with the GPI spirit and mindset all point to a deeper understanding of the philosophy underlying our work. I can’t pinpoint what it is about New Zealand—whether its isolation, its extraordinary natural beauty, its volatile geological activity, the palpable strength and dynamism of its indigenous people who fought the European invaders to a treaty standoff, or other factors—that generates the openness and receptiveness I discovered there. But somehow New Zealanders seemed readier than most to embrace the broader meaning of well-being, to grasp the true import of sustainability, and even to accept the necessity for a new sustainability-based economic paradigm such as the one GPI reflects.

This is not my observation alone. At the third International Conference on Wellbeing and Public Policy held in Wellington in September 2018, international experts praised the remarkable degree of New Zealand government participation and commitment. The NZ Treasury cohosted the conference, three top ministers addressed it, and many public servants actively participated. Oxford political economist Jan-Emmanuel De Neve said New Zealand could be the first OECD nation to implement a full well-being policy and thus be “the guiding light in the years to come and a reference point for the future.”38

Perhaps most encouraging is New Zealand Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern’s 2019 and 2020 “Wellbeing Budgets,” which embed the goal of well-being in New Zealand public policy. That policy uses new, broader measures that include assessments of natural, social, and human assets and new indicators for tracking citizens’ welfare that go beyond traditional measures of income and growth. Ardern told the January 2019 Davos World Economic Forum, “We need to address the societal well-being of our nation, not just the economic well-being.” She urged a shift from short-term cycles to long-term thinking through a lens of “kindness, empathy and well-being.”39

The failure to follow through on many of the hopes and expectations of the early 2000s, as noted earlier, may be attributed at least in part to the Labour Party defeat in the 2008 elections. Likewise the new commitment to well-being is also partly due to the 2017 elections, which resulted in Labour again taking power—indicating how vulnerable Ardern’s new directions are to political change. In fairness, this seesaw interest in well-being as a principal goal also indicates a failure to communicate the value and use of the new measures across the political spectrum. Theoretically, as I suggested earlier, the GPI should be as attractive to political parties of the right because of its potential to improve market efficiency by internalizing the full costs of production and thereby reducing the need for government regulation and intervention. For now this message does not seem to have reached the right in New Zealand.

The evidence to date on both New Zealand in general and Wellington in particular is thus largely confined to intention, understanding, and even adoption of a GPI—which is certainly an excellent start—rather than to policy outcomes and the deep structural change required to transform aspiration into action and practice. Recent analyses have remarked that, under Ardern, New Zealand has gone from being a “slow follower” to a “fast follower” on climate change but is not yet a “leader,” and that her agenda is genuinely reformist but not transformational.40 And yet despite hard experience to date, I remain convinced that among all developed countries, New Zealand has some of the most fertile ground and greatest potential for that transformation to policy and action to take place.
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INVITATION TO BHUTAN

Surrounded by high Himalayan peaks, sandwiched between India and China, and never colonized, the mountainous, landlocked, independent kingdom of Bhutan—now a constitutional monarchy with just 760,000 people—remained largely isolated until recently. This isolation served to protect Bhutan’s relatively pristine natural environment and its ancient culture and to shield the nation from the onslaught of consumerism that has swept across the world. Bhutan’s road network did not begin to develop until the 1960s, and television and the internet only arrived in 1999. Even in urban centers, most Bhutanese are barely one generation removed from their rural villages.

Emerging from seclusion and opening to the world, Bhutan’s rapidly changing economy is now bringing major challenges in both declining and growing sectors. Although more than two thirds of Bhutan’s population, which is 75 percent Buddhist and 25 percent Hindu, remains rural, mostly living from subsistence agriculture, the country has the highest rate of internal rural–urban migration (6 percent a year) in all of south Asia. Agriculture’s share of GDP has fallen from 55 percent to less than 20 percent in the last thirty years, and farmers are aging. At the same time, young Bhutanese moving to the capital, Thimphu, often lose their close family and village social networks; encounter unemployment, high living costs, and social isolation; and sometimes drift to drugs, crime, and even suicide. With just 16 percent of Bhutan’s population, Thimphu has 59 percent of the country’s crime. Given that crime is highly correlated with youth unemployment, it is noteworthy that Thimphu has by far the highest rate of youth unemployment in the country—more than twice the national average (22.1 percent vs 10.6 percent).1

Although agriculture’s share of GDP has declined sharply, hydropower exports to India now provide more than 40 percent of Bhutan’s revenues and constitute 25 percent of its GDP. Despite clear upsides to an economy powered by green energy, Bhutan’s economic reliance on hydropower has raised both ecological and financial concerns. Climate change is predicted to seriously reduce dry season flows of the glacial waters on which Bhutan’s hydropower relies,2 while the escalating costs of hydropower infrastructure construction, which contributes another 25 percent to the country’s GDP, have plunged the government into deep debt, now totaling 111 percent of GDP. Bhutan is by far the largest recipient of foreign aid from India, which bankrolls Bhutan’s five-year development plans, funds nearly a quarter of Bhutan’s government budget, holds 64 percent of its debt, and has a dominating influence on the country’s economy and foreign policy.3

If isolation had its advantages in shielding Bhutan from some of the ills of industrialization, globalization, and environmental and cultural destruction, it also had some decided drawbacks. Fifty years ago, with high infant mortality and minimal medical care, Bhutan’s average life expectancy was a mere 35 years, half of what it is today.4 Literacy has increased even more dramatically, from less than 20 percent just thirty years ago—the lowest in the world according to the UN Development Programme—to 65 percent today, with 89 percent of youth (age 15–24) now literate.5 Though initial development projects, including road building, had been undertaken by Bhutan’s Third King, Jigme Dorji Wangchuck, in the 1960s, they accelerated dramatically after the Fourth King ascended to the throne in 1972 at age seventeen on the death of his father. These projects focused initially on rural development and then expanded to communication networks, electricity generation, health care, safe drinking water, information technology, and more. From the mid-1980s to the end of the Fourth King’s reign in 2006, Bhutan’s GDP grew fifteen-fold in just twenty-one years, and the number of households with electricity grew from 10,000 to more than 65,000.6

Those seemingly conventional development statistics, no matter how dramatic, do not tell the full story of Bhutan’s development path, however. Embracing economic development only recently, but having by then witnessed its typical damages elsewhere, Bhutan had the belated choice of adopting a different way forward. This was famously expressed in 1979 by Bhutan’s Fourth King, His Majesty Jigme Singye Wangchuck, when, in response to a journalist’s question on Bhutan’s economic growth rate, he declared that “Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross National Product.”7

For the next two decades, Bhutan’s government felt no particular compulsion to define or explain—let alone measure—Gross National Happiness (GNH). Many Bhutanese apparently intuitively understood what their king meant: that happiness does not come from money, career, and material things alone. That view is core to Buddhism, which remains Bhutan’s official state religion and a formative influence on the country’s culture and identity. Bhutan’s rich ancient wisdom traditions and spiritual heritage, its pristine natural environs, and its extended family network and close-knit communities all provided a strong nonmaterialist foundation for people’s sense of well-being. The Fourth King was determined that Bhutan’s economic development would preserve and be harmonious with these assets, values, and traditions. He was an ardent environmentalist, actively supported the arts and culture, strongly emphasized economic self-sufficiency, and put strict limits on tourism and visitor entries in an effort to keep the downsides of foreign influence at bay.

It was only as Bhutan opened to the world, developed its economy, established diplomatic relations with other countries, and joined international organizations that the country came under increasing pressure to define GNH and explain it to the world. Despite the Fourth King’s passion for self-reliance, rapid economic and infrastructure development required capital investment, foreign aid, and loans. And so, from the World Bank and other foreign aid partners to journalists and academics, outsiders inevitably began to ask: “If, as your King says, you don’t assess your well-being and progress according to GDP, how do you define and measure it?”

And that question led, in 2003, to my receiving an invitation to Bhutan. It appears that someone there had heard about our work in Canada attempting to measure progress holistically, with a twin focus on well-being and long-term sustainability, and thought that we might have some advice on how Bhutan could measure progress according to its GNH development philosophy. Frankly, the invitation took me completely by surprise—I knew nothing about Bhutan and could not have found it on a map if asked. I quickly scrambled to learn what I could on the internet and landed in early February 2004 at Paro Airport, widely known as “one of the world’s most dangerous airports,” sandwiched between high mountains and with only eight pilots worldwide qualified to maneuver between the mountains and land on the short, narrow landing strip.8 I was whisked straight from the airport to an audience with Her Majesty Dorji Wangmo Wangchuck, the eldest of the king’s four queens—all sisters whom he had married in a public ceremony in 1988. It was the beginning of a remarkable thirteen-year odyssey full of hope and inspiration as well as frustration and disappointment.

Over tea the queen reminisced about Bhutan’s travails in the previous two months. After a century of peace, Bhutan had, just weeks earlier, had its first war. For many years Assamese separatist guerrillas had been using Bhutanese territory to raid India and attack Indian army units. Eight years of negotiations by Bhutan had failed to persuade the rebels to leave, and India was on the verge of taking its own military action against the separatists on Bhutanese soil.

To maintain its sovereignty, Bhutan sent its tiny, untried, and combat-inexperienced armed forces into action to expel the 3,000 well-armed veteran insurgents from thirty fortified guerrilla camps in southern Bhutan’s thick jungles near the Indian border. Unprecedented in this modern era, the King of Bhutan personally led his troops into action. The military operation was a success, captured militants were handed over to India, and the thirty Assamese separatist guerrilla camps on Bhutanese soil were razed.

Hugely relieved, the Bhutanese people were ready to celebrate the return of their victorious army. The king forbade any celebration on the grounds that war is always a symptom of failed diplomacy and never a cause for rejoicing. Instead, butter lamps—a traditional Tibetan Buddhist offering that symbolizes turning darkness and confusion to light and wisdom—were lit in all the country’s monasteries, and 108 stupas (shrines) were built at Dochula Pass outside Thimphu as a memorial.

Just a few weeks later, the queen was still emotional as she recalled the anxiety and uncertainty of that fraught period, in which there were no proper communications from the front lines and the people did not know if the king was dead or alive. “From the time he gets up in the morning till the time he goes to sleep at night,” the queen remarked of her husband, “he never thinks of anything except the good of the people of Bhutan.”

“GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS”—IS THIS FOR REAL?

In the days that followed, I was astonished and gratified to discover that at a very basic level, there was no fundamental difference between the philosophy underlying the Genuine Progress Index and that of Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness development approach. Both recognize that human health, prosperity, and well-being depend on the effective integration of a wide range of social, economic, and environmental factors. And in both systems wealth is defined not simply in material terms but includes good health, knowledge, strong community bonds, adequate free time to spend with friends and family, and, of course, a healthy and bountiful natural world. Not only does deprivation in any of those spheres impoverish us, but material prosperity itself depends on their strength.

Unfortunately, the word “happiness” as used by the Bhutanese government has been grossly misunderstood in the West, easily caricatured and twisted for other purposes, and therefore often mocked and belittled. As clearly shown by the Fourth King’s juxtaposition of GNH to GNP,9 when he coined the term in 1979, it is intended as a counterpoint to the materialist economic growth syndrome that prevails globally.

In the words of Bhutan’s former Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley,


This “happiness” has nothing to do with the common use of that word to denote an ephemeral, passing mood—happy today or unhappy tomorrow due to some temporary external condition like praise or blame, gain or loss. Rather, it refers to the deep, abiding happiness that comes from living life in full harmony with the natural world, with our communities and fellow beings, and with our culture and spiritual heritage—in short from feeling totally connected with our world.10



In common English parlance, the term “well-being” may not have been misinterpreted and misunderstood to the degree we have seen through use of the word “happiness.” But “well-being” itself is somewhat problematic as a translation, as it is more widely used in relation to the outer conditions of life rather than to the resultant profound state of mind to which the king and prime minister refer when they use the word “happiness.” Translation itself has limits here, and no English word adequately conveys the intended meaning, which actually derives from the heart of Buddhist philosophy.

Nevertheless, at its outer political and societal level, Gross National Happiness is the name given to Bhutan’s balanced development philosophy, which seeks to integrate social, economic, and environmental objectives in the pursuit of overall well-being. In a subtle but important distinction between conditions and ultimate goals, GNH is even embedded in the country’s constitution, where Article 9 proclaims: “the State shall strive to promote those conditions that will enable the successful pursuit of Gross National Happiness.”

THE FOUR PILLARS OF GNH

GNH is defined today as standing on four integrated pillars: environmental conservation, cultural promotion, sustainable and equitable socioeconomic development, and good governance. Before glibly dismissing the notion of happiness, then, it might be acknowledged that those pillars, or principles, matter not only to Bhutan but to a world that has palpably lost that multifaceted foundation in its fixation on unbridled economic growth.

And as is apparent from such challenges as rural–urban migration, youth alienation, family breakup, and substance abuse that Bhutan faces, the four GNH pillars matter more than ever to the country, which is not immune from these global trends. Like other countries undergoing rapid economic development, Bhutan is subject to a new barrage of materialist messages that—particularly since the introduction of television and the internet in 1999—now define success in terms of money, career, fame, glamor, and other forms of individual gain. As well, Bhutan now faces potentially devastating climate change impacts from glacial lake outburst flooding and growing inequality, pollution, and waste generation. For better or for worse, the world has come to Bhutan, and isolation is no longer an option.

In addition, ever simmering just below the surface in Bhutan is a deep-seated insecurity about its own sovereignty. Having seen Tibet swallowed by China on its northern border and Sikkim by India on its western border, Bhutan also has its own ethnic tensions, particularly in relation to the Lhotshampas of Nepalese origin, who constitute about 25 percent of Bhutan’s population and a majority in southern Bhutan. In this regard the four pillars of GNH are intended not simply as abstract principles but as practical tools to unify the country and counter the potentially divisive and disintegrative tendencies that frequently accompany rapid development.

The more closely and intensively I worked with the Bhutanese over the years, the more clearly the deeper meaning of these four integrated pillars emerged. There are many interpretations of GNH and widespread controversy on the degree to which it is realized in practice, but I found extensive agreement in presentations and discussions in Bhutan at least on how the four pillars may ideally be conceived in philosophy and intent.

Thus the Bhutanese seem to accept that respect for the natural environment, the first pillar, means both treading mindfully and lightly on the earth and also a sense of keen observation of and appreciation for nature’s work and marvels. Translated into action, strengthening the environmental conservation pillar of GNH therefore means everything from protecting ecosystem functions, conserving resources and not littering to learning from nature, such as in observing, studying, and understanding the function of local plants, soils, forests, birds, and animals. Given that human existence depends on a healthy natural environment, this pillar constitutes the essential foundation of GNH.

This is more than just theory; it is reflected in the nation’s practice. In 2005, Bhutan received the United Nations’ Champion of the Earth award for placing the environment at the center of all its development policies. Bhutan has kept more than 70 percent of its land area under forest cover and 50 percent under complete environmental protection; it maintains wildlife corridors that provide habitat for several endangered species; and the country vowed at the Copenhagen Climate Conference in December 2009 to remain a net carbon sink in perpetuity.

The Bhutanese view is akin to that of the Maori, wherein human existence is seen as fully and spiritually integrated into nature’s web. It’s that traditional view that has led Bhutan to ban mountaineering and often to divert roads from water bodies or other natural features because they would encroach on the abodes of the guardian deities who dwell there. Such magical ancient beliefs have served to protect lakes, mountains, and other sacred natural bodies—with the creatures that inhabit them—from violation in a way that our modern secular, scientific approach has been unable to do.

Bhutan’s care for the natural world and the habitat of other species stems in part from a core component of Buddhist philosophy, which demands respect for the lives of all living beings. In line with this value, Bhutan’s Ministry of Agriculture, for example, specified in 2012 that commercial hens, turkeys, ducks, geese, and other fowl must have enough space in their enclosures to lie down, stand up, fully spread both wings, and turn in a circle without touching the side of the enclosure or other hens, and that they must be able to sit quietly without repeated disturbance. Bhutan’s chief livestock officer drew an implicit comparison with common North American practices: “Squeezing them in a very confined space and treating them like they are some kind of egg producing machines is just not right!”

From a Bhutanese perspective, how is the environmental conservation pillar of GNH linked to human happiness? Quite simply, using the foregoing example, putting the well-being of chickens (and other species) above short-term economic convenience, and knowing that the chickens and other species are better off and suffering less as a result will, it is believed with some justification, also make us humans happier.

This deep respect for the natural world does not deny the key role of human society, which is reflected in the cultural pillar of GNH. At its best, this pillar has a lively and almost celebratory quality in the traditional Bhutanese psyche and is associated with strong community bonds and the enjoyment of song, dance, art, music, poetry, village festivals, and more. The cultural pillar embodies the view that although we humans may respect and appreciate nature with some sense of awe, we can also take our seat in the midst of this natural world and express our essential human-ness and culture as part of this larger community of life.

To what degree a community in Bhutan transmits and passes along traditional handicrafts, arts, stories, customs, and local wisdom, and to what extent the young practice and encourage the dynamic evolution of those traditions, might be seen as markers of the strength of the cultural promotion pillar of GNH. The word “promotion” refers to the intention to nurture and foster these trends in innovative ways that are suitable to our times rather than simply to preserve traditional culture as a moribund museum piece in the midst of seemingly overwhelming global influences. Local applications of these principles might include respecting indigenous knowledge by, for example, bringing the wisdom of villagers, elders, and local people into schools, enlivening bonds with extended families, and caring for community members in need.

The current tide of rural–urban migration has put severe strains on these traditional bonds and on the security and mutual support that family and community networks once provided. The challenges now faced by youth are only the tip of the iceberg: I frequently heard Bhutan’s then Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley rue the breakdown of time-honored societal protocols and connections. He saw that disintegration in seemingly small incidents, such as a driver in a hurry honking to rush by a funeral procession—a mark of disrespect that would, he claimed, never have happened in times past.

What vividly brought national consciousness to the tenuousness of the cultural pillar of GNH and sparked a national debate on the issue was the March 2011 opening of Bhutan’s first old age home, in Trashigang, eastern Bhutan.11 Old age homes are “needed right now,” the prime minister said in response to press questions, because aged folk were being abandoned by their families, who were migrating to the cities. But, he said, such homes were not a long-term “solution,” which can only come from drawing on past tradition in which the aged were revered and respected within the family. The opposition leader and future prime minister, Tshering Tobgay, asked, “Why don’t our senior citizens have homes? Are our communities failing? Are we abandoning our parents? If so, why? Is it urbanization? Or are our values declining?”12

And a newspaper editorial at the time expressed worry that old age homes would encourage even more families to abandon their elderly. It remarked on the growing number of elderly homeless beggars in Thimphu: “Even as Bhutan makes progress, an increasing number of its citizens find themselves on the fringes of society…. It is disturbing to see our parents and grandparents harshly cast aside in the twilight of their lives.”13 Through this incident and others, Bhutanese are reminded daily that the traditional cultural pillar of their society is being eroded by current trends and is in urgent need of renewal. And yet, though the trend is widely bemoaned, no viable, practical solutions are offered. So long as education expands, youth migrate to cities, and extended family and village networks disintegrate, no one argues that old age homes aren’t necessary or should not be built.14

The third pillar of GNH is officially called “sustainable and equitable socioeconomic development.” At a deeper, philosophical level, this denotes an economy based on contentment and sharing rather than acquisitive craving and greed—impulses that, in the Buddhist view, actually denote dissatisfaction and discontent rather than appreciation for the self-existing richness of the world. That view in turn implies several aspects of a viable new economy that seem to resonate among Bhutanese with whom I discussed this perspective. And that gives me hope that this perspective may resonate elsewhere in a world increasingly forced to come to terms with the destructive consequences of unbridled growth.

In this new economy, material accumulation beyond a certain level is replaced by a concept of sufficiency—of what is needed rather than wanted. So instead of economic activity being fueled by endless desire and consumption that is in turn stimulated by advertising, it can serve to provide what people genuinely need in order to achieve decent living standards and to provide opportunities for them to fulfil their human potential.

The term “sufficiency economy” is attributed to the late King Bhumibol of Thailand, who, in a 1997 nationwide television address, urged his people “to take a careful step backwards” from rapid, unrestrained growth. He declared, “The important thing for us is to have a sufficient economy. A sufficient economy means to have enough to support ourselves.” The king recognized that “[t]hose who like modern economics may not appreciate this.” Since then, sufficiency economy has been defined to include sustainable development, economic stability, and “the equitable sharing of the benefits of economic prosperity,” and to shun “the wasteful use of natural resources.”15

From this perspective, the new economy will focus far more on distributive issues—making sure everyone has what they need to live a decent life—than on simply producing more stuff, as encouraged by our present GDP-focused growth economy. In a world in which humanity is already consuming resources 70 percent faster than the Earth can replenish them, the new economy recognizes that we already have enough in aggregate. Thus the new economic focus is how the existing bounty might be more fairly distributed to ensure that no one is deprived. And that, in turn, shifts the perspective on every other aspect of the new economy.

Instead of the usual competitive, individualistic, career-oriented approach to employment, for example, the economic pillar of GNH might lead citizens to ask what kinds of work a country needs; how satisfying, dignified jobs can be created to meet those needs; and how work can be of service to the larger society. And it can shift dominant views on expanding trade in a globalized economy not to a narrow protectionist approach but, instead, to encourage nations and peoples to stand on their own with dignity rather than to crave external goods and become dependent on imports and foreign aid. As Bhutan’s Fourth King put it, “The level of economic self-reliance achieved by a nation is one of the important measures of its status in the world as a sovereign, independent country.”16

Although the outer dimension of the good governance pillar of GNH is assessed by the Centre for Bhutan Studies largely by indicators such as institutional performance and the rights, trust, and participation of citizens in the relevant institutions,17 a profound inner meaning also emerged in my discussions in Bhutan. That is the wisdom of the best leaders to see reality clearly and to know precisely how to act in each situation to create the greatest benefit. This quality requires the capacity to understand and address the causes of problems and challenges, nurture and build on strengths, acknowledge and overcome weaknesses, and create beneficial policies for the people and country, particularly in the long term.

That at least came to be my understanding of the philosophy underlying the four pillars—the integration of which is intended to lead toward GNH. It’s undoubtedly a noble philosophy and, in my view, a vital counterpoint to the dominant consumerist ethos that prevails globally. But my purpose in accepting Bhutan’s invitation and moving there for nearly a decade was not to philosophize but to see these honorable intentions translated into action.

RETHINKING DEVELOPMENT

Both in response to outside pressure to define, explain, and measure GNH and in its own search for a viable alternative to the materialist economic growth paradigm, Bhutan hosted a conference and series of consultations in February 2004 titled “Operationalizing Gross National Happiness.” A handful of foreign representatives were invited, presumably to share some expertise. The participants included a White House adviser on sustainability, a Stanford historian analyzing the cases for and against Bhutan’s joining the World Trade Organization (WTO), a German soils expert on sustainable agricultural practices, a Thai businesswoman on models of business that are compatible with GNH principles, and three of us with different experiences in measuring well-being and sustainable development.18 Our Bhutanese hosts earnestly grilled us in their effort to understand how holistic measurement might help them apply and integrate principles of sustainability, conservation, equity, and well-being with economic development through legislation and practice.

I will venture to say that the conference was as eye opening for the foreign experts as it was for the Bhutanese. Although the work my like-minded colleagues and I were doing in areas such as holistic measurement and sustainable development remained largely marginal in our home countries, in Bhutan the highest levels of government—a prime minister, a king and crown prince, and cabinet ministers—were speaking our language. The Bhutanese were determined as a matter of high policy not to go down the road of economic growth at all costs, to avoid the pitfalls of conventional development, and to protect the country’s natural environment, ancient culture, and strong communities. Bhutan at that time was officially classified by the United Nations as a “least developed country” with low income, “confronting severe structural impediments to sustainable development … highly vulnerable to economic and environmental shocks and [with] low levels of human assets.”19 The country was now searching for a practical and viable strategy to meet the urgent material needs of its citizens without compromising the broader goals of GNH. We Westerners did not have answers.

Not once during our stay did we hear any expression of interest among our Bhutanese hosts to export their product. They wanted to work out how best to implement GNH at home and to preserve and strengthen what mattered to them in the face of the pressures of economic development and globalization. The Bhutanese did not even call this an “international” conference, let alone a first such GNH event. It was we foreign guests, most of us learning about Bhutan for the first time, who could not stop talking about how badly the world needed such a holistic and balanced model of development. Right then and there, perhaps impulsively, I asked permission to host a second international GNH conference in Canada the following year. Bhutan graciously agreed, and other foreign representatives expressed enthusiasm.

And so in June 2005, 450 international representatives from thirty-three countries on six continents gathered in the small university town of Antigonish, Nova Scotia, for the week-long so-called second international conference on GNH. The goal of the conference was to explore successful initiatives worldwide at the community, business, regional, and national levels that attempt to integrate sustainable and equitable economic development with environmental conservation, social and cultural cohesion, and good governance—the four pillars of GNH.20 A high-level delegation of twenty-one people from Bhutan, headed by future Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley, was joined by government, nongovernment, business, labor, academic, community, and youth leaders and delegates from other countries. Working models of renewable energy, sustainable business, organic farming, restoration forestry, appropriate technology, zero-waste initiatives, cooperative social enterprises, fair trade, holistic management, sustainable building, and alternative measurement were examined to assess both their economic viability and potential for upscaling to regional and national levels.21

All speakers were asked to present in a similar format—how they had implemented their endeavors in practice, how they’d overcome obstacles, what successes they’d achieved, and what challenges remained. Ray Anderson described how his energy and greenhouse gas reductions and switch to reused and recycled components substantially improved the profitability of his multinational carpet manufacturing company. Fair trade and community development initiatives were shown to create local jobs that were maintained over time through dedicated markets and conservation practices. The Netherlands’ shorter work time was profiled as an effective strategy for both job creation and improved work–life balance. Bunker Roy described the rainwater harvesting and solar energy initiatives of his Barefoot College that had effectively trained and employed tens of thousands of illiterate village women. From Africa and Asia to Europe and the Americas, delegates were heartened to learn of effective working models and solutions that could reorient global development toward socially and environmentally responsible policy and practices that would ensure long-term prosperity.

But the Bhutanese stole the show, if only because no other sovereign nation state had committed to implementing such integrated development on a national scale and because they were eager to learn best practices from all the other participants. They also made no bones about the major challenges they faced putting their GNH view into practice. In contemplative moments, Bhutanese delegates expressed a mixture of sincere gratitude for the remarkable networking opportunities provided by the gathering and embarrassment at suddenly being thrust onto the international stage. In fact, the New York Times sent a reporter to Nova Scotia to cover the conference and subsequently published a full-page article that helped to propel Bhutan’s GNH philosophy, still relatively unknown, onto the global stage.22

For GPI Atlantic itself, a significant feature of the conference was the birth of GPI Youth. My wife, Gwen, took the firm position, which was greatly appreciated by conference participants, that any gathering on the future of the planet must actively involve the young people who will inherit the earth. Twenty percent of the participants at the conference were under age thirty, and they actively engaged in the discussions. It was a remarkable event.23
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(MIS)MEASURING GROSS NATIONAL HAPPINESS

Bhutan’s achievements in areas such as environmental conservation certainly provide an example for other countries, but understanding of the GNH philosophy has encountered serious challenges both at home and abroad. Inevitably our own involvement with Bhutan had drawn us into the vortex of these misapprehensions and difficulties. Here are a few of the more subtle, obstinate, and persistent misunderstandings I’ve encountered.

THE HAPPINESS MOVEMENT

The Bhutanese notion of happiness, as I’ve mentioned, does not translate well into English and is all too frequently misunderstood and even trivialized. Interestingly, 2,500 years ago the Buddha warned that although everyone desires happiness, very few know how to achieve it. In fact, the Buddha explained that most people’s pursuit of happiness through external and material means, grasping futilely at temporary pleasures, leads deeper into misery for both themselves and others. Instead, the Buddha taught that the path to true happiness is through deep understanding of the interdependent nature of reality and through compassion, kindness, and care for others.

That ancient warning is particularly pertinent to today’s so-called happiness movement, which has largely misunderstood and frequently misappropriated Bhutan’s originally intended use of the term. Some of the strongest proponents of this happiness movement today are found in positive psychology, an individualist approach in which reference to the natural environment and to social and economic policy is largely missing.1

The so-called World Happiness Report, first produced for a 2012 United Nations meeting hosted by Bhutan and now in its eighth (2020) annual iteration, includes not a single environmental variable alongside its measures of GDP per capita, healthy life expectancy, subjective feelings of happiness and sadness, social support, perceptions of corruption, donations to charity, and whether people felt free to choose what they do with their lives.2

Not surprisingly, each year’s happiness rankings largely put the rich countries on top and the poorest ones (mostly in Africa) on the bottom.3 Countries with some of the world’s largest ecological footprints and highest rates of energy consumption and greenhouse gas emissions are ranked in the top fifth of “happiest countries,” including Australia, Canada, the United States, United Kingdom, Singapore, United Arab Emirates, Luxembourg, Belgium, and Sweden.4 That might not make our children so happy as they inherit our rapidly warming planet. At the other end of the scale, low-income nations get no credit in the World Happiness Report for living within the carrying capacity of the Earth. Though this report was a direct spin-off of Bhutan’s GNH initiative, its authors seemingly forgot that environmental conservation is one of the four key pillars of Gross National Happiness and arguably the foundation of the other three.

MEASURING HAPPINESS OR ITS CONDITIONS?

GPI Atlantic’s own measurement work is all too often misunderstood as an attempt to measure happiness, which it definitively is not! “Are you happy?” types of survey questions not only fail to distinguish passing moods from the abiding sense of happiness as defined by Bhutan’s former prime minister but also have no relation to the original conception of GNH, which had nothing to do with such self-report questions.

In short, there is a widely mistaken belief that true happiness is directly measurable. By contrast, all we can ever do with some accuracy in the measurement world is to measure conditions empirically associated and correlated with well-being. Thus, for example, there is ample statistical evidence that being healthy, educated, and economically secure; having clean air to breathe and clean water to drink; and living in a safe community provide greater opportunities for well-being than being sick, ignorant, impoverished, and living in a crime-ridden and polluted area.

All those and many other conditions of well-being, far beyond the severely limited World Happiness Report criteria, can be reliably measured to provide a far more comprehensive portrait of well-being than can our current narrow economic growth measures. But depending on a person’s state of mind, someone could live with all these conditions that are conducive to well-being and still be miserable, or have none of them and be mentally happy. Unfortunately, Bhutan’s own attempt to aggregate results into a single number (which we never did in our Nova Scotia GPI work) and to include a self-reported happiness question in its GNH survey have fed the misconception that happiness can be directly measured. As a result, policy and public attention in Bhutan have been deflected from important information on the country’s social, economic, and ecological state to more superficial statements about which regions of the country are supposedly happier than others.

If we are genuinely concerned about producing a credible, reliable, and robust alternative to the current reliance on GDP-based measures, we would do well to stick to the more modest task of assessing the eminently measurable conditions of well-being as comprehensively as possible. As well, only more objective, measurable conditions have the capacity to assess whether subjectively reported so-called happiness today is likely to translate into happiness for future generations. Thus high-income, jet-setting, SUV-driving, big-spending individuals may report ample life satisfaction today, though it may well be at the expense of catastrophic global warming consequences for their children and grandchildren. Greenhouse gas emission trends are likely a far more accurate gauge of potential life satisfaction for future generations.

Sadly, however, the growing popularity of subjective happiness reporting is increasingly dignified not only by positive psychologists and the ecology-free World Happiness Report but by its coauthors’ respectable scholarly tomes. This is not to dismiss useful information such subjective happiness reporting provides, particularly in demonstrating that people in rich countries are no happier now than they were fifty years ago despite having more than doubled their incomes.5 It is only to warn of their severe limitations in ignoring ecological conditions and intergenerational outcomes, fostering the illusion that genuine happiness can be directly measured, distracting from an analysis of root causes and conditions, and therefore being of marginal utility to policy makers.

IS BHUTAN A MODEL GNH COUNTRY?

A third major misunderstanding is the erroneous equation of GNH as goal and policy with the flawed assumption that Bhutan is a happy country or living model of GNH in practice. As Bhutan’s former prime minister told the United Nations in 2012, “Contrary to what many mistakenly believe, Bhutan is not a country that has attained GNH…. Like most developing nations, we are struggling with the challenge of fulfilling the basic needs of our people.”

But the challenge runs deeper, with even the best-intentioned GNH-inspired initiatives sometimes meeting fierce resistance at home. A poignant example was the government’s introduction on World Environment Day, June 5, 2012, of a weekly “Pedestrian Day” in which cars would be banned from the streets of all urban centers in Bhutan every Tuesday. To set an example, the king himself bicycled the streets of Thimphu on the first Pedestrian Day, and the prime minister bicycled to work not only on Tuesdays but daily. The goal was not just cleaner air but also better health and active living and fostering a sense of community and equity by encouraging people to walk and socialize, free from the physical confines of an automobile and the status its ownership conveys.

Strong objections of potential commercial losses from the business community and of inconvenience from others, however, caused the government to bow to pressure and downscale Pedestrian Day to the first Sunday of every month. When a new government was elected in July 2013, its first act was to abolish monthly Pedestrian Days and observe it just once a year. In sum, when GNH values and principles come up against commercial interests, consumerist proclivities, and material convenience, there is no guarantee such values will prevail.

The evidence that Bhutan is still far from a model GNH country applies to every aspect of GNH. The gap between rich and poor is growing in Bhutan, as it is in most countries. The social challenges of rapid rural–urban migration have already been mentioned. Pollution and dependence on fossil fuels have grown as more cars ply the roads. Bhutan’s growing financial dependence on India is matched by its huge dependence on skilled and unskilled Indian laborers for construction, road building, and more. Those workers have minimal rights, often live in squalid roadside shacks, and are excluded from key benefits such as education for their children.

Good governance also remains a distant dream, with citizens often distrusting their democratically elected representatives, whom they frequently see as self-serving and far inferior to the monarchy they knew and revered. And although Bhutan certainly has democratic forms in its elections, parliament, and courts, a democratic culture with real free expression and active citizen participation has not yet taken firm root. These and other challenges illustrate the chasm between a truly noble vision and practice that is both difficult to implement but also resisted by strong vested interests.

ARE SOME RESIDENTS EXCLUDED?

Bhutan’s GNH philosophy often is also criticized as not applying to all its citizens, particularly its ethnic Nepalese (Lhotshampa) minority. According to critics, up to 100,000 ethnic Nepalese residents of Bhutan were forcibly expelled in the early 1990s in a campaign of ethnic cleansing, many of them languishing for twenty years in refugee camps in Nepal before being resettled in the United States, Canada, Australia, and other countries. On the other side of the issue, it is said that the vast majority of those who left had been illegal migrants and that the troubles of the early 1990s were instigated by antigovernment agitation and violence that threatened the nation’s sovereignty. In this view the ethnic Ngalop and Sharchop Bhutanese feared that the growing Nepalese population and influence would jeopardize both their culture and the country’s independence.

Unfortunately, the historical complexities of the issue, including its demographic, geo-political, migration, cultural, security, and other dimensions, are rarely acknowledged and openly discussed by either side. In fact, most of Bhutan’s Lhotshampas came as part of a long history of eastward Nepalese migration that also saw Nepalese settlement in Sikkim and West Bengal. So dominant did Nepalese become in the independent state of Sikkim that they increasingly demanded greater representation and agitated against the monarchy. Antiroyalist riots in 1973 led to increasing intervention by the neighboring Indian government and then the military, culminating in a 1975 plebiscite in which residents voted to abolish the country’s monarchy. Sikkim was annexed by India in May of that year. Nepalese today constitute 67 percent of Sikkim’s population, and Sikkimese has long been replaced by Nepali as the region’s dominant lingua franca.

Having witnessed Sikkim’s loss of independence and the virtual demise of its traditional culture, religion, and language, Bhutanese feared a similar fate. Bhutan’s 1985 Citizenship Act, designed to strengthen traditional Bhutanese culture—which roused fierce Lhotshampa opposition to its national dress, language, and custom requirements—was seen by the government partly as a bulwark against such losses and an attempt to safeguard its sovereignty.

One factor that prevents proper exploration and understanding of this issue is the Bhutanese fear of offending India. As a mark of how sensitive it is to any discussion of its 1975 annexation of Sikkim, India at the time banned and destroyed all known copies of the famous Indian filmmaker Satyajit Ray’s 1971 documentary on Sikkim, which showed it as an independent kingdom. A high official in the Bhutan government told me privately that this sensitivity and India’s de facto suzerainty over Bhutan prevent Bhutan from mentioning Sikkim in any discussion of the Nepalese refugee issue, even though it helps to explain why Bhutan felt so threatened at the time.

In the absence of any real discussion and resolution, the traumatic events of the 1990s that stoked such serious ethnic tensions at the time continue to cast a pall of suspicion over existing relations that is still palpable. Although there is no official discrimination, and Bhutanese of Nepalese origin can be found in the Cabinet, Parliament, civil service, and other prominent positions, many Lhotshampas today remain without full citizenship rights and documentation, experience major bureaucratic obstacles, and otherwise feel excluded from Bhutanese society.6

These are by no means the only challenges facing Bhutan’s effort to be a GNH country, but they do exemplify common misunderstandings and major stumbling blocks in efforts to implement GNH in practice.

MEASURING GNH IN BHUTAN

From 2006 to 2009, as our GPI Atlantic team completed work on the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index, I spent some time each year in Bhutan. There I worked mainly with the Centre for Bhutan Studies (CBS), the main Bhutanese think tank and research organization, which is an arm of government, as it selected indicators and constructed its first survey to measure Bhutan’s progress according to GNH principles. In our work with CBS, we made a particular effort to help frame survey questions so that Bhutanese results would be comparable with international results; at the same time, CBS researchers took care to ensure that the questions were culturally appropriate and relevant to the Bhutanese context.

The eight measurement domains of the Canadian Index of Wellbeing were used and modified to produce nine GNH domains: living standards, good governance, health, education, community vitality, cultural diversity and resilience, time use, ecological diversity and resilience, and psychological well-being. The GNH survey has now been administered three times, in 2007 to a small sample on an experimental basis, then in 2010, and again in 2015. Those two surveys had a robust sample size of more than 7,000 individuals, which was large enough to provide reliable results at the dzongkhag (district) level. This reliance on data from a single wide-ranging survey differs markedly from our GPI methods in Nova Scotia, where we gathered macro-level data from a wide range of sources such as forest inventories, epidemiological evidence, literacy scores, pollutant emissions, and income and wealth data by quintile. Although it yields a wealth of useful information, Bhutan’s GNH survey gives a more subjective tilt to the results and reporting, which particularly limits reporting in the environmental domain where survey data are clearly inadequate.

Still, the GNH survey results have been useful in revealing both the positive impacts of rapid economic development and its downsides. Data showed improvements from 2010 to 2015 in areas such as living standards, health, literacy, and years of schooling but declines in psychological well-being (including emotional health, life satisfaction, and sense of belonging), spiritual practice, satisfaction with government performance, trust of neighbors, and adherence to Bhutan’s code of etiquette. The results also showed a troubling increase in rates of victimization.7 Overall income, housing, assets, and other dimensions of material well-being all grew substantially, and many Bhutanese gained better access to electricity, clean water, hygienic waste disposal, and health care. Even from this tiny sampling of results, therefore, it is clear that measuring well-being from a comprehensive GNH perspective reveals a far broader and more nuanced picture of Bhutan’s development than the conventional GDP-based statistics.

Working with the Centre for Bhutan Studies was a significant learning process for me and revealed some unexpected blind spots and cultural assumptions. One example will suffice to illustrate the point. When we worked on key population health indicators for the GNH Survey, at one point CBS Director Dasho Karma Ura asked which questions we would use on dying well. I was stymied! The hidden assumption behind all Western population health indicators is that death is something to be avoided—almost the antithesis of health, perhaps even the final insult to life itself.

By contrast, the Bhutanese see dying as a necessary and inevitable part of life, not just as the end of life. Indeed, from the Buddhist perspective that change and impermanence are a defining mark of existence, each moment of living is also a moment of dying. In the Buddhist view, therefore, the end of life itself is simply a phase in an ongoing journey in which the human consciousness, separated from this particular body, will take rebirth in a new body. From that perspective dying well is not only central to the definition of health itself for many Bhutanese but also an important influence on a person’s ongoing journey.

As we explored this issue in partnership with CBS, key indicators emerged such as whether the dying person has trusted spiritual guidance; whether requisite rituals, prayers, and ceremonies are properly performed; the dying person’s state of mind (e.g., calm and accepting or panicky and bewildered); whether life’s business is complete or if the person is instead leaving a trail of unpaid debts and unresolved conflicts; and whether the dying person is surrounded by loving and caring family and friends.

Clearly such survey questions would have to be asked of surviving children, relatives, and neighbors. It was not clear how questions of this nature would fit into a normal survey in which results reflect the well-being of the person actually being surveyed. This represents just one example of how our existing Western-centered indicators and measurement systems might be limited by hidden cultural assumptions that we do not think to question.

Aside from such insights into particular measures, one of the most significant things we learned from the Bhutanese is how they actually use the GNH indicators and GNH survey results to craft policy. With the few exceptions noted earlier, particularly in the health promotion field, we cannot yet claim that our Nova Scotia measurement work has influenced policy in a significant or systematic way. But in Bhutan, because the political will to balance economic development with environmental, social, and cultural considerations existed at the highest levels of government, one of our GPI researchers, Mike Pennock, worked with CBS to turn the GNH indicators into an actual “policy-screening tool” to ensure that all major new policies passed the GNH test.8 The government decreed that policy proposals that did not pass the test—those that, for example, showed deleterious environmental or social impacts—were to be sent back to the drawing board for revision before being introduced into Parliament.

One of the most celebrated examples of the use of this screening tool in practice took place in 2008, when Bhutan was considering whether to join the World Trade Organization. The vast majority (nineteen of twenty-four) of the senior members of the GNH Commission (Bhutan’s Planning Commission) initially favored the country’s entry to the organization. When the officials then used GNH criteria to examine the impacts of WTO membership on a wide range of social, economic, and environmental dimensions, they saw the matter quite differently, and nineteen of twenty-four opposed joining the WTO.9 GNH criteria indicated particularly deleterious effects on local communities that imperiled Bhutan’s efforts at greater self-reliance, and the power of WTO tribunals threatened the country’s autonomy. Thus Bhutan’s outright ban on cigarette sales could be challenged as interfering with trade in a legal product. To this day Bhutan remains outside the WTO.

It is this ten-year-old example that is still most frequently cited to demonstrate the use of the new holistic measures to craft policy in Bhutan. When asked why they don’t regularly use the GNH policy-screening tool today, Bhutanese policy makers generally say that its indicators are difficult to apply and that the tool is too complex and lacks clarity and transparency. The requirement to subject all policies to this GNH tool remains officially on the books in the Bhutan government’s Protocol for Policy Formulation.10 In addition, government publications maintain that it is mandatory for “every development policy to go through the GNH Policy Screening Tool and get a minimum score for Government’s endorsement.”11 However, there is still no solid evidence of improvements in the tool or of its systematic application in current practice. Even the political will to adopt new holistic measures is clearly not enough to turn them into policy when habitual patterns are deeply ingrained and when proposed policies run up against vested interests.

ACCOUNTING FOR GNH

Early on we noted that the Genuine Progress Index differs from the vast majority of well-being indicator systems by adding an accounting and valuation dimension to its progress indicators. As noted throughout this book, GDP is fundamentally an accounting, not an indicator, system, so unless we incorporate currently ignored externalities such as environmental and social costs into our national accounts, we will never really challenge the dominance of GDP-based measures.

So, in 2010, three years after the first pilot GNH survey was launched, I greeted with delight an invitation to work with Bhutan’s National Statistics Bureau to incorporate natural, social, and human capital factors into Bhutan’s National Accounts. This, I thought, could truly be a global first—a national accounting system that goes beyond narrow financial and produced capital accounts to include valuations of a country’s full assets and what is happening to them. Too often in conventional accounting systems, gains in material wealth registered in a country’s national balance sheets are in fact offset by unaccounted-for losses in natural wealth, such as degradation and depletion of the country’s water sources, air quality, forests, soils, and fisheries.

To begin the work, I invited Robert Costanza, renowned cofounder of the field of ecological economics, and two of his close colleagues to join me in Bhutan to conduct a week-long workshop on natural capital accounting for seventy of the country’s leading statisticians, accountants, and natural resource experts, including those from all relevant government departments and agencies. Even the country’s anticorruption commissioner participated.

The workshop reviewed key natural capital accounting methods, and hands-on exercises were undertaken to enable participants to wrap their minds around the new thinking and accounting methods. It was a promising and enthusiastic start to a potential landmark shift that, I hoped, might set an example for other nations.

Soon thereafter the hands-on measurement work began, which required extensive collaboration among various departments. Collecting a wide range of data from different government agencies, Costanza and his team used an inexpensive benefit-transfer method in order to develop an initial assessment of the overall contribution of Bhutan’s ecosystem services to human well-being. The method involved transferring available information from studies already completed in other locations and contexts and adjusting those values to local conditions according to locally available information.12 Estimating the annual value of twenty-two ecosystem services in Bhutan, the team concluded that the total value was approximately $US15.5 billion/year.

That figure was significantly greater than the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) of $1.5 billion/year at 2010 prices, or $3.5 billion/year at purchasing power parity (PPP).13 Most of the value of Bhutan’s ecosystem services was found to lie in forested land, which covered an estimated 74.5 percent of the nation’s land surface and contributed 93.8 percent of the total estimated value. Cropland was second, with 3.7 percent of total value, though cropland covered only 8.0 percent of Bhutan’s land area.14

Costanza’s team also estimated who benefits from Bhutan’s ecosystem services. Interestingly, 53 percent of the total ecosystem service benefits of $15.5 billion accrued to people outside Bhutan, largely from a combination of climate regulation and carbon storage ($3.5 billion/year) and tourism/recreation ($2.4 billion/year). Though separate values could not be properly assessed for all services, it is known as well that the watershed protection and flood prevention provided by Bhutan’s old-growth Himalayan forests are lifesaving for the hundreds of millions of South and Southeast Asians who are dependent on Himalayan rivers originating in Bhutan. The study results showed nature to be by far Bhutan’s largest (albeit free) export.

The remaining 47 percent of ecosystem service benefits were shown to accrue to people inside the country, mostly through air quality regulation ($2.5 billion), followed by pollination ($1.1 billion) and food ($740 million).15 Of these internal services, about one-third were estimated to accrue at the national level and two-thirds at the local level. Based on these findings and a population of 700,000 at the time, the team estimated the benefits from ecosystem services alone to Bhutan residents as $10,400 per capita/year.

Still, this is only a partial estimate; it leaves out many other benefits of nature to the people and to their social and cultural values. For example, Costanza and his team noted that they could not include the value of Bhutan’s high-altitude northern “glaciers/snow and barren land, a land-use type whose ecosystem service values have not been well researched yet. Such ecosystems likely have significant values both as water sources and also due to their high tourist/recreation value in countries like Bhutan…. For this and many other reasons, the $15.5 billion estimate for the value of Bhutan’s ecosystem services is almost certainly an under-estimate.”16

The importance of such a study is not only to demonstrate the enormous hidden economic value of nature’s services that we assume to be free and that are entirely missed in GDP-based economic estimates. It is also to indicate the value of the responsible guardianship of these resources that Bhutan has hitherto exercised. Implicitly, it also suggests a cautionary tale of the huge costs both to Bhutan and peoples far beyond if such stewardship were abandoned and if the environmental pillar of GNH were neglected. The Costanza study went on to make a strong case for both global and national systems of “payment for ecosystem services” whereby local farmers, foresters, and others are financially rewarded for their ecologically responsible practices.

Simultaneously, our GPI Atlantic researchers estimated the economic value of voluntary work in Bhutan in order to provide one example of social capital accounting. Here we found that Bhutanese citizens freely serving their religious institutions, cleaning up litter, helping youth with drug problems, volunteering in schools and basic health units, helping sick and elderly neighbors and more, provide about $US6 million a year worth of voluntary services. This is what it would cost for Bhutan to replace those free services for pay.17

Strategically, we thought it best to start our social capital accounting with a positive value, such as voluntary work, rather than a negative cost, such as crime. But to illustrate human capital accounting and test our costing methodologies, Bhutan’s National Statistics Bureau undertook a study that same year on the health costs of alcoholism.18 All three studies were undertaken simultaneously in 2011–12 in order to launch Bhutan’s new National Accounts, and they were published in 2012–13.

In announcing these first, provisional GNH natural, social, and human capital accounting results in 2012, then Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley said:


Bhutan will be the first country in the world to create comprehensive GNH Accounts that properly value our precious natural, social, cultural, and human resources, and the costs of their depreciation, along with the manufactured and financial resources that are presently counted.

Such full-cost accounts are the necessary foundation of a genuine wellbeing and sustainability-based economic system, and will assess the true benefits and costs of economic activity. Bhutan’s new accounts will go far beyond GDP, just as recommended by the European Union, OECD, Stiglitz Commission, and many others, but as no country has yet done.19



Imagine our delight to see a sovereign nation state take this huge step, and to hear the prime minister of a country declare the intention to “go far beyond GDP” and start doing it in practice. But that was only the start of what the prime minister had in mind and of the job he gave us to do. So committed was Prime Minister Thinley to the vision underlying the new accounts that he was determined to embed the values and principles of Gross National Happiness into the country’s educational system and other social structures, and then to take the vision to the global community as the foundation of a new sustainable and equitable economic paradigm for the world.
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EDUCATION—THE GOLDEN KEY

In 2008, democracy came to Bhutan. Unlike virtually every other democratic transition the world has seen, however, it was not widely welcomed by the local population, and it was certainly not the outcome of popular struggle against tyranny, colonialism, and exploitation. On the contrary. Quite uniquely, Bhutan had experienced a century of generally benevolent, albeit absolute, monarchy that the vast majority of Bhutanese had no interest in changing. It was the Fourth King of Bhutan, Jigme Singye Wangchuck, who recognized the necessity of a transition to democracy, promulgated a new constitution, and personally went around the country for two years prior to the first elections in 2008 explaining the transition to the people.

Interestingly, the Fourth King’s public meetings with citizens about the need for democracy in this modern era may not have told the whole story. A long-time aide and trusted personal confidant of the king told me privately over dinner one night that the king himself was not enamored of democracy as the best system to serve the needs of the people and country. Rather, he saw democracy as a necessary kind of insurance policy, given that there was no guarantee that future heirs in a hereditary monarchy would always be wise and benevolent. The king’s private view is remarkably reminiscent of Winston Churchill who said in 1909, “If I had to sum up the immediate future of democratic politics in a single word I should say ‘insurance’—insurance against dangers from abroad, insurance against dangers scarcely less grave and much more near and constant which threaten us here at home.” And in 1947, Churchill famously told the House of Commons, “Indeed it has been said that democracy is the worst form of Government except for all those other forms that have been tried.”1 In short, the aide told me, the Fourth King of Bhutan was under no illusion that democracy would produce good government, yet he was determined to introduce it as a choice-less necessity.

So popular was the king, however, that it was unlikely that the Bhutanese people would have accepted democracy while he held even a titular role. He therefore abdicated in 2006 at age fifty-one after thirty-four years in power, leaving the throne to his eldest son, Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck. His son became Bhutan’s first constitutional monarch, with an official role similar to that of the monarch in the United Kingdom, Netherlands, Denmark, and Sweden, though in actual practice today he retains far more authority and influence than do those constitutional monarchs. In 2007, a royal edict lifted the ban on political parties and ordered their creation in anticipation of multiparty elections every five years. After abdicating, the Fourth King continued to live as he had before, and still does now, in a modest log cabin. He bicycles regularly and remains a fervent environmentalist but no longer gets involved in the affairs of state. Given his popularity, it is little wonder that his abdication was a profound shock to a populace that revered him deeply.

INVITATION TO A TREASURE TROVE

Soon after Bhutan’s first democratic elections in 2008, the newly elected prime minister, Jigmi Y. Thinley (who had headed Bhutan’s delegation to the GNH conference in Nova Scotia three years earlier), invited my wife, Gwen, and me to his office. He confided that he had always considered himself a protégé of the Fourth King and had never wanted to enter democratic politics, and he was now dismayed that an endless round of meetings and activities kept him busy from morning to night. These obligations prevented him from acting on his long-held, deepest dreams for the country. It first seemed odd to us that a head of government holding the reins of power attributed to that very fact his inability to act for the country in the way he wanted—until he explained further.

The prime minister talked about how deeply he felt that the Fourth King’s GNH philosophy balancing environmental, economic, and social objectives was a saving grace not only for Bhutan but potentially for a world that was destroying nature so rapidly as to threaten life on the planet. He spoke of dangers to Bhutan as well, not only as materialism spread and automobiles and plastics burgeoned but as rural youth migrated to the cities, family and community bonds frayed, and career, income, and personal ambition replaced ancient spiritual values and cultural traditions. “I see it also in the kind of hurry, speediness, carelessness, lack of precision and, above all, self-concern and self-gratification that increasingly pervade so many small facets of our social interaction and lifestyles,” he said. As the country modernized and came increasingly under the influence of television, cell phones, internet, advertising, and the world’s commercial culture, Prime Minister Thinley continued, GNH values, principles, and practices might not survive into the next generation. And if they did not, Bhutan could lose its direction and go the way of every other nation, to its own and the world’s loss.

That led the prime minister to explain why he had called us to his office. For many years, he said, he had cherished two long-standing dreams. First, in order to safeguard the ideals of Gross National Happiness for future generations and to prevent their erosion, the GNH approach, philosophy, and principles must permeate the educational system. Making this happen, he said, was a matter of “utmost urgency.” Currently, he said, Bhutan’s educational curriculum was purely conventional (the usual dry, uninspired instruction in language, math, science, geography, etc.), inherited mainly from Britain’s colonial legacy in India, with its textbooks mostly imported and the standard exams and grading system its dominant features. There was nothing much GNH-inspired about the current educational curricula or much that reflected Bhutan’s own culture and its long-standing aspirations. On the contrary, the subtle values it conveyed were more likely to undermine than promote GNH principles.

Prime Minister Thinley made it clear that he wasn’t interested in teaching about Gross National Happiness or having courses on GNH. Instead, he wanted the underlying values of GNH—care, compassion, deep respect for nature and culture, generosity, manners, self-reliance, and more—to pervade the atmosphere and infuse everything that was taught. “What I think of as GNH principles and values,” he later wrote, “is some quality of sacredness, reverence, honour, and respect that reflect the dignity of what it is to be a human being in the most universal sense.”2 Changing the education system in the far-reaching way he envisioned would be a long-term process that would require the kind of time, energy, and attention he could no longer give in his present job. Could we help, the prime minister asked?

A second dream that he had long nurtured, he continued, was to create an actual physical place that, as a potential model, would demonstrate how GNH values could be put into practice and what kind of atmosphere that would generate. It would be a GNH incubator that would distil the essence of GNH in the most practical way. The place he had in mind would support cooperative activity in a communal atmosphere, be fully harmonious with nature, become a center for deep experiential learning, and breathe and live GNH in all it did. It would invite Bhutanese from all walks of life, whether farmers, civil servants, soldiers, or unemployed youth, who would return to their communities inspired and with the requisite skills to bring a GNH-compatible lifestyle into their homes, workplaces, villages, and towns.

For twenty years after the Fourth King first proclaimed that “Gross National Happiness is more important than Gross National Product,” the notion had remained largely intuitive, the prime minister reminded us. As Bhutan opened to the world, there had been increasing pressure from the late 1990s on to define, explain, and measure GNH. Now, all the prime minister said pointed to the launch of a third phase in the development of GNH: weaving GNH practices into the fabric of Bhutanese society and demonstrating GNH in action. As he would later put it,


We now have to act decisively and effectively so that we embody what we express, and so that our behavior and actions, rather than just our words and good intentions, not only realize the vision of our enlightened monarchs but act as a genuine and worthy example for a world desperate for sanity.3



After explaining his dreams and their urgency in some detail, along with his dismay that he did not have the time to devote to their realization, Prime Minister Thinley turned finally to why he had called Gwen and me to his office. For the previous few years, we had been spending some months each year in Bhutan while still focusing on completion of the Nova Scotia Genuine Progress Index. Now, the prime minister said, he wanted our help in realizing his longer-term dreams. He told us that government employees were too preoccupied with their daily duties to devote the necessary time and energy to these deeper infrastructural changes. Could we move to Bhutan, or at least stay in Bhutan for longer periods?

Given our GPI responsibilities in Canada, where, after twelve years of intensive work, we were very close to completing the Nova Scotia GPI, we could not make an immediate commitment. On the one hand, we were hugely tempted by the possibility of seeing our shared vision put into practice on a societal level. We even began work immediately on the education mission the prime minister had outlined, given that it dovetailed nicely with our own education research in Canada at the time. On the other hand, that winter of 2008–2009, we still hoped that Nova Scotia would eagerly adopt, use, and apply our GPI work to inform policy in sustainable and innovative ways. It was the disappointment several months later, in July 2009, when the newly elected Nova Scotia New Democratic Party government showed no interest in using the GPI, that sealed a greater commitment to Prime Minister Thinley’s projects in Bhutan. By October, I’d moved to Bhutan. Gwen and our daughter, Hasta, needed to stay in Nova Scotia for various reasons but often visited and worked in Bhutan on both GPI projects and a range of youth activities.

EDUCATION—THE TOUGHEST CHALLENGE … WITH THE GREATEST POTENTIAL

In fact, the ground for this new commitment had already been laid by another major setback in 2008 that led me to break from the Canadian Index of Wellbeing (CIW), of which I was research director and from which the Bhutan prime minister’s invitation and specific focus on education seemed like an amazing reprieve. For three years, GPI Atlantic researchers Karen Hayward and Linda Pannozzo had worked intensively on the education component of both the GPI and the CIW. To our great surprise, that turned out to be the toughest job any of us had encountered in all our GPI work. Nowhere did we meet greater obstacles or expend more time and effort. And at the same time, we felt we were unearthing a treasure that held the key to all that we aspired to see and do and that seamlessly joined our measurement work with the societal and economic vision we held. It was this prior Canadian work that deeply influenced my subsequent work in Bhutan.

Our GPI team’s first discovery was that most current indicators of educational attainment implicitly and mistakenly equate education with schooling. We found that such indicators are used simply because data are readily available on changes over time in school enrollment, graduation, and dropout rates; percentage of population with higher degrees; and so on. But these measures don’t tell us if we’re becoming more literate, knowledgeable, and wise as a society, and they don’t account for the extensive learning that occurs in non-school settings. In many cases those measures don’t even properly track outcomes at the formal school level.

For example, despite higher graduation rates, basic literacy scores in Canada have remained flat over the last twenty-six years, and mathematics literacy has declined. The United States has seen a significant decline in reading literacy since 1994, and Australian students have registered major declines in math, science, and reading literacy.4

In addition, conventional education indicators often send confusing and contradictory messages. Thus we found that the Canadian province with the lowest high school graduation rate (67 percent) and second-highest dropout rate (12 percent) in the country had the highest standardized test results and lowest unemployment rate. Conversely, the provinces with the lowest dropout (8–9 percent) and highest graduation rates (82 percent) had the lowest standardized test results and highest unemployment rates.5 Closer analysis revealed that these graduation and dropout rates reflected not so much educational attainment as labor market conditions, with students likely to drop out earlier or stay in school longer depending on whether or not decent jobs were available.

Conventional indicator systems increasingly look to standardized test scores to assess educational achievement. But in all thirty-two countries that took part in the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), students from higher socioeconomic backgrounds had stronger literacy skills and performed better in math and science than those from poorer families.6 Standardized test results thus might reveal far more about income, socioeconomic status, and the wealth of the schools that students attend than about students’ academic and intellectual capacity and their potential attainment and knowledge.

As well, we found respected educators critiquing standardized test scores as pedagogically unsound. The growing focus on these tests had led math, reading, writing, and science to dominate curricula and classroom effort at the increasing expense of history, foreign languages, social studies, music, art, and other key subject areas. Poor test scores often drive calls for a so-called return to basics while other subjects and critical thinking skills are neglected.7

Above all, test scores and enrollment, graduation, and dropout rates are simply outputs of the school system, and they fundamentally ignore the content of what is taught, including important skills such as critical thinking. What if our school systems are not teaching what’s needed and relevant in today’s world, and if they are not imparting the skills required to nurture a healthy and educated populace and a sustainable world? What if the values, subject matter, and methods taught in schools typically confirm the very systems that need to change and obstruct the broader shift in social awareness and consciousness required to move toward a more sustainable and equitable society? And what of the education that takes place outside school walls—in the community, family, and workplace and through the media?

In fact, the sparse nonconventional data we were able to uncover revealed some disturbing results. In Canada civic literacy, which includes basic knowledge of politics, had declined despite ever-higher graduation rates. Particularly among younger Canadians, who have the highest and fastest growing graduation rates of all age groups, political knowledge scores fell by 20 percent for 18–23-year-olds and by 17 percent for 24–29-year-olds over the 16-year period from 1984 to 2000.8 Such results, which reflect knowledge of basic political party positions, names of their leaders, and the like, are only the tip of the iceberg. We have no consistent, reliable information, for example, on Canadians’ knowledge of climate change and whether they are becoming more informed on this key issue over time, though that seems important in this day and age. Unless people know the basic causes and effects of climate change, they are unlikely to be weaned from profligate energy use, for example.9

In sum, the conventional measures in common use in Canada and elsewhere tell us about years of schooling, test scores, and the like but not about educational attainment, and they cannot assess how educated, knowledgeable, and informed a populace is. In no other area of our multiyear investigation into measures of progress in Canada did we find standard measures as inadequate, misleading, and deeply entrenched as in education. Nor did we find elsewhere as thick a veil of wilful ignorance or (though we never expected it) more resistance from vested interests.

Further investigation showed we were not alone in our disillusion. As far back as the early 1990s, a Special Study Panel on Education Indicators convened by the U.S. Department of Education already had concluded that relying on conventional education indicators was “misguided,” did not “do justice to the complexity of the educational enterprise,” and relied on a “flawed” model that mistakenly “encouraged the view that the educational system produces ‘products’ by taking various raw materials (e.g., students and resources) and processing them in schools.”10 More recently this critique has been echoed in UNESCO’s Education for All report and by other experts in the field.11 Yet due largely to the absence of viable alternative measures, the standard schooling measures still hold sway even in many alternative progress measures such as the Canadian Index of Wellbeing.

But it was clearly not enough for us just to dissect the existing education indicators. Our GPI team had to find a better way forward and to suggest viable new methods of assessing how knowledgeable and educated a populace really is. That search took years of dedicated work—far more time than any other area of the GPI—which, unbeknownst to us at the time, turned out to be crucial for our later efforts in Bhutan.

The first shock was that Statistics Canada, despite its wealth of material in other areas, had nothing to offer for this exploration; it was as if the question had not been considered. To fill that unanticipated data gap, we compiled numerous materials from a vast array of reputable sources in 1,700 pages of hard evidence to point to the basic information required to produce a genuine “educated populace” domain for the GPI and other indicator systems. Based on that, we suggested a “next step” recommendation to Statistics Canada and the CIW for the kind of survey that would yield the data and analysis needed for the future.

Our journey of discovery in this area convinced us that education is not only the glue that joins all our measures of progress together but also the key to building a sustainable and equitable new economy. In retrospect, what now seems obvious but took us years of number crunching to wake up to was the reality that genuine progress on any front—environmental, health, economic, social, or anything else—is ultimately impossible to sustain without an educated populace. Whether people have the knowledge and critical thinking required to improve well-being for themselves and their children is therefore a vital connective tissue linking all the components of the GPI.

For example, if people do not learn how to budget and live within their means, they may end up living in chronic debt and economic insecurity. If they have no basic nutritional literacy, get their food knowledge from TV ads, and are ignorant of the effects of what they consume, they cannot live a healthy lifestyle. If there is no minimal civic literacy and people are ignorant of basic political issues and of what different political groups stand for, how can they cast their votes wisely and responsibly? And if there is no basic ecological literacy—if people do not learn about and understand the effect of their consumption and lifestyle habits on climate change, pollution, waste disposal, energy and resource depletion, and other species, to say nothing of their own health—they are unlikely to be environmentally responsible or make sustainable choices.

For these reasons we found no area in which the potential for generating genuine societal change was greater than in education. We found that if basic truths about our lived reality can be skilfully and accurately transmitted, both the knowledge and means to create the changes needed to ensure our children’s future are readily at hand. In fact, some of the world’s most brilliant educators had tried-and-tested methods for transforming the educational system to transmit effectively the practical and relevant knowledge required for today’s world. But what exactly is that knowledge? Unless we can clearly define what we mean by an educated populace, we will never agree either on methods for transmitting the required knowledge or on measures of progress toward achieving that goal.

WHAT IS AN “EDUCATED POPULACE”?

Respected educators had already broadened the view of educational attainment far beyond existing conventional norms and measures. The United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), for example, had declared,


The goal of education is to make people wiser, more knowledgeable, better informed, ethical, responsible, critical and capable of continuing to learn. Education also serves society by providing a critical reflection on the world, especially its failings and injustices, and by promoting greater consciousness and awareness, exploring new visions and concepts, and inventing new techniques and tools.

Education is also the means for disseminating knowledge and developing skills, for bringing about desired changes in behaviors, values and lifestyles, and for promoting public support for the continuing and fundamental changes that will be required if humanity is to alter its course, leaving the familiar path that is leading towards growing difficulties, and starting the uphill climb towards sustainability. Education, in short, is humanity’s best hope and most effective means to the quest to achieve sustainable development.12



What kinds of knowledge and critical thinking are required to create a healthy and sustainable society? we asked. In a review of the research in this field, we found broad agreement that an educated person has the following:

•   Openness, interest, and curiosity to engage and learn throughout life;

•   willingness to engage in personal and social transformation;

•   awareness of contextual situations and systems, social and economic interconnections, current world events, the processes of the natural world, the influence of current lifestyles on population health, and the choices and quality of life of future generations;

•   the ability to analyze, communicate, and integrate ideas;

•   the ability to solve problems collaboratively; and

•   knowledge in areas required to improve societal well-being and use of that knowledge for the public good.

We identified eleven specific knowledge areas, or “literacies,” that analysts seem to agree represent what an educated populace needs to know for its own well-being and that of future generations. These are basic adult literacy, as well as literacy in ecology, science, health, food and nutrition, civics, media, indigenous knowledge, statistics, multiculturalism, and arts.13

With the materials our GPI Atlantic team had assembled over several years and organized into easily accessible summaries, results, conclusions, and recommendations backed by voluminous references and source materials, in 2008 we felt that we had something valuable to offer on how educational attainment could be genuinely assessed and measured. In particular, we used those materials and the eleven literacies listed in the previous paragraph to recommend that Statistics Canada create and administer a new Canadian Knowledge Survey to assess the level of Canadians’ education and knowledge.

But whatever doors we knocked on in Canada, from the Nova Scotia Education Department, to Statistics Canada and the ostensibly progressive Canadian Index of Wellbeing, we got nowhere. In order to aggregate all results into a questionable single number, the CIW people preferred to use deeply flawed conventional indicators rather than to challenge the existing paradigm. To assess “overall academic achievement and attainment,” the CIW still uses deeply flawed measures such as the percentage of high school and university graduates.

I’d already harbored growing doubts about the direction the CIW was going, including its failure to move beyond indicators alone and toward economic accounts as originally promised, and its insistence on a single number result based on equally weighted and often questionable indicators. But its rejection of our education work, critique, and recommendations without challenging any of our data, findings, and logic, and its decision instead to perpetuate the existing system, led me at the time to resign as CIW research director and withdraw from further participation in that body’s work.

Since then I’ve often pondered why education was the one area where our work made no headway and where existing structures simply would not budge. I still can’t answer that question definitively but wonder if it might be a combination of several factors. In my twenty years of university teaching, I became painfully aware of the subtle but powerful vested interests that shape university curricula, texts, and the values they embed. Second, bureaucracies—academic as much as government and corporate—thrive on maintenance and are threatened by any change that rocks the boat in any fundamental way. Habitual patterns—collective as well as individual—are hard to break!

More mundane motives often enter as well, as I think the CIW actions show. CIW researchers and funders wanted quick results so they could construct their composite index and get their single number without undue delay. The conventional indicators, with their readily available data, made that possible. It was simply embarrassing and untidy to acknowledge that one key domain was undoable and unmeasurable based on existing data, and to admit that Canada was unable to answer the question, “How educated is our populace?” To answer that properly would take considerable time and money to create a whole new survey to be administered to the Canadian public and from that to build the new dataset required. Challenging the system to this degree was too much trouble and too radical a critique for my colleagues to consider.

And then, just as we were despairing about years of strenuous and passionate effort being shelved without making even a dent in Canada’s educational assessment establishment, the prime minister of Bhutan told us of his intent to transform the entire education system of his country to reflect precisely the broader goals and principles described earlier. And so in 2009, our GPI Atlantic team revised and adapted all our materials for Bhutanese conditions, and I quickly moved there to work directly with Bhutan’s Ministry of Education to help make it happen.

EDUCATING FOR GNH

The prime minister was not given merely to grandiose statements of vision and principle. He also was a master strategist who saw that the people who most needed to be persuaded about revamping the country’s education system were not the teachers, students, or parents but the Ministry of Education’s bureaucrats who would be tasked with making the change happen but who had been schooled in (and trained to transmit) the conventional system. He thus identified a clear starting point: could we bring to Bhutan, he asked, some of the world’s leading innovative educators who share Bhutan’s vision and philosophy in order to discuss and work with Bhutan’s own top educators and administrators on how, practically, to reshape the educational system?

The prime minister wanted his own people to see that they would not be out on a limb by themselves, inexperienced, writing and implementing the new curricula in a remote corner of the Himalayas, cut off from the rest of the world’s knowledge systems. Instead, he wanted the country’s educators to understand the universality of GNH principles and to realize that they would have the active support of top progressive educators from around the world. This collaborative approach, geared toward local capacity building and support for the country’s own inherent goals, became central to all we did in Bhutan in the years to come. And as we shall see, that approach contrasted sharply with the top-down imposition of external agendas that accompanies so much conventional foreign aid.

Fortunately, our research of the previous three years had introduced us to some of the world’s best alternative education innovators, whose vision and understanding were closely aligned with both our GPI view and what Bhutan’s prime minister intended for his country. And so we invited a selection of those remarkable educators to Bhutan at the end of 2009 to help launch that country’s ambitious new Educating for GNH initiative. In the meantime, our research team would spend months scouring the literature in order to identify those dimensions of educational theory and practice that were most in line with Bhutan’s GNH principles and values.

We found five key streams that were highly consonant with GNH principles but absent from the existing curricula and textbooks Bhutan had adopted, most of them from neighboring India:

(a)   holistic education, which joins cognitive scholarship with knowledge gained through the feelings, senses, and hands-on doing;

(b)   contemplative education, which joins cognition with contemplation and meditative insight;

(c)   critical thinking, which teaches reasoning and analysis so that students will not simply believe what they are told but can question, think, and explore the truth for themselves;

(d)   indigenous knowledge that brings traditional wisdom into core educational curricula; and

(e)   sustainability education, which teaches respect for nature and how to live in harmony with nature’s processes.

On the last point alone, a growing cohort of educators in the West had already recognized that educational systems have not kept pace with burgeoning scientific knowledge about the natural world and do little, if anything, to encourage reduction of the human footprint on the planet. Indeed, our own GPI research had demonstrated clearly that the most schooled citizens have the largest and most destructive ecological footprints, largely because they tend to be wealthier and consume more.14 In the area of sustainability education, we had a wealth of good materials from the United Nations, which in 2005 had launched the UN Decade of Education for Sustainable Development (DESD), based on the “values, behavior and lifestyles required for a sustainable future and for positive societal transformation.”15

We realized that in all five key areas, not only was there an outstanding and growing literature, along with trenchant critiques of conventional systems, but there were also alternative schools in different parts of the world that were putting the new principles into increasingly effective practice. What was missing in the world was an organized effort to create such a new, comprehensive educational system at a national level. Existing models of new educational practices were not only isolated and local but—relying typically on private rather than publicly funded efforts—tended to cater to the ideas of a few select innovators often starting their own schools and to the children of a wealthy progressive elite.

In December 2009, we brought to Bhutan thirty top educators in the five fields noted earlier, including founders and directors of leading alternative schools in India, Nepal, the UK, Canada, and the United States. Among the educators were luminaries such as John Miller, “father” of holistic education; David Orr, a pioneer in ecological literacy; and Gregory Cajete, author of many books on integrating indigenous wisdom into educational curricula.

For the one-week dialogue, Bhutan was represented by the prime minister, education minister, ministry secretary, heads of curriculum development and of evaluation and other divisions, teachers’ college professors, selected school principals, and top students. Leading officials from other ministries joined as observers, as did fifty international delegates, including representatives of the United Nations and several countries. It was a powerful and dynamic interchange geared toward getting Bhutan’s new initiative off the ground in the most practical way.

In his opening statement the prime minister expressed his belief that education is the key to real change and to putting into practice “the humane and ecological principles and values of Gross National Happiness”:


What we are trying to do here is unprecedented. There are no road maps. While individual schools in different parts of the world—at least eleven of which are represented right here in this room—have created brilliant and transformative curricula and learning environments from which we’ll learn a lot this week, no country has ever attempted to transform its entire educational system along the lines we propose. So I genuinely believe that what you generously contribute to Bhutan this week must also have a transformative effect on educational systems, and thus on society at large, far beyond our borders.



After several days of looking at key aspects of educational systems, from curriculum and physical school design to teacher training and assessment methods, the assembled national and international participants agreed on this consensus vision statement:


WHAT: The principles and values of Gross National Happiness will be deeply embedded in the consciousness of Bhutanese youth and citizens. They will see clearly the interconnected nature of reality and understand the full benefits and costs of their actions. They will not be trapped by the lure of materialism and will care deeply for others and for the natural world.

HOW: Bhutan’s entire educational system will effectively cultivate GNH principles and values, including deep critical and creative thinking, ecological literacy, practice of the country’s profound, ancient wisdom and culture, contemplative learning, a holistic understanding of the world, genuine care for nature and for others, competency to deal effectively with the modern world, preparation for right livelihood, and informed civic engagement.

WHEN: 5-year goal: Bhutan’s school system will have GNH-minded teachers and a GNH-infused learning environment, and access to these by all Bhutanese children and youth. Within three years, all of Bhutan’s teachers will have received effective education in these areas, and within one year, all of Bhutan’s school principals will have received GNH-inspired education.



FROM VISION TO ACTION

By the fifth day of the workshop, an action plan had taken shape. The secretary of the Ministry of Education announced that in late January and early February 2010, all the country’s school principals (elementary and secondary), as well as district and assistant district education officers from every region in the country, teachers’ college lecturers, heads of university departments, and ministry officials—630 in all—would be gathered for three, seven-day training sessions (210 educators in each) to initiate them into the new GNH-based educational paradigm. These workshops would prepare every school for what was coming and provide practical guidance on how they could introduce GNH principles and practices even as the longer-term work of rewriting curricula was undertaken. The international educators offered resources, curricular materials, advice, and hands-on guidance, including on how conventional subjects such as math, science, language, and history could be taught in innovative and meaningful ways to reflect GNH values.

As soon as the international visitors departed, we began planning the seven-day principals’ workshops, which took place at Paro College of Education between January 19 and February 12, 2010. The prime minister and the education minister took an active role in all three workshops, and each school principal was given the task of drawing up, before the end of the workshop, a concrete plan on how they would advance the principles, values, and practices of Gross National Happiness in their own schools. Part of their assignment was to engage their teachers and students in helping to create GNH-based schools. The principals discussed daily how every aspect of education, from curricula and texts to sports, community service, management, and school atmosphere, could reflect GNH values. Remarkably, the principals embraced the new initiative with enthusiasm and without dissension on basic goals and principles.

Basic meditation practice and instruction were offered daily at each workshop, and many principals said they intended to begin and end each school day with a few minutes of silent reflection—with some promising to begin and end each class during the day in this way. Although Bhutan’s state school system is supposed to be secular and entirely separate from the religious education conducted in monasteries, Buddhism is the official state religion, and the principals easily accepted the introduction of meditation as a nonsectarian component of the country’s ancient culture. They heard scientific evidence demonstrating that meditation can also improve students’ focus, concentration, and academic performance.

To demonstrate practical ways to bring GNH values quickly into their schools, we designed dozens of small group activities simulating a variety of school, class, and curricular settings. In a statement typical of responses at the end of the workshops, one principal said he now finally understood what his job really was. All these years, he had thought his job was to run the school, deal with myriad administrative and human resource details, ensure discipline, and have his students perform well on the statewide examinations. After those seven days of discussions and activities, he realized that his job was to raise the next generation of citizens as wise, caring, and concerned human beings living their lives and serving their country and fellow citizens to their full potential.

VISIONING THE NEW CURRICULUM

The principals’ workshops also began to explore the kind of curriculum required for a true GNH education. Bhutan’s Buddhist heritage, which teaches the mutual dependence of all phenomena, was seen as suitable ground for a GNH-based curriculum that encourages students to explore the social and ecological conditions under which things are produced and the impacts on society and the environment when those things are discarded. How sustainably, and under what labor conditions and forms of ownership, are things produced, transported, distributed, and discarded, and do these benefit or harm nature and communities?

To that end, we showed the school principals how they could introduce this curricular approach by exploring the origin of everyday objects in their students’ lives. For example, instead of treating a can of Coca-Cola simply as a 40-rupee product for consumption to quench their thirst and deliver taste and other sensations, students might investigate the process by which that Coke came to be and its effects on the world. Examining the social, economic, and ecological conditions of producing Coke—and its consequences for health, communities, the economy, and the environment—would naturally incorporate all four pillars of GNH without needing to present GNH as a separate subject.

So in this case, the students would explore what nutrients the Coke contains; how much sugar, caffeine, and other ingredients go into it; and where those components originate. Other questions included where the sugar was grown, by whom, and under what social, economic, and environmental conditions; how it was processed and transported; who owns the plantations and factories; what chemicals are used to grow and process sugar; where the Coca-Cola was processed and canned; how it got into students’ hands from that factory; the effects of the Coca-Cola ingredients on health; what the can is made of and how it was produced; what happens to it when it is discarded; and where their 40 rupees go—how much to the local economy, the sugar growers, the processors and transporters, to Coca-Cola shareholders in the United States, and so on.

After deconstructing common consumer items like this, a GNH curriculum could introduce discussion of potentially sounder ecological and social alternatives. What are the causes, conditions, and effects, for example, of spending the same 40 rupees on a bottle of locally produced natural apple juice from Bumthang in central Bhutan? What are the ingredients and where do they come from; under what conditions are they grown; are there additives aside from apples; what are the impacts on health; what happens to the reusable bottles; how much of the 40 rupees remains in the local economy rather than leaving Bhutan; and so forth. We also integrated math learning into this contrast by using epidemiological evidence to graph the increased probability of developing diabetes for someone who drinks two cans of Coke a day compared with an equal amount of natural apple juice, and the higher health care costs as a result.

Through narrative form, dealing with daily dimensions of students’ real lives, this curricular approach could introduce all the elements of a GNH society, enhance participant mindfulness and awareness, and, we suggested, naturally encourage changed behavior. For example, participants might leave feeling very good (even happy) about changing some daily consumption habits from Coca-Cola to locally produced apple juice next time they are thirsty, with the knowledge that they are simultaneously building the economic, social, and ecological foundations of a GNH society through very simple actions.

Aside from that graphic example, our GPI Atlantic research team prepared materials for Bhutanese educators on dozens of other examples of such a life-cycle, cradle-to-grave ecological approach that deconstructs daily products, investigates how they came to be and are disposed of and shows the effects of our daily actions and behaviors.

During the 2010 workshops, Bhutan’s school principals discussed many other potential new curriculum design options in an atmosphere pervaded with the spirit of a true GNH-based approach to education. For example, growing vegetables in school gardens could be closely tied to school science curricula, promote teamwork, and be used to teach about local food security, the global food system, sustainable farming and nutrition, and preservation of traditional culture and community ties. We even looked as well at changing the structure of formal education to go beyond classroom walls to include community service as part of the curriculum.

At the time of the principals’ workshops, the world was still in the throes of the worst recession and financial crisis since the Great Depression. The economic collapse in 2008–2009 was triggered in part by speculative banking practices that led to excessive household debt and incapacity of many homeowners to make payments on mortgage debt. Teaching students in school how to live by a balanced household budget, it was suggested, could greatly support sustainable economic development and help to avoid excessive debt, financial stress, and bankruptcy. It could even introduce full-cost accounting principles to demonstrate the different social and environmental benefits and costs of alternative household behaviors.

To introduce GNH-based math, we used the example of car ownership, which increasingly is a symbol of wealth and status in Bhutan but which sends many families into debt after buying cars they can’t afford. How can students learn to calculate not only interest and depreciation rates but also the impact of monthly car payments and operating and maintenance costs on other priorities such as reduced capacity to send money from the city to their home village to support aging parents? What impact has increased car ownership had on air quality in Thimphu, and what are the hidden costs of that pollution? In short, instead of the dry, abstract math typical of textbooks, every subject can be taught in ways relevant to the students’ lives and infused with GNH values.

It may be objected that education should be value free. But all our GPI work, including on the supposed objectivity of GDP, had convinced us that the failure to address relevant social and ecological realities embeds its own values and effectively perpetuates the status quo and its dominant interests. There is no escaping that both the GPI and a GNH society have a vision and values that challenge the materialist ethos that now holds sway, and that a GNH educational curriculum will therefore reflect those values. In fact, I believe that making those values explicit, as the GPI also does, is more open and honest than hiding them beneath a veneer of supposed impartiality and neutrality.

So deeply would GNH-based education challenge conventional schooling that both the December 2009 international meeting and subsequent principals’ workshops recognized that it would change the very structure of education to incorporate the extensive learning that happens outside classroom walls. Thus one participant suggested that schools might dedicate every Wednesday to community service, which would also break up the school week and reduce the excessive time spent sitting behind desks. A more radical suggestion was for grade 11 students to spend seven to eight months or even a full year engaged in national service, working on required countrywide infrastructural needs. They would learn disciplines based on scouting and camping and appreciate the dignity of all labor, including tasks that are considered menial, such as cleaning public latrines. Such community and national service also could foster students’ research skills, including statistical, historical, survey, and data analysis, to understand underlying community and national challenges and needs and to help ensure that their interventions would be skilful, practical, and useful.

As an alternative example of national service, one educator suggested that in response to rapid rural–urban youth migration and consequent severe shortages of farm labor, students could spend their long winter vacations undertaking infrastructural work on local farms, such as terracing and building irrigation canals, which the aging farm population is increasingly unable to do. Such a program could help to restore students’ connection with the earth and with their communities, dignify farm labor, and create an enjoyable, communal work experience for the students.

DEMISE AND POSSIBLE RESURRECTION?

The launch of Educating for GNH in 2009–2010 was an enthusiastic and auspicious start to what had the potential to be a transformative experience for many in Bhutan and potentially beyond. The international educators had offered abundant support, materials, and expertise; the prime minister was delighted to see his long-standing dream on the verge of being translated into action; and Bhutanese educators themselves felt valued like never before—fully aware of the responsibility with which they had been entrusted.

And then it all began to come apart at the seams, in part simply because the Bhutanese educational bureaucracy had a vested interest in maintenance of the status quo, and officials felt threatened by the potentially far-reaching changes proposed. Although the principals appeared to be fully on board at the workshops, the administrators only belatedly seemed to realize how radical was the change envisioned and what would be involved in rewriting texts, retraining teachers, and redesigning schools.

And here I myself must take some responsibility for the failure. In retrospect, I should have analyzed the existing power structure, recognized its limitations, anticipated the likely resistance, and been much more patient. To that end if money and resources had been available, I should have worked with our GPI team and the foreign educators to design a gradual, carefully phased, low-risk implementation plan that focused on development of age-appropriate curricula and concrete tools for teachers to use in the classroom. The vision, goals, broad brush strokes, and provision of resources were not enough. Looking back, I see that our team also placed too much reliance on the direction, vision, and enthusiasm of the prime minister. We assumed that a head of government could make things happen! Only later did we realized that the prime minister could not micromanage all his ministries and that he relied entirely on existing bureaucratic structures to implement his goals.

Having worked closely with the education ministry officials for many months to organize the various workshops and launch the Educating for GNH initiative, I actually had no illusion that they fully grasped and supported the vision. I thus recommended to the prime minister that he consider appointing a fully empowered Educating for GNH “czar” to direct the implementation. I even suggested the name of a principal who had struck me as particularly brilliant, farsighted, organized, and practical. She, I was convinced, could make it happen. What I didn’t know, through my ignorance of existing power dynamics, is that the prime minister could not bring in someone outside the existing power structure to go over the heads of the leading ministry bureaucrats to whom it now fell to implement the initiative.

So long as their efforts were focused on organizing the workshops for the international educators and then for all Bhutan’s school principals, these officials did not complain. In fact, those immediate tasks were so demanding and time consuming that they understandably gave no attention to how much work it would take—whether it involved rewriting curricula or training teachers—to realize the radical new system in practice. When this realization dawned after the principals’ workshops, the line that the officials quickly took was that educating for GNH already existed in the good motivations, intentions, and practices of teachers, principals, schools, and bureaucrats but that it had just never previously been given that name. And so the job of implementation was now recast as simply labeling existing systems as “educating for GNH.”

In the meantime, given Bhutan’s lack of resources, the future direction of Educating for GNH was in the hands of whoever held the purse strings. Officially classified as a least-developed country,16 Bhutan was entirely dependent on foreign aid that all too frequently comes with strings attached that can distort and derail national aspirations. In this case, UNICEF quickly stepped in and gave substantial sums of money for training Bhutan’s school principals and teachers to deliver the Educating for GNH dream in their own schools. The only problem was that UNICEF had its own agenda and its own version of that dream.

At the urging of its Thai deputy director in Bhutan, UNICEF gave about US$100,000 to send scores of Bhutanese school principals to Thailand to be trained by Art-ong Jumsai, a former NASA scientist and Thai politician who had founded a school inspired by the Indian guru Sri Sathya Sai Baba. UNICEF had invited Art-ong to the 2009 international workshop that we had organized, and the agency insisted on his being given a leading role at the subsequent principals’ workshops that UNICEF also funded. But Art-ong taught his own meditation techniques, which were at odds with Bhutan’s millennium-old traditions, jettisoned most of Prime Minister Thinley’s societal vision in favor of his own private school’s principles,17 ignored the contributions of the outstanding educators we’d invited, and touted his own life example, style, methods, and ample funding as the model for Bhutan’s resource-poor public schools.

Despite the fact that his school bore the Sathya Sai name, UNICEF seemed unaware of Art-ong’s leadership of that cult in Thailand, his claimed contact with extraterrestrials, and his prophesy of the second coming of the cult’s dead leader, the so-called divine Omnipotent Creator of the Universe, who had been accused of fraud, sexual abuse, pedophilia, and violence. By September 2014, more than 2,500 Thais, led by a Chulalongkorn University scientist, had signed a petition calling for Art-ong’s removal as chair of the committee on revising Thailand’s national curricula.18 And beyond such questionable credentials, the school principals I spoke to after their training at Art-ong’s school said they simply didn’t find it relevant or applicable to Bhutan.

In this case it is no exaggeration to say that UNICEF hijacked the Educating for GNH initiative and played a major role in sinking it. At the very least, the UNICEF resources could have funded far more productive training and development of suitable curricular materials. It was not the only example I witnessed in my time in Bhutan of foreign aid being channeled into questionable projects and in directions that often seemed wasteful, caused more harm than good, and served foreign rather than local objectives. Despite the considerable positive benefits that some aid has certainly brought, I believe the sooner Bhutan weans itself from reliance on foreign aid (including that brought in through GPI Atlantic), the better.

For all these reasons and more, Educating for GNH was never systemically implemented at a national scale, teachers never received proper GNH-based curricular materials, and it is fair to say that the initiative has made no real difference in the daily lives of the vast majority of Bhutanese schoolchildren. The resource materials that the international educators provided have not been used, and those educators have not been consulted or approached in the eleven years since their 2009 visit to Bhutan. Even the idea of starting and ending lessons and the school day with a short period of silent meditation is too often used only to enforce silence and discipline rather than to nurture the insight and understanding that true meditation can bring.

Despite these letdowns, it would be unfair to characterize Educating for GNH as an abject failure, if only because the infusion of ideas in 2009–2010 provided some real inspiration that has at least led to scattered local action. Thus particular principals were inspired to introduce traditional crafts, recycling and waste reduction, vegetable gardens, and proper meditation instruction into their schools. As well, the next chapter outlines one highly innovative resurrection of these efforts—a local effort that is now in the tenth year of putting a full-fledged GNH education program into action.
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THE GAP BETWEEN WORDS AND ACTION

Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley’s determination to transform Bhutan’s entire educational system was nothing short of heroic in its vision and its willingness to take on seemingly indomitable challenges. But that was by no means his only strategy to weave GNH into the fabric of Bhutanese society, nor was it the only endeavor to run afoul of entrenched interests. From remote Bhutanese farmlands to power politics and the halls of United Nations headquarters in New York, several other major projects he asked me to take on drew me into a vortex of hope, disappointment, and tough lessons learned.

THE WORLD’S FIRST 100 PERCENT ORGANIC COUNTRY?

In Bhutan’s first democratic elections in 2008, the manifesto of the winning political party proclaimed a goal of making Bhutan the world’s first sovereign nation to become 100 percent organic in all its food production. That intent was affirmed by newly elected Prime Minister Thinley in his state of the nation address and subsequent statements. In those addresses he argued that going organic would create significant economic opportunities for Bhutan’s farmers and for the country, establish Bhutan as a global training center for organic agriculture, and provide a major spur to organic growing worldwide.

Of particular interest is the way in which the prime minister linked this intention directly to GNH principles and to the third action phase in the evolution of GNH. Going organic was envisioned as a practical way to strengthen all four pillars of GNH. On the environmental side, it was intended to keep Bhutan’s soils healthy and fertile in perpetuity rather than degrading and depleting them through use of synthetic chemicals that would also pollute ground and surface water and poison Bhutan’s birds and animals. On the economic side, going organic was meant to create new opportunities for farmers and rural communities by adding value to what they produced, by supplying organic products to meet a rapidly growing demand in India, and by reducing the costs of farming, as farmers would no longer have to pay for expensive pesticides, fertilizers, weedicides, and other chemicals.

Going organic was also intended by the newly elected government to strengthen the good governance pillar of GNH by empowering farmers and enhancing their self-reliance. Going organic would reduce farmers’ dependence on foreign farm inputs, chemicals, and imported patented seeds, and it would increase reliance on traditional farming methods and freely available local materials such as manure, biomass, and leaf compost, all of which fertilize and enrich the soil. In fact, the prime minister suggested that Bhutan also could develop its own organic fertilizers and pest control agents using natural materials based in the rich medicinal flora for which the land is renowned.

In addition, going organic could strengthen the country’s culture, the government suggested. By creating economic opportunities for educated Bhutanese youth in rural areas, it could begin to stem the massive rural-urban migration that was creating such serious demographic, economic, and social stresses. That, in turn, could help keep the country’s rural communities—with their networks of social support, extended families, and mutual dependence—strong and vital.

“Going organic,” declared Prime Minister Thinley in 2011, “is living GNH. It is key to putting GNH fully into practice and action in the Kingdom of Bhutan.”1 With such a forthright stance in direct line with the government’s stated GNH development approach, there seemed every opportunity for Bhutan to become a model for a world moving in the opposite direction—namely, toward more commercial, monocultural, chemical-intensive industrial farming dependent on genetically modified crops.

The major obstacle to moving in the intended organic policy direction, the government recognized, lay not with the country’s farmers but, ironically, within its own ranks. After all, Bhutan’s isolation from the world and its mountainous terrain had spared it the onslaught of the chemical revolution until much more recently than elsewhere in the world. In the more remote areas of the country, farming was still largely organic by tradition (simply because chemicals had not yet reached or penetrated there), and even in less remote areas older farmers still remained familiar with the nonchemical farming methods they had learned from their parents.

By contrast, most Ministry of Agriculture scientists, agronomists, and extension workers in Bhutan had been educated in India’s Green Revolution agriculture schools, where the new high-yield seeds that rely on massive inputs of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides are considered the only effective way to raise farm productivity and income. Indeed, the Green Revolution of the 1950s and ’60s that largely replaced traditional technologies so increased agricultural production in developing countries that it is credited with saving a billion people from starvation. Not surprisingly, India still adheres strongly to this system of mechanization, irrigation, and distribution of high-yielding cereal grain seeds, synthetic fertilizers, pesticides, and other agrochemicals.

And yet, those same “miracle” chemicals credited with feeding billions are now blamed for pollution of village water sources and for soil degradation, which then requires ever greater chemical inputs in a losing battle to maintain productivity. And the rising costs of those inputs and of the imported high-yield seeds sold by huge multinationals such as Monsanto have been blamed for the massive debt in which so many Indian farmers have landed, which in turn is blamed for an estimated 250,000 farmer suicides in India in the past two decades.2 This is an instance in which full-cost accounts, as described in the first part of this book, could properly reveal the longer-term economic costs of a policy that appears to yield immediate benefits in increased production. In the absence of such accounts, mounting evidence of the long-term damage caused by Green Revolution methods unfortunately remains largely sidelined in official circles, and Green Revolution theory and practice are maintained largely due to powerful industry influence over government policy.

In Bhutan the resistance of ministry officials to going organic was not badly intentioned but motivated largely by the wish to become more food self-sufficient by rapidly increasing production through Green Revolution methods. Despite limited fertile land, Bhutan’s wide altitudinal, climatic, and ecological variation from subtropical to temperate to alpine zones enables it to produce ample crops of sufficient diversity to feed itself. The country is about 80 percent self-sufficient in food, but in 2018, Bhutan still imported about three times as much food as it exported, with imports including more than US$21 million of rice and US$15 million of dairy, sugar, and beverage products. That’s better than five years earlier, when food imports were nearly five times greater than exports.3 Today, as ten years earlier, officials attribute progress toward greater self-sufficiency in large part to the improved productivity of high-yield hybrid seeds.

The challenge for Bhutan’s newly elected government after 2008 was therefore to persuade its own agricultural officials that it was economically and productively viable to go organic. Largely untrained in improved organic methods that are proven to boost productivity, through better animal husbandry, high-quality manure and compost, nitrogen-fixing crops and more, the officials were convinced that organic yields would always be low.4 As well, they had little information on access to markets with organic price premiums and were largely unaware of the negative long-term Green Revolution impacts on soil and water quality. So without determined ministry support, it would be difficult to shift the country to 100 percent organic production. The government had created a National Organic Programme, but lack of ministry support had kept it woefully understaffed and under-resourced. And in the field, extension officers still distributed the new high-yield seeds and the synthetic fertilizers and pesticides (euphemistically labeled “plant protection” chemicals) that were required to produce the promised yields of those seeds.

It was this challenge that led the prime minister to ask me to organize an initial training session for ministry scientists and agronomists. Because it would take a scholar with hard evidence to convince ministry scientists of the merits of organic farming, I invited to Bhutan one of the world’s leading proponents of organic farming, Vandana Shiva, a recipient of numerous international prizes and author of twenty books and dozens of peer-reviewed articles.

Dr. Shiva, whose graduate degree was in philosophy of science, had founded Navdanya, India’s largest fair-trade organic marketing network, which has trained more than 500,000 Indian farmers in sustainable and organic farming methods. She also had set up Bija Vidyapeeth in Dehradun, Uttarakhand, in northern India as an experimental farm designed to test organic methods according to rigorous scientific criteria. In 2003, Time magazine called Shiva an environmental hero, and Asia Week described her as one of Asia’s five most powerful communicators.

We were, then, bringing to the remote little Himalayan kingdom of Bhutan not only an international environmental superstar but a widely published scholar who could engage Bhutan’s agronomists and agricultural scientists in an in-depth dialogue on the merits of organic farming. Shiva knew what was expected of her and came armed with copious evidence, documentation, and presentations for the planned full-day session in August 2010, which we systematically organized according to the core issues, including soil quality, productivity, agricultural inputs, and economic viability.

GPI Atlantic paid the travel costs and made all meeting arrangements, including one-on-one meetings and dinners with the prime minister and the Minister of Agriculture. Shiva donated her time, and the agriculture ministry had only to invite its own people to the full-day session. Imagine our disappointment on the day of the event when hardly anyone from the ministry showed up besides the minister himself, whom the prime minister had asked to introduce our guest. The 35 attendees scattered through the largely empty auditorium were mostly interested nongovernment observers.

It was a rude awakening, confirmed many times thereafter, to the fact that the government’s official all-organic policy had very limited support within the ministry itself. One high-ranking government official privately told me later that the government of India, which has enormous influence in Bhutan and whose agriculture policies Vandana Shiva has vigorously criticized, had discouraged participation by government officials. I have no hard evidence of that beyond the word of that official, whose word I have found to be highly reliable. The tough lesson we again learned here, in parallel with our Ministry of Education experience, was that even the most visionary leaders depend on the bureaucrats in their ministries to implement their vision. In this case the prime minister upbraided the ministry for its shockingly poor turnout and the wilful ignorance of its scientists, experts, and officials. But there was little he could do in the short term to change a bureaucratic culture that thrives on maintenance rather than change.

I used to blame the Ministries of Agriculture and Education for failure to realize the noble organic and educational goals described here and in the preceding chapter. However, in sober retrospect, I must acknowledge having placed far too much hope on the power of genuine vision and evidence in their own right to effect far-reaching change without properly considering the practical strategies required to prevent those bureaucratic realities from stifling and eviscerating the intended goals. And I confess to having neither the political know-how nor the patience to engage skillfully in that strategic game. In retrospect, though, I can at least try to identify what the key obstacles to implementing the shift to organic farming were and what they were not.

In my own experience, the problem lay not with the farmers. The hundreds of farmers we trained in organic methods in southeastern Bhutan, for example, seemed entirely receptive and open to what they learned, in large part for the reasons stated earlier: they had mostly grown up farming organically by tradition, as had their parents and grandparents. So what they learned about improving composting methods, biological pest controls, seed saving, terracing, and more to improve organic productivity built on and enhanced what was already familiar.

I did not detect any overt or major corporate opposition to Bhutan’s announced intention to go organic, probably because Bhutan is simply too small a market to rouse great interest from the likes of Monsanto. It’s impossible to tell, though, what industry opposition might have been launched had the initiative really taken off and become a model for other countries. Nor did I see local politicians disputing the government’s intention. So based on my experience, I can only attribute Bhutan’s failure to go organic to entrenched bureaucratic interests, the training of ministry scientists and officials in Indian agriculture schools, and India’s own resistance to Vandana Shiva’s work that overtly challenged Indian agriculture policy. At the time it did not occur to me that inviting her to Bhutan might be strategically questionable.

In hindsight, perhaps it would have helped if, prior to Vandana Shiva’s visit, our GPI team had drawn on key evidence from our Nova Scotia GPI agriculture accounts to demonstrate the long-term economic benefits of organic farming in enhancing soil quality and productivity, biodiversity, disease resistance, the vitality of rural communities, local economic multiplier effects, and more. We had accumulated such telling evidence for Canada that a brief summary for Bhutanese ministry officials might have laid useful ground for Dr. Shiva’s visit. Whatever the reasons for failure, and not for the first or last time, hope for a major paradigm shift either overall or in a given sector died on the vine. To this day a 100 percent organic Bhutan—or even a major step in that direction—remains a distant dream.

A PLACE TO LIVE AND BREATHE GNH IN ACTION?

A key component of Prime Minister Thinley’s dream to bring GNH fully into the fabric of Bhutanese society—what he called the third major phase in the development of GNH—was the creation of a living center of GNH in action, which he had described to Gwen and me when he invited us to stay in Bhutan. Again, we were captivated by and deeply shared his dream that a living model of sanity, sustainability, and well-being eventually could be upscaled to transform society.

In May 2010, GPI Atlantic invited to Bhutan prize-winning U.S. architect Paul Murdoch, who designed the Pennsylvania memorial to the 9/11 victims, along with some key sustainable building experts, to consider designing the proposed center. Led by the prime minister, agriculture minister, and other key officials, we set off to Bumthang in central Bhutan to investigate the potential of the piece of land that the prime minister had chosen. A few hours into the nine-hour road trip, the prime minister told his driver to pull over and get into the back seat, told me to get into the front passenger seat he’d occupied, and—delighted for once not to be chauffeured everywhere—took the wheel and drove us the rest of the way to Bumthang.

The proposed site for the GNH Centre was breathtaking: forty-six acres of wooded land on the edge of a rushing river at the southern entrance of Wangchuck Centennial National Park. The location was in Bumthang’s sacred Chhoekhor valley in the nation’s spiritual heartland in central Bhutan. There was immediate consensus in the group that the site was outstanding. As we walked through the woods, I was awed at the prime minister’s knowledge of the plants we passed, including their medicinal qualities. This was the traditional knowledge, so in danger of demise, that had to be included in Bhutan’s new GNH curricula.

As originally envisioned, the proposed GNH center was intended to embody and model GNH principles in its design, functioning, activity, and human interaction. It was to include a meditation hall, pavilions with flexible-capacity classrooms and small group meeting rooms, living and working spaces, an organic farm, and landscaped gardens, trails, and bridges linking the center with the national park across the river. With space for approximately three hundred participants to practice simple and sustainable living, the center, we hoped, would draw Bhutanese from all walks of life to experience GNH values and practices and to learn how to bring those ideals into their daily lives, workplaces, and communities. The center, then, was intended to model GNH in action and to be applicable to, and potentially replicable in, other parts of the country and beyond.

By 2011, we had developed a detailed program and learning structure for the proposed center, with the intent that it would be a sparkplug for bringing GNH into the very fabric of society and into daily life in the most practical ways. Each program—whether on farming, education, waste management, family or business practice, or other subject—would begin with a brief overview of how the GNH vision and practice differ from the current conventional system. It would then plunge into practice and method, including an exploration of existing best practices, and the challenges participants were likely to face applying those practices in their own communities. Participants would leave the program with a plan for change in their own communities and workplaces, and staff would be available for follow-up phone calls and even site visits. One proposed program description read,


The GNH Centre is not intended to be a bubble of GNH living and good practice isolated from surrounding realities, or any kind of GNH “utopia.” On the contrary, every programme offered is intended as an agent of concrete and practical change aimed at building GNH families, communities, schools, workplaces, societies, and nations, which in turn can transform the world in which we live.5



It was agreed that prior to construction, GNH Centre programs would be offered in different locations in the country to give a flavor of what the center would accomplish when built. We anticipated that this initial phase of operation, launched in 2012, would also rouse support, enthusiasm, and (we hoped) funding for the proposed physical center in Bumthang. With that intention, we undertook an international search for a GNH Centre program director. In 2012, we hired Dr. Havinh Tho, director of training for the International Red Cross in Geneva, whose qualifications were outstanding and whose own values and understanding seemed directly in line with GNH principles. Due to funding challenges, the original architectural designs were not used, and a sharply scaled-down version of the Bumthang Centre, with a meditation hall, conference hall, administrative block, dining hall, kitchen, and staff quarters, was built in 2014–15 and officially inaugurated on October 18, 2015.

Sadly, though, the programming to date bears little resemblance to the original design and vision, which were community oriented, practically relevant, and geared to Bhutanese from all walks of life. Instead, episodic week-long programs held at expensive tourist resorts cater to foreign visitors, have only token Bhutanese participation, and support the center’s operations through high fees. Typical of current GNH Center offerings is this July 2016 program at a tourist resort, geared as usual to wealthy foreigners:


Join us for a powerful journey of transformation for executives, CEOs, community leaders, and entrepreneurs seeking insight, wisdom, and skillful action in their lives and work. Together, we will explore the idea of life as pilgrimage—a sacred journey of discovery and growth.



At the end of 2013, I resigned from the GNH Centre’s Board of Directors when I saw that the center was going in a direction completely different than intended. Former Prime Minister Thinley has since also resigned. And here I learned another tough lesson that has plagued not only our GPI and GNH work but also other noble endeavors I’ve observed. In this case the top three GNH Centre staff, including the program director, all had their own agendas, networks, ambitions, and ways of doing things, including commitments to ventures and presentations in the United States, Europe, Asia, and elsewhere. Not surprisingly, the GNH Centre’s intended domestic emphasis to model GNH in action in Bhutan was neglected.6 In other cases I’ve seen scholars, politicians, tour operators, foreign aid agencies, and others co-opt GNH as a slogan to suit their own agendas and interests with little heed to the holistic philosophy on which it is based and the paradigm shift it implies.

FROM VISION TO SLOGAN

These letdowns with education, organic farming, and the GNH Centre are symptomatic of an overall systematic weakening of Bhutan’s commitment to the GNH principles described in chapter 9. Despite significant early impacts of the philosophy, particularly in environmental policy, mention of GNH today tends to raise eyebrows rather than enthusiasm among ordinary Bhutanese, who appear increasingly cynical about the yawning gap between philosophy and action in the policy arena.

Another example of failure to implement GNH can be found in Bhutan’s mining policy. In April 2011, the country’s Anti-Corruption Commissioner wrote a strong letter to the Ministry of Economic Affairs questioning “whether a pro-active mining policy, with all its known ecological and health impacts, is compatible with the country’s deepest held values and principles.”7 In August 2012, the government’s draft mining policy went to the GNH Commission, where it failed to pass the GNH screening test.8 Four years later a 2016 report on Bhutan’s mining industry by the Anti-Corruption Commission detailed the severe health, environmental, cultural, economic, and corruption costs of mining in Bhutan.9 And yet nearly seventy mines and quarries operate today in Bhutan, many without adequate controls.10 And the country’s May 2017 Mineral Development Policy, which was designed to promote and develop the country’s mining industry, was not subjected to GNH screening.11 I can only speculate that recent failures to use the GNH screening tool, especially when policies have previously failed or are likely to fail its criteria, also reflect the gradual shift away from GNH principles.

Beyond a specific industry such as mining looms the larger question of what broad kinds of development are most consistent with GNH principles. In 2008, Bhutan’s National Environment Commission noted:


[T]he concept of large-scale industrial development is in direct conflict with the country’s policy of environmentally sustainable development especially when bearing in mind the country’s fragile mountain ecosystem and limited usable land. The key environmental problems arising from industries are air pollution, water pollution, hazardous waste generation, and land degradation…. The potential for future industrial development in the country lies in the development of a network of small-scale and cottage industries based on sustainable management of cultural and natural endowments, especially focusing on niche products such as hand-woven textiles using natural dye and organically produced food and medicinal products.12



Yet there is no evidence that Bhutan’s development is following that clear recommendation. By far the fastest-growing economic sector in Bhutan is hydropower plant construction, which is not only driving rapid economic growth (6.4 percent in 2016) but, as noted in chapter 9, is also plunging the country into ever deeper debt ($US2.3 billion).13 Again, there has been no systematic analysis of the sector through use of the GNH screening tool, which might reveal longer-term concerns and other priorities. Thus, Bhutan’s previous finance secretary, Lam Dorji, has warned that climate change and reduced winter snowfall are having such an adverse effect on the flow of Bhutan’s glacier-fed rivers that they imperil the future of hydropower: The country, he said, should be prepared for the possibility that future water flow “would be reduced to an extent that we may not be able to make use of it.”14

In my own observation over many years, the failure to translate GNH into policies that would move the country significantly in the direction envisioned by the four GNH pillars also has political roots. In conversations and at briefings, I was continually struck by the reality that most of Prime Minister Thinley’s own close colleagues, including senior Cabinet ministers, seemed to have no real understanding of or commitment to GNH in action. Many ministers and politicians certainly had mastered the rhetoric and paid lip service to GNH in their statements and speeches. But most showed little interest in turning GNH into meaningful action, let alone challenging the existing economic paradigm, with its conventional economic growth dogma. As a result of the conspicuous gap between words and action, it is very common for cynics in Bhutan today to label GNH as no more than a promotional tourism slogan.

Though I’ve focused here on domestic impediments to action, we’ll see in the next chapter that the difficulties Bhutan has faced in actualizing GNH at home are due in large part to issues far beyond its own control—challenges Bhutan tried to address by going global with its vision.

AND SO, TO A REMOTE VILLAGE IN SOUTHEAST BHUTAN

Though efforts at the national level became increasingly frustrating, my experience at the local level was very different. Just as with the community GPI work in Nova Scotia, I discovered in Bhutan almost no barrier to community-level constructive action that genuinely joins social, economic, and environmental objectives. Proceeding below the radar, local actions to use the GPI or put GNH into action pose much less threat to authority, are largely free of political and bureaucratic constraints, and can translate evidence, recommendations, and good intentions into practical benefit with seeming ease. More than that, as noted earlier, work to improve well-being resonates most strongly at the local level because that is where quality of life is ultimately experienced and where actions can be most effectively tailored to local needs and conditions.

And so, after thirteen years of GPI Atlantic involvement in Bhutan, the work that has shown the greatest success, continuity, and promise in weaving GNH principles, values, and practices into the fabric of the wider society is what is known as the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative (SJI). In that regional initiative, organic farming, waste reduction, youth outreach, health promotion, and other key facets of GNH continue to deepen and expand, spreading gradually to more communities and districts and penetrating the consciousness of villagers.

The initiative started in March 2010, when I was invited to a small meeting of leading citizens of Samdrup Jongkhar, a remote area of southeastern Bhutan near the border of Assam. The meeting was convened by Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche, the renowned Bhutanese meditation master, author, and filmmaker who heads the Chokyi Gyatso Institute for Buddhist Studies (CGI) in the small town of Dewathang, Samdrup Jongkhar. Rinpoche was determined that his institute should bring some tangible benefit to the surrounding community, particularly in fostering ecologically friendly and economically viable development.

The region, dominated by subsistence farming—the source of livelihood for an estimated 85 percent of the population there—has remained underdeveloped, in part because that district had so long been the epicenter of the Assamese separatist insurgency, the one that had been on the queen’s mind during our first meeting in early 2004. That long-term instability and insecurity had discouraged investment and development in the region. Industry, services, mechanization, communications, and infrastructure all lagged far behind other regions, and local government authorities had neither the resources nor the initiative to turn things around. Now that peace had come to the area, Rinpoche told the small group, it was time to improve the lot of the local citizenry, but in a way that protected the natural environment and strengthened local communities and the social fabric.

Rinpoche then came right to the point. He asked the group to establish what he dubbed the “Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative,” emphasizing the word “initiative.” Crucial in attempting to graft a new democracy onto a traditional hierarchical society, Rinpoche said, would be to develop the very notion of bottom-up citizen initiative, a key challenge for Bhutan. In the top-down benevolent monarchy of the past, citizens expected all benefit to come from government, and they were unaccustomed to the idea of citizens taking responsibility for their own well-being and future. Democracy, he noted, meant more than just voting once every few years but required active participation of citizens in creating their own future. Underlying particular development actions, therefore, was the longer-term goal of building civil society and fostering citizen self-reliance. Our group quickly determined that a necessary first step in such an endeavor was to become well informed about the region and its needs.

Over the succeeding six months, GPI Atlantic took responsibility for fundraising efforts, and I crafted a funding proposal to the International Development Research Centre in Canada. After several expert reviews and revisions of the proposal, three-year funding of about $300,000 was approved in November 2010 and later extended to March 2015. Thus, in December 2010, SJI was born as the first major development project in Bhutan initiated and organized within Bhutan’s civil society sector.

SJI (www.sji.bt) publicly declared its aims, which are to

•   raise living standards in harmony with nature;

•   establish food security and self-sufficiency through organic farming;

•   protect the natural environment;

•   strengthen communities;

•   encourage local participation in decision making;

•   promote culture and traditional knowledge;

•   stem the rural–urban migration tide by providing opportunities for youth; and

•   foster a cooperative, productive, entrepreneurial, and self-reliant spirit.

The initiative was publicly launched on December 18–20, 2010, at the Chokyi Gyatso Institute, with participation of more than 500 officials, local representatives, and residents. Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley made the two-day overland journey to Samdrup Jongkhar to deliver the keynote address, and the event was well covered by the national press in Bhutan, including live television and radio broadcasts by the Bhutan Broadcasting Service. It was an auspicious, enthusiastic beginning to the project.

To demonstrate our determination to move swiftly from good intentions to action, two top organic farmer trainers from Vandana Shiva’s Navdanya organic network spent five days after the launch ceremonies teaching 250 local farmers improved methods of composting, controlling biological pests, conserving soil, terracing, and boosting productivity. Since then SJI has trained hundreds more farmers and local agriculture officers in the best organic methods, with a current focus on saving and storing seeds and preserving local knowledge. SJI also supports local buying through a weekly organic produce market, formation of farmer groups and cooperatives, and awareness campaigns. Local shopkeepers no longer sell synthetic fertilizer.

All this is starting to reverse trends that had prevailed prior to the SJI launch, in which local farmers were increasingly relying on hybrid seeds and chemicals and residents on imported conventional produce from Assam. As elsewhere in Bhutan, rural regions also had no proper waste disposal facilities to deal with the rapid influx of plastics into the country. SJI’s zero-waste initiatives have sharply reduced waste in the local area; Dewathang stores no longer give out plastic bags; and waste segregation stations have been installed. SJI has produced zero-waste training manuals, piloted zero-waste villages, started a highly successful zero-waste crafts cooperative, and dramatically reduced waste at village festivals, religious ceremonies, and other events at which SJI staff give out compostable banana leaf plates and bamboo cups.

Such practices have started to spread simply through example. Samdrup Jongkhar municipality has now adopted key elements of the SJI waste management strategy. Several monasteries elsewhere in Bhutan have followed the Samdrup Jongkhar example by no longer allowing packaged or plastic-wrapped food offerings and by serving ritual feasts on banana leaves.15

A key SJI achievement to date is the creation of the Centre for Appropriate Technology at the local engineering college, which has designed solar dryers that use solar energy to dry vegetables and fruits hygienically, systems for rainwater harvesting, stations for waste segregation, and a micro-irrigation project. SJI has installed 125 solar dryers in remote villages, which enable villagers to extend their own consumption of home-grown produce far beyond the growing season and to add value to their farm products by producing dried fruits and vegetables to sell in the local market. SJI has trained villagers in solar technology and maintenance and repair of the dryers, and it installed waste segregation stations and rainwater harvesting systems at local schools; the latter vastly improve school sanitation, especially during the water shortages of the dry winter.

SJI has reached out to youth through the creation of arts and writing camps, workshops, internships, reading stations, training programs, discussion groups, and more. It also has worked with local villagers to improve health, nutrition, sanitation, and housing; reduce high rates of alcoholism; and improve morale through participation in community activities.

In close collaboration with Vandana Shiva, SJI also arranged for twenty-three Samdrup Jongkhar farmers and government agriculture officers to take a three-week organic study trip to India to see what works and what doesn’t. They got intensive training at the Navdanya organic farm in Dehradun and visited organic cooperatives that successfully market organic pickles, honey, produce, natural fruit preserves, and other foods as well as hand-knitted woolens. They also visited self-help groups that were restoring degraded local environments, planting trees, improving water supplies, and training local youth in masonry, carpentry, and as “barefoot engineers.” And in the Punjab, the Bhutanese farmers observed the effects of intensive chemical farming in degraded soil quality and reduced productivity, and they met families of farmers who had committed suicide due to rising debt from purchase of high-yield seeds and the increasingly heavy chemical inputs on which those seeds rely.

Returning home, the Samdrup Jongkhar farmers talked of how inspired they were to see and learn how ordinary villagers in Uttarakhand had taken such initiative themselves to improve their environment and lives, and how local village youth had taken on interesting and meaningful work that gave them little temptation to migrate to the cities. And they could not get the despair of the Punjabi farmers out of their minds, swearing never to go down that deadly chemical road or to let their country do so.

In organizing that organic India study tour, and in sending six illiterate village women for a six-month training course as “solar engineers” at the Barefoot College in Rajasthan, SJI broke new ground in another way. For Bhutanese, training abroad is a privilege usually reserved for civil servants—an opportunity no common farmer ever expects to have. Before their study visit to India, none of these Samdrup Jongkhar villagers had been on a train before, and most had never even been to their own country’s capital city, let alone to a huge city like Delhi, through which they passed.

Now the villagers were proud to be their country’s ambassadors abroad and proud of their traditional farming methods. Karma Tenzin, age forty-four, from Phuntshothang, said: “This training gave me lots of encouragement to work as a farmer, and now I am really and truly proud to be a farmer.” In subtle ways SJI is thus also breaking down class barriers and promoting the dignity of rural labor.

At the regional level the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative continues to move forward effectively not only in organic farming, zero waste, appropriate technology, and youth outreach initiatives but also with innovative GNH-based education and youth programs. Our GPI Atlantic team designed a five-lesson classroom science curricular unit on composting that brought together scientific analysis with traditional culture, organic farming, ecological literacy, and deep respect for all life forms. That unit was successfully pilot tested in some local schools, turned into a radio play, and broadcast nationwide by the Bhutan Broadcasting Service.

In 2011, Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative founder Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche introduced a GNH-based educational program into his Chokyi Gyatso Institute and designated sixty of his students, age nine to fourteen, as the guinea pigs for that experiment. An experienced Canadian curriculum designer and a Bhutanese educator with a PhD in Transformative Education from the University of Massachusetts, both of whom deeply share the GNH vision, designed a grade 4–5 GNH curriculum based on the principles described in the previous chapter. That curriculum is now being implemented and taught by three experienced Bhutanese teachers, and a grade 6 curriculum is being developed. So the first phase of a full-fledged GNH education is happening after all, albeit at a limited local level in a remote corner of Bhutan.

In that far-flung corner of the country, our teachers are bringing nature into the grade 4–6 classrooms and also are bringing the classroom into nature by teaching some core science classes in neighboring farmers’ fields, where students can study local plants and animals and learn where the rains come from, and how vegetables grow. We try to gear our learning units to the world in which our students live, so that learning is always interesting, practical, and relevant to their daily lived experience. Sample themes to date include the following,

•   Identity and community—who lives in the students’ local communities; what is their history; what are the local flora, fauna, and environments; what are local living conditions; and how do they relate to global conditions? As always, a core focus is compassion and interdependence, which are central to Bhutan’s ancient Buddhist wisdom.

•   Air—where it comes from, what’s in it, what it does. As part of this unit students built a weather station, barometer, and rain gauge; learned some basics about climate change; and did art projects on wind and air issues, pollution, flight, and breathing.

•   The human body—including basic anatomy, nutrition, health, and hygiene. With guidance from local elders (sometimes the students’ grandmothers), we take students out to identify traditional medicinal and healing plants and herbs.

•   The food we eat—where it comes from, how we grow it, what people of other cultures eat, organic and chemical farming, what used to grow here and no longer does, what our grandparents can teach us about it. The students cultivate their own organic garden, growing fifteen plots of vegetables with local donated seeds and compost. They have built a seed bank that serves local farmers.

•   Waste—different kinds (air, water, land) and their local and global impacts, and how we can reduce and reuse waste materials. Our students have taken the lead in local communities as exemplars of zero-waste practices. They will look strangely at you if they see you eating a bag of chips. If you ask, they proudly tell you they don’t buy plastic-wrapped things.

Community service is already built into all we do there, and our students recently participated in a major local dump site cleanup to prevent polluting leachate from reaching the local river and water sources. These activities combine their service with learning some ecological science.

We do not rely on the high-stakes academic testing that so often causes immense stress and feelings of failure. Instead, we assess our students individually, with testing used only as a measure of understanding and never a cause for failure. Every student is good at something, so we encourage the particular strengths and talents of individual students—whether written, musical, mechanical, poetic, mathematical, artistic, or in some other area. And those with a scholarly bent who want to pursue more advanced studies are encouraged, trained, and equipped to do so without suggesting that they are in any way superior to their classmates.

In a world where indigenous languages and cultures are dying, we encourage the use of Sharchokpa, the region’s local language, which is predominant in eastern Bhutan but which is not used in government schools. There Dzongkha—the national language colloquially spoken in the west of the country—is prescribed. We also have focused on raising students’ English language skills, as these are crucial in today’s world, essential for any midlevel and higher studies, and necessary for any government work where English is on a par with the national language. Above all, we try to make learning fun and enjoyable, and we create opportunities for students to develop their creativity, artistic talent, critical thinking, and problem-solving skills.

This local initiative is being generously funded by the Alerce Trust, a small Scottish family foundation that shares our vision and also has supported our GPI work in Nova Scotia, the national Educating for GNH initiative, and, indeed, the writing of this book. Without such assistance in the future, and with only limited resources, this Samdrup Jongkhar educational initiative will have a long way to go in expanding the curriculum to higher grades, hiring and training teachers, and more before it can claim to be implementing and manifesting the GNH dream. But we’re at least moving in the right direction, and the current curriculum design effort and classes are creating a laboratory for developing GNH education prototypes at a modest local level.

Within two years we expect to be far enough along to offer excellent, class-tested, multifaceted GNH-based curricular units and lesson plans to the Ministry of Education and schools nationwide. Already our local efforts have aroused the interest of many Samdrup Jongkhar teachers and school principals, with whom we meet and communicate regularly, and we have offered six successful mindfulness workshops—each well attended by about fifty educators from around the country. Based on past experience, however, I expect no real response from the Ministry of Education, which would need to endorse the units and require their inclusion in existing curricula before formally being adopted by schools. But based on positive feedback to date and good relations with local educators, there’s a possibility that individual teachers and even principals in the Samdrup Jongkhar district may informally use some of our materials to enhance their existing classes.

In all these ways—from agriculture to waste reduction to education—progress at the local level has struck me as remarkable, especially considering that nationally, prevailing trends are largely in the opposite direction—away from rather than toward GNH in action. I have already noted the national retreats from the 100 percent organic goal, from the Educating for GNH initiative, and from applying the GNH screening tool. Thimphu, the fastest-growing city in south Asia (though still relatively small as cities go), now produces more than thirty metric tons of waste a day; its sewage treatment plant and landfill are overwhelmed; and leaking toxins flow into the Thimphu River.16 Thimphu’s population mushroomed from an estimated 27,000 in 1990 to 80,000 in 2005 and 115,000 in 2017, and it continues to grow at 7–10 percent a year.17 Youth unemployment, drug addiction, and crime are growing problems—partly the outcomes of rapid rural–urban migration, which in turn has led to the breakdown of traditional social networks, extended families, and family ties.

A recent study found that Bhutan’s incidence of “type 2 diabetes mellitus is very high and increasing at alarming rates. Bhutan has a notably high proportion of over-weight and obese population.”18 Such challenges have been fueled by more sedentary lifestyles as the rural population declines; desk jobs proliferate; and more people drive rather than walk. Additional factors are poor diet and lack of health awareness. And though life expectancy and average incomes increase, the gap between rich and poor also continues to grow. In sum, several troubling national trends cast a long shadow over efforts to build a GNH society in practice. In that larger context, the positive forward momentum of the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative in building GNH locally is even more noteworthy.

AND NOW?

Despite the ongoing local success of the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative, hard experience has made me lower my gaze a lot in the last few years. I no longer have the illusion that these small local steps are going to be implemented anytime soon on the grand, national scale envisioned when Bhutan launched its 100 percent organic and Educating for GNH initiatives a decade ago. We are doing our best to counter the trends toward greater urbanization and depopulation of rural areas in Samdrup Jongkhar by providing good rural opportunities, but I have no illusion that we will turn back the long-term national rural-to-urban shift that seems to characterize development worldwide. And though our successes in organic farmer training, appropriate technologies such as solar dryers, and waste reduction are highly relevant to rural areas with large remaining farming populations and without waste disposal facilities, they are not necessarily applicable to cities even in Bhutan. For that one would have to look elsewhere. Nevertheless, as existing national and global systems increasingly falter, it is possible that grassroots local initiatives like ours and exemplary models worldwide may gradually become catalysts for significant change at higher levels.

A local and regional initiative to put GNH into action, as SJI attempts to do, may not be as high profile or glamorous as larger-scale national programs, but of all the work I have undertaken in Bhutan, SJI still seems to have the greatest potential to act as a working model for wider application, at least in rural areas. It remains true to its original purpose and intention so far, and its on-the-ground achievements continue to exceed all our expectations. Whereas changes in government at the national level are able to derail many major initiatives undertaken by previous governments, local endeavors such as SJI can move forward along their chosen pathways without interference. British economist E. F. Schumacher had a point when he asserted that small is beautiful. In my past two decades of work trying to integrate social, economic, and environmental objectives in practice, SJI is where I have derived the greatest satisfaction.

Local and remote though it is, the SJI initiative also seems far from parochial and has shown remarkable capacity to spread by simple example. If we can demonstrate the viability and success of GNH in action and of genuinely integrated development that enhances economic prosperity while at the same time fully protecting the natural environment and strengthening communities and local culture, then Samdrup Jongkhar could potentially be a showcase for a wider world in which these values are generally seen as trade-offs and choices.

Such a statement might sound like hyperbole. After all, organic farming is also expanding rapidly in the West in response to growing demand, so why should a remote corner of southeast Bhutan going organic be anything special? There’s actually a big difference. In the West decisions to go organic are almost always personal decisions taken by individual farmers. It is extremely rare for a whole district or region to go organic as a matter of policy or collective decision. We have not yet systematically tracked the extent, progress and impact of a shift to organic farming in Samdrup Jongkhar. But if we could do so, especially using our full-cost accounting methods, we might demonstrate its longer-term viability in terms of productivity and market access as well as impacts on soil and water quality and on communities—especially in comparison with regions moving in exactly the opposite direction by embracing chemical fertilizer–dependent high-yield seeds. Such documentation might potentially have a powerful impact well beyond the region.

The best analogy to our organic Samdrup Jongkhar goal is Sikkim, which, at the end of 2016, became India’s first fully organic state after a gradual thirteen-year conversion of 75,000 hectares of agricultural land. The same year, Sikkim was pronounced India’s cleanest state with the best-educated population.19 The big difference is that the Sikkim experiment was a government initiative supported by legislation and heavy penalties for use of chemicals, whereas the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative effort is entirely a voluntary civil society initiative over a much smaller area.

But the Sikkim example also carries tough lessons. Although the produce grown by Sikkim’s 66,000 farmers is free of all chemicals or genetic modification, it is also smaller, less colorful, and more expensive than the nonorganic produce imported from Siliguri in neighboring West Bengal, and local consumers are hesitant to pay the higher prices.20 Families living on the edge and struggling to feed themselves cannot easily be persuaded that the long-term costs of degraded soil quality, polluted groundwater, seed dependence, and farmer debt in neighboring West Bengal outweigh their own short-term gains in buying chemically produced produce at lower prices. Bordering on Assam, with its cheap chemical-intensive agriculture, organic farmers and consumers in Samdrup Jongkhar face the same challenge, which may possibly be met only by targeting the burgeoning export markets for organic produce, particularly among India’s growing urban middle classes. At the same time, such a focus on exports rather than local supply itself undermines the SJI goal of a local self-reliant economy. In our globalized consumer-driven world, there are no easy answers.

That conundrum well illustrates the experience described earlier in GPI Atlantic’s community work in Nova Scotia—namely, that communities have little, if any, control over national and global policies that directly affect their lives and that frustratingly limit the impact of local work. Nothing Sikkim or we in Samdrup Jongkhar can do will protect local organic growers from the cross-border flow of cheap, chemical-intensive produce; stop climate change impacts such as glacial melting; prevent the inflow of plastic waste; or change public school curricula. The same is true on the positive side. We cannot attribute the SJI success to date entirely to our own local efforts. Samdrup Jongkhar residents have benefited from nationwide improvements in economic prosperity over the last two decades. That in turn has certainly helped to increase their receptivity to our local SJI efforts, as those are not seen as undermining improvements in living standards attributable to external circumstances.

Such challenges—though they must be addressed—do not mean we should give up or abandon our local efforts. On the contrary, as the next chapter illustrates, they only mean that we cannot abandon simultaneous higher-level efforts to move toward the new economic paradigm the world now needs. All the lessons of the chemical-intensive Green Revolution, with its impacts on soil quality, water contamination, and farmer debt, as well as hard global evidence of climate change, resource depletion, waste pollution, species extinction, and more, indicate that we must forge new pathways—including effective local experimentation. At the very least, SJI seems to be moving in the right direction with considerable success.

Eleven years into the project, it remains too early to tell whether SJI will eventually trickle up to higher levels or remain a marginalized local effort. Aside from the few isolated examples I’ve mentioned of some SJI zero-waste initiatives being replicated elsewhere, so far there is no evidence of any such systematic trickling up to higher levels. Receptivity at the national level and beyond depends not just on the ground-level effectiveness and success of this community-based initiative but also on domestic and international political, economic, and cultural influences and interests far beyond SJI’s control. In the meantime, one thing has become clear to me: SJI can stand its ground, strengthen its community ties, and move forward with relatively little of the obstruction, opposition, and resistance I have witnessed at higher levels of governance.

TO DEWATHANG AND BACK

Because of my discouragement with some of the national work and the encouraging work at the community level, I made a commitment in late 2011 to devote increasing time, resources, and effort in Bhutan to the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative. I packed up my apartment in Bhutan’s capital city, Thimphu, crammed my tiny car full of my belongings, and set out cross country to move to the little village of Dewathang in Samdrup Jongkhar. I kept the front seat open for local Bhutanese hitchhikers, whom I picked up along the three-day, ten-hours-a-day drive across seven mountain ranges to reach Samdrup Jongkhar. Some of the roads and mountain passes were treacherously narrow, with steep drop-offs to the side and no guard rails, and sometimes with no space for two cars to pass each other. Despite breathtaking views, I kept my eyes firmly on the road. The last two hours of the third day, driving after dark in thick mist on a gravel road peppered with deep potholes along the mountain edge were particularly hair-raising.

I arrived in Dewathang on a Monday night in early December 2011. Exhausted but immensely grateful to have arrived alive, I happily started unpacking my bags in the small room set aside for me at the Chokyi Gyatso Institute. The following morning, my cell phone rang. It was Prime Minister Thinley on the line. Could I return to Thimphu as quickly as possible? An urgent task had arisen on which he needed help.
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A “NEW ECONOMIC PARADIGM” FOR THE WORLD

During that Tuesday morning phone call in December 2011 asking me to return to the capital, the prime minister explained that Bhutan had, several months earlier, undertaken to host a meeting on April 2, 2012, at United Nations headquarters in New York. The subject: a new sustainable, global economic paradigm that balances social, economic, and environmental objectives. Unfortunately, he said, the renowned economist and UN adviser who had undertaken to organize this major event less than four months hence had so far failed to take action. Could I urgently coordinate and direct this effort instead? Bhutan’s international credibility was at stake, the prime minister went on, and going global in this way had the potential to be the fruition of our shared dreams. After all, both the Fourth King’s and his own vision of Gross National Happiness was never that it was simply a good model for Bhutan alone; it could benefit the world.

More than that, as the prime minister was acutely aware, Bhutan was not isolated from the global economic system and therefore could not easily implement its holistic development vision in isolation from the rest of the world. How could any country, much less tiny Bhutan, become a fully GNH country in a globalized economy driven by short-term material advantage? This quandary goes beyond immediate national policy to the physical reality of life on the planet today. Even if Bhutan remained a net carbon sink in perpetuity, absorbing more carbon from the atmosphere than it emits—as it had vowed to do at the Copenhagen Climate Summit two years previously—the current rate of greenhouse gas emissions in Chicago, Beijing, Sydney, London, Delhi, and elsewhere would still melt glaciers, burst glacial lake banks, and cause grievous flooding that would destroy towns and drown villagers in Bhutan.

There was no way Bhutan could go it alone and create a fully GNH society based on the GDP-based global economy to which it was inextricably linked. So long as it was tied to the global energy-intensive growth imperative; dependent on foreign investment, trade, cheap imports, and cheap labor; and bound by a global accounting system that sidelines environmental and social costs as externalities, Bhutan would have only limited opportunities to bring GNH principles to fruition within its own borders. The gap between Bhutanese words and action described in the previous chapter is attributable in large part to this reality.

Going global with its vision, said Prime Minister Thinley, was Bhutan’s only hope for itself and, in the bigger picture, for the world at large. One nation state, however small, willing to take the lead in adopting a new economic paradigm could certainly have a potentially powerful impact globally.

I had two weeks of prearranged commitments in Dewathang, such as a ten-day organic farmer training session led by Navdanya’s chief soil scientist, Vinod Bhatt. Also on the docket was a scheduled visit with the head and top staff of the Ministry of Agriculture’s National Post-Harvest Centre to test our just-built prototype solar dryer—the first product of our newly created Centre for Appropriate Technology. But I could leave for the capital after that, I said.

Just before Christmas I packed my car again and headed back to Thimphu. The drive was even scarier than the trip I had recently made in the opposite direction—for entirely different reasons. I had to go by way of Assam and West Bengal because Bhutan’s mountain passes were then covered by snow and ice and impassable. Anyone who has driven on India’s chaotic roads will immediately understand what it’s like to navigate honking high-speed trucks, buses, cars, and scooters, along with bicycles, pedestrians, children, goats, cows, and chickens, all of which seem to come from every direction at once. As well, Assam and West Bengal are two of India’s most strike-prone and troubled states, with roads frequently closed due to strikes, and money regularly and often illegally extorted on the Assam-West Bengal border in the name of various taxes by officials of several government and nongovernment groups.1 Road signage was largely nonexistent, and I had only the vaguest of directions.

I was so anxious I hardly slept the night before. Reaching Assam the next day, I made a wrong turn and drove three hours out of my way in the wrong direction. A recurrent experience was swank new stretches of highway inviting 100 km/hour travel, abruptly ending with no advance warning until the car went sailing off the edge of the pavement into pothole-riddled gravel stretches of road works. But—to my surprise—I loved driving in India, the anarchic chaos a liberating relief from the rule-bound world to which I was accustomed. Maybe it was also sober preparation for the anarchic world of international politics, bound by no enforceable rules, into which I was about to set foot.

FROM THIMPHU TO THE UNITED NATIONS

Back in Thimphu, the prime minister made it clear that the new economic paradigm he wished Bhutan to promote globally at the UN meeting should follow the intent and logic of Bhutan’s November 2011 submission to the Rio + 20 Summit.2 That gathering of world leaders would be held a few months later, in June 2012, to mark the twentieth anniversary of the 1992 Rio Earth Summit and to assess progress since that landmark event. Bhutan’s submission to Rio + 20, widely regarded as the most radical and far reaching of all national submissions, called for “a new Bretton Woods.” That was a reference to the 730 delegates from the forty-four Allied nations gathered at Bretton Woods, New Hampshire, in July 1944 to create a new global monetary and financial system and new institutions such as the International Monetary Fund and World Bank deemed suitable for the postwar world. Those delegates, Bhutan noted, did not have our modern scientific knowledge on climate change, resource depletion, and the impact of human activity on the natural world. What was needed now was a new global sustainability-based economic paradigm based on respect for nature, equity, fair distribution, and full-cost national accounts, and replacing the current economic growth imperative with a broader quest for well-being.

It’s unusual for a country and head of government to go out on a limb to the extent of challenging the most widely accepted conventional economic dogma and institutions and the very foundations of the existing economic system. Indeed, Prime Minister Jigmi Y. Thinley had asked me about six months earlier to assist in researching and drafting that submission to Rio + 20. Of course I said yes. I was amazed and delighted that a leader had the courage to demand such radical transformation at a global level. In the light of subsequent events, maybe he went too far. But in December 2011, when the prime minister firmly assured me that what he wanted to present to the UN in April 2012 was the same as recently submitted for the Rio + 20 conference, I was hooked and threw every ounce of energy I had into the planning.

The prime minister also emphasized that he wanted this to be a “high-level meeting” that would bring together top representatives of government and international organizations, leading economists and scholars, and religious and civil society leaders, among others. He gave me a dedicated assistant, two part-time helpers from the Foreign Ministry, and an office around the corner from his own. Our tiny team had just over three months to go from nothing to a meeting in which failure was not an option.

For the first month we focused almost all our efforts on sending individually crafted letters of invitation to several hundred invitees. Each letter identified the particular expertise the person could contribute, and each was signed by the prime minister. I then invited a top-notch international team headed by economist Robert Costanza to come to Bhutan to help us prepare documentation, draft a tentative program, and outline intended follow-up steps to ensure that the meeting would have the best chance of leading to real action. We sought funding assistance for the event and tended to a host of logistical issues, including travel, venue, accommodation, and meals. Our tiny team, with volunteer partners we found in New York, even tried to ensure that the meeting itself would adhere to the principles we were trying to promote: minimizing use of plastic and sourcing local and sustainably grown produce for the day’s lunch.

It all seemed an impossible feat, but amazingly, it worked! On April 2, 2012, at UN headquarters in New York, a remarkable, perhaps historic event took place.

At the invitation of the Royal Government of Bhutan, 800 distinguished delegates gathered to lay the ground for a new economic system designed to nurture the well-being of all life on Earth based on a healthy balance among natural, human, social, cultural, and built assets. Ecological sustainability and the fair distribution and efficient use of resources would be key conditions for the new model.

Participants included the president of Costa Rica, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, the presidents of the UN General Assembly and Economic and Social Council, the head of the UN Development Program and former New Zealand prime minister, the former president of Chile, government cabinet ministers from many countries and ambassadors to the United Nations, leading economists such as Joseph Stiglitz and Lord Richard Layard, noted scholars and scientists such as Richard Davidson and Jonathan Patz, and prominent civil society, business, and spiritual leaders. Prince Charles addressed the gathering on video and praised Bhutan’s initiative. According to the Bhutan Mission to the United Nations, various delegates later remarked that they had never seen anything like it in the history of the UN.

The wide diversity of delegates from dozens of countries, backgrounds, and professions—from staid diplomats and respected scholars to radical activists—ensured an equally wide diversity of views and agendas. Government ministers; delegation heads and representatives from India, China, Japan, the European Union, Australia, the United Kingdom, Thailand and many other countries, as well as heads of UN agencies, predictably touted their own countries’ and organizations’ progressive policies and actions. Religious heads cited their own faiths’ rejection of consumerist materialism and alignment with Bhutan’s humanist and spiritual vision. Psychologists such as Martin Seligman, founder of positive psychology, expressed a more individualist approach to realizing human happiness, and activists and environmentalists including Vandana Shiva and ecological economists such as Robert Costanza focused on issues of sustainability and social equity.3

Despite such widely disparate approaches and understandings, remarkable agreement was expressed among the 800 delegates about the flaws of the existing economic paradigm, the basic principles of a much-needed new system, and broad support for Bhutan’s initiative. The atmosphere for the full day was dynamic, lively, and collaborative.

Bhutan’s prime minister pulled no punches in his opening statement to the meeting:


The GDP-led development model that compels boundless growth on a planet with limited resources no longer makes economic sense…. Having far outlived its usefulness, our fundamentally flawed economic arrangement has itself become the cause of all problems. Within its framework, there lies no solution to the economic, ecological, social, and security crises that plague the world today and threaten to consume humanity….

We desperately need an economy that serves and nurtures the wellbeing of all sentient beings on earth and human happiness that comes from living life in harmony with the natural world, with our communities, and with our inner selves. We need an economy that will serve humanity, not enslave it. It must prevent the imminent reversal of civilization and flourish within the natural bounds of our planet while ensuring the sustainable, equitable and meaningful use of precious resources.

Business as usual cannot go on, and tinkering with the existing system will not do. We need a fundamental transformation…. Our goal today is to launch the initiative for such a transition. To that ambitious end, concrete outcomes and action steps are what must come out of this meeting.4



To convince participants that this vision was no mere conceptual pie in the sky dream and to ensure that the day’s discussions would go beyond vague and high-sounding philosophy, Bhutan had sent participants a ream of advance documentation, on which I’d worked with Prime Minister Thinley, Robert Costanza and his team, and other scholars, detailing what concrete features, characteristics, and policy outcomes a sustainable and equitable new economy might have.5 (See chapter 15 for examples.)

In his opening remarks, HRH the Prince of Wales immediately made the case for full-cost accounting: “The grim reality is that our planet has reached a point of crisis [and] … the time for us to act is rapidly running out…. We must have better information about the value of the Earth’s ecosystems to the economy and society as a whole, as well as the social, environmental and economic costs of what we do.”6

Laura Chinchilla, president of Costa Rica, which has some of the greenest policies in the world and regularly ranks first in the Happy Planet Index, then remarked that well-being can be nourished only through the interaction of economic, social, cultural, environmental, and spiritual factors. UN Under Secretary-General and former President of Chile7 Michelle Bachelet cited statistics on global poverty, deprivation, lack of sanitation, and more. She argued, “We need a new paradigm that places fair distribution at its heart.”

Nobel Prize–winning economist Joseph Stiglitz gave a detailed analysis of the failures of GDP as a measure of economic health and well-being and summarized the main findings and recommendations of his commission to produce better measures of progress.8 Economist Jeffrey Sachs cited studies showing that greater income and affluence do not lead to greater life satisfaction, and Mathis Wackernagel, cocreator of the Ecological Footprint, warned that humanity is now in serious “ecological overshoot.” He stated that people are using 60 percent more resources than can be renewed, a number that has now alarmingly risen to 70 percent. And Vandana Shiva noted that this UN session was “timely and urgent” and needed to create a “new paradigm that shifts the economy back to its roots in natural, social, and cultural wealth.”

Enrico Giovannini, economics professor, president of the Italian Statistical Institute, former Italian labour minister and OECD chief statistician, said “fair distribution” in the new economic paradigm must address both “intra-generational” and “inter-generational” inequality. Thailand’s vice-minister of foreign affairs and special envoy of the Thai prime minister, spoke of his country’s “sufficiency economy” based on moderation rather than greed and limitless consumption as a “concept that will anchor sustainability.” China’s ambassador to the UN said that the existing development model must be replaced by one that balances “economic and social development and environmental protection.” And other country delegates seemed to compete with each other in praising Bhutan for triggering a movement that urgently needed to be actualized.

These remarks give some sense of the expressed support for and potential momentum toward a new economic paradigm based on ecological sustainability, fair distribution, and efficient resource use to replace the present GDP-based system focused on economic growth. Finally, it seemed, a sovereign nation state was putting into words and action what had long been in the hearts and minds of so many. The big question, of course, was whether all of these fine sentiments and the vision they expressed would be followed by concrete action.

Not surprisingly, the statements of diplomats in particular were notably devoid of concrete or far-reaching commitments. But—perhaps aided by the grand environs of UN headquarters—the atmosphere among the overflow gathering of more than 800 delegates was one of hope and possibility. The April 2 UN meeting captured the imagination of participants, and hopes for real and concrete action to transform the world’s economy were high. Addressing the buoyant mood in the assembly, Bhutan’s prime minister closed the proceedings with a sober caution that it was too early to celebrate. Celebration, he said, would wait until concrete global measures were instituted to implement such a new economic paradigm in practice.

FLESHING OUT A NEW ECONOMY

To chart next steps and craft practical follow-up actions, participants were invited to stay for two more days. Amazingly, more than two hundred of them did so. They divided into smaller groups and met again on the evening of April 4, with Bhutan’s prime minister in the chair, to share their recommendations. There was widespread agreement that the next step must be the convening of an expert commission to flesh out and elaborate the dimensions and details of the proposed new economic paradigm to help ensure that the new economy would be realized in practice. An initial proposal, it was hoped, would be presented at the fall 2012 meeting of the UN General Assembly. The prime minister was asked, and agreed, to coordinate these tasks and also to initiate concrete steps that nations could take without delay to move toward a sustainable and equitable new economy based in part on recommendations emerging from the three days of UN meetings.

Once we were back in Bhutan, intensive correspondence and phone calls with key participants resulted in our assembling an initial list of renowned economists and other experts and scholars who might be invited to join the proposed “new economic paradigm expert commission.” We also carefully reviewed all the follow-up recommendations of the April 3–4 working groups and identified twelve practical actions that could begin to move the world quickly in the direction of a new economy.

The prime minister wrote to all the world’s heads of state encouraging them to take immediate action to remove perverse subsidies and tax breaks for fossil fuels, agrochemical inputs, junk food advertising, and other harmful activities. He urged them to reinvest those subsidies in green technologies, renewable energy, energy efficiency, poverty alleviation, health promotion, public transit, watershed protection, and other beneficial actions. He asked high-income countries to transfer green technologies and information to low-income nations so the latter could shift rapidly to sustainable production methods without loss of competitive advantage. He urged governments to adopt new progress measures, full-cost accounts, payments for ecosystem services, and ecological tax reforms and to procure supplies from local, organic, and fair-trade sources. He proposed a number of measures to reduce systemic inequalities such as work-sharing programs, equitable access to credit, taxation on unearned income such as land and currency speculation, and increased tax progressivity. He promised to convene the expert commission within three months and an international conference within three years to fine tune and officially adopt a concrete plan to implement the new economic paradigm. That formal gathering was to be the new Bretton Woods to which Bhutan’s Rio + 20 submission referred.

Such a letter to powerful heads of state from a tiny least-developed country might seem more than presumptuous, and not surprisingly, it was largely ignored. Those few governments that responded simply noted the good things they were already doing but did not undertake to implement any of the prime minister’s specific recommendations. Still, Prime Minister Thinley was determined to maintain the momentum and press forward on what would clearly be a long, uphill battle to replace the deeply entrenched global economic system. He remained convinced that the future of the planet depended on it, and he was prepared to do all he could to make that happen. And, indeed, there was reason to feel encouraged.

In the months that followed the remarkable gathering in New York, its energy and language reverberated widely. As cited earlier, UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, who had addressed the April 2 meeting, six weeks later told attendees at a U.N State of the World Economy meeting unequivocally: “The old model is broken. We need to create a new one…. In this time of global challenge, even crisis, business as usual will not do.” He urged “a shared vision for the future” and “a revolution in our thinking” toward “a new paradigm” in which “human capital and natural capital are every bit as important as financial capital.”9

In June 2012, two months after the UN meeting in New York, I joined the prime minister and other Bhutan government delegates to carry the message to the UN Conference on Sustainable Development—the Rio + 20 Summit that brought together 192 countries, including 88 heads of state and government, to shape global environmental policy.

Prime Minister Thinley’s words at the summit were possibly the strongest of any leader. He noted frankly that far from making progress since the landmark 1992 Rio Earth Summit, humankind had accelerated its destructive trajectory:


Society is crumbling, climate is changing, ecosystems are collapsing, resources are depleting, and civilization is clearly headed backward…. As species die in quick succession, mankind’s own extinction draws nearer…. Sustainable development is not a choice. It is an absolute necessity.10



Within that stark context, Thinley went on to describe the world’s abysmal record since the initial 1992 Rio conference, the urgent need for a new economy, and the results of the April 2 meeting at UN headquarters. After the prime minister returned to his seat, Bolivian President Eva Morales, seated next to Bhutan in the UN alphabetical seating system, leaned over and said to him, “That’s the first speech I’ve applauded this whole conference.”11

Bhutan’s daring efforts, as expressed by the prime minister, were a momentary bright spot in a summit widely seen as an “epic failure,”12 full of hot air and devoid of accomplishment—a view I certainly shared from all I observed. The three-day 2012 meeting produced so few specifics, targets, or tangible decisions that people started calling it “Rio minus 20.” Even the Rio + 20 secretary-general, Sha Zukang of China, called the final fifty-eight-page conference document “an outcome that makes nobody happy,” and the Greenpeace director called it “the longest suicide note in history.”13 Former President of Ireland Mary Robinson put it succinctly: “This possibility of a once in a generation moment passed us by and we will regret it.” She went on: “The leaders gathered here came without an intergenerational vision and they failed to rise to the challenge; they did not break their ties with the old ways of doing things—ways that are proved to be unsustainable and inequitable.”14

Aside from drafting and delivering speeches and meeting other leaders, our Bhutan delegation had another agenda at Rio. Prime Minister Thinley and I took full advantage of the opportunity to talk with many of the top experts gathered there, who in turn recommended other top scholars around the world to complete our roster of the members of what we called the International Expert Working Group that Bhutan had been tasked in April with assembling to elaborate the characteristics of a new economic paradigm.

Invitations to potential working group participants were sent in the following weeks, selections were made, and on July 28, 2012, the King of Bhutan issued a royal edict to formally convene the group. The International Expert Working Group, consisting of more than seventy international economists, scientists, and scholars, would prepare detailed documentation that included literature reviews and examinations of existing best practices on what they proposed the actual workings of the new model should be. It had taken a full three months to assemble the expert group, and there was no way it could present findings to the upcoming fall UN General Assembly, as expressed at the April 2 UN meeting. But through intensive collaborative work over the coming year, the experts expected to have provisional conclusions and recommendations to present to the following year’s (2013) session of the General Assembly.

Bhutan’s April 2 UN meeting had spelled out consensus principles for the desired new economy. Its overriding purpose was to enhance human happiness and the well-being of all life; it should function within the finite capacity of the Earth to support life without degrading nature or depleting the world’s precious resources; and it should be set up to ensure that resources were not only used efficiently but also distributed fairly and equitably. These basic principles are elaborated in chapter 15 and point to the potential structure and mechanisms of a new economic paradigm.

The job of the new working group was to explore what a viable system designed to achieve those goals might look like. Which policies, structures, and institutions would be needed to make such a system work in practice? What kinds of measurement and accounting systems and governance, resource, investment, financial, trade, and regulatory mechanisms would be required? Work began in earnest that July, even before the group was formally convened by the king. Prime Minister Thinley, members of Bhutan’s UN delegation, and I met members of the group in October on the fringes of the 2012 General Assembly meeting in New York to agree on the working group’s objectives, structure, and operating principles; to create a work plan and timeline; and to assign research tasks. Those experts who were unable to come to New York joined the discussions by Skype.

The International Expert Working Group did not intend to reinvent the wheel or to create something entirely new. Rather, our goal was to build on the best models, examples, and practices that already existed in incipient form in different parts of the world. Leading economists, ecologists, and other scientists had already crafted key elements of a new paradigm, though they had never worked together and in concert in the way that was now intended. Perhaps the unique element of what was happening was simply that the effort was now being spearheaded by a sovereign nation state, albeit a small one, and member of the United Nations.

THE UNRAVELLING

And then the entire process of the previous year gradually started to unravel. If Prime Minister Thinley, the expert working group members, and I hadn’t been carried away by our own wave of enthusiasm, passion, and hope, we would have seen the warning signs long before we did.

Perhaps precisely because Bhutan was so blunt in its critique of the current economic system, and because Bhutan’s initiative held such promise and spoke so clearly to widespread and deeply held aspirations in the worlds of science, economics, and civil society, it also aroused concomitant opposition from powerful sources with vested interests in the status quo.

Not long after Bhutan publicly submitted its Rio + 20 statement in November 2011 calling for a new economic paradigm, three senior World Bank representatives arrived on the doorstep of the prime minister’s office and insisted that all references to a “new Bretton Woods” be expunged from the documentation. In its Rio submission, Bhutan invited all UN member states to a new Bretton Woods to be hosted by Bhutan in 2014 to devise a new economic order based on sustainability principles. Bhutan’s Rio submission noted,


When the Bretton Woods conference of 1944 … created institutions like the World Bank and International Monetary Fund to regulate the present global economic system, economists did not consider that nature’s capacity to support human economic activity might have limits…. [J]ust as Bretton Woods 1944 established the World Bank and IMF to manage the old growth-based economic paradigm, so the new Bretton Woods will require us to re-design and refashion these global institutions to manage and regulate the new system.15



Not surprisingly, the World Bank strongly objected to an initiative calling for its replacement or redesign to meet sustainability rather than growth criteria. Was Bhutan, an aid-dependent nation still officially classified as one of the “least developed” in the world, really in a position to take on the global economic order? It was too late to retract Bhutan’s Rio submission, which the UN had already publicly posted. But Bhutan was a recipient of World Bank aid, and it quickly dropped from all subsequent documents any references both to Bretton Woods and to Bhutan’s intention to host a new Bretton Woods conference.

And then, as Bhutan’s UN initiative began to gain traction in the second half of 2012 and the experts launched into their work, the government of India, Bhutan’s powerful neighbor to the south, weighed in. So long as insignificant little Bhutan only made harmless and nonthreatening noises about happiness, India had looked on benignly. But Bhutan’s global grandstanding at the United Nations and in Rio, and the expressed support for Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative from the UN secretary-general and numerous respected diplomats, economists, scholars, and religious leaders in both venues and in our International Expert Working Group, were not only easing Bhutan out of the sphere of India’s hitherto unchallenged suzerainty16 but also challenging the foundation of India’s own economic structure.

In the fall of 2012, India’s Foreign Ministry sent the Bhutan government a detailed and highly critical analysis of its core new paradigm proposals and made clear that it did not support many of them, particularly those, such as weaning economic development away from reliance on fossil fuels, that could undermine its own growth. Bhutan’s complete economic and strategic dependence on India made the government highly susceptible to India’s influence, and it could not ignore the Indian Foreign Ministry memorandum. Not only did India have a strong political and strategic presence in Bhutan as India’s buffer state and bulwark against China, but 70 percent of Bhutan’s foreign aid, virtually its entire five-year plan, and much of its road building were funded by India.

These were not the only forces challenged by Bhutan’s new economic proposal. Bhutan’s Foreign Ministry began to get cold feet as it became increasingly concerned about potentially alienating the country’s friends, allies, and donors, including European nations, the Asian Development Bank, and others still wedded to the conventional system. Step by step, the bold plans set at the April 2 meeting; the intentions, direction, and mandate of the working group; and even the language being used were watered down and compromised.

The first step was a decision by Prime Minister Thinley, under advice and urging from the Foreign Ministry, to change the language from “new economic paradigm,” which was seen as too threatening to existing institutions, to “new development paradigm.” Then, in late 2012 and early 2013, the carefully considered new economy framework, with its principles of sustainability, fair distribution, and efficient resource use, was gradually dismantled and then abandoned. The expert working group’s mandate was watered down, its timeline vaguely extended, its work on sensitive issues shelved, and the premises of the April 2 UN meeting steadily eroded. These moves, taken together, should have been enough to mark the end of Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative, but it took many more nails in the coffin before it finally was put to rest.

To understand how all this happened, it’s necessary to note that unlike expert working groups in some other situations, ours was not independent and able simply to do its work and issue its report. It remained under the close direction and control of the government of Bhutan. In addition to appointing the International Expert Working Group consisting of mostly foreign experts and scholars, the King of Bhutan also officially appointed a steering committee to direct the whole endeavor. That group was made up of the prime minister, the foreign secretary, three other senior Bhutanese officials, and myself. In addition, a secretariat was appointed to administer the project—of which I was also a member. Wearing a third hat, I was also designated the research director overseeing the working group’s research. The gradual demise of Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative played out in the increasingly shaky and tense relations among these three groups.

In the late fall of 2012, distinguished international members of the expert working group were increasingly and unjustly accused by key members of the steering committee and Foreign Ministry and by other government officials of using Bhutan to further their own agendas, of subverting Bhutan’s interests and of misusing Bhutan’s unique GNH philosophy for their own purposes. These scholars were people who cared deeply about the future of the planet and of humanity and who were delighted to find their concern shared by the head of a sovereign nation state willing to take the lead in creating a better future for humankind. The accusations, I felt, stemmed instead from intense external pressure combined with a deep conservatism and fear of taking the leap into a future that would throw up challenge after challenge to existing ideas, lifestyles, and economic and social structures.

Whatever the underlying motivations, by late 2012, an unpleasant atmosphere of distrust had overtaken the initiative, and Bhutan’s relations with working group members had frayed. Consensus was quickly growing among Bhutan’s elite and upper reaches of the bureaucracy that the country should return to the safe confines within which GNH had previously been defined. The new development paradigm, they said, should focus firmly on happiness as the goal, and its framework should be the nine domains of GNH measured in Bhutan’s GNH survey rather than foreign concepts such as living within planetary limits, fair distribution, and efficient resource use that were not “Bhutanese.”

Having played a key role in assembling the members of the working group, I found my position in the middle increasingly untenable. In vain I tried to defend the integrity of the experts and argued that GNH was a much bigger and wider concept than particular categories such as those nine domains: standard of living, health, education, culture, time use, psychological well-being, community well-being, and ecological diversity. In any case those were not particularly Bhutanese but simply convenient measurement baskets I’d largely borrowed from the Canadian Index of Wellbeing.

On the surface, efforts were made to keep going as planned, especially as Bhutan had so publicly made resounding commitments in the international arena about its future direction that could not easily be retracted, at least not publicly. But beneath the surface, the new economic paradigm initiative was being subverted and undermined. The prime minister tried to navigate the increasingly stormy waters, but his larger vision was not shared even by many close colleagues. He came under tremendous pressure to shift the direction of the initiative back to a more Bhutan-centric focus on happiness, emphasizing its psychological rather than economic, environmental, and social dimensions. Fortunately, the Working Group experts remained committed: none pulled out even as their work remained stalled through the waning months of 2012. As we’ll see, many continue to collaborate to this day, albeit without Bhutan, to advance the work on which we embarked in 2012.

The conflicts came to a head at a week-long January 2013 meeting of the International Expert Working Group held in Thimphu. Steering Committee and Secretariat members made strenuous efforts to focus discussions entirely on the happiness dimension and to short-circuit work on the sustainability, equity, and resource-use dimensions of the new paradigm; their priority was on the subjective and psychological rather than economic and environmental issues. Having been aware of this intention prior to the meeting, I had expressed grave concern in Secretariat and Steering Committee meetings that most International Expert Working Group members were being invited to the meeting under false pretences—on the assumption that they had a mandate to proceed with their work as previously defined, when in fact there was a hidden agenda to stop that work in its tracks. At the meeting itself I tried to steer discussions back to the original mandate but to no avail. Halfway through the gathering, as several economists and environmentalists expressed growing concern and frustration at the apparent evisceration of the larger vision, the endeavor seemed on the verge of collapse.

The day was temporarily saved and severe embarrassment avoided largely through the consummate diplomatic skill of International Expert Working Group member Enrico Giovannini, former OECD chief statistician. Outside the meeting hall, Enrico drew a complex flow chart in a patch of dark soil, brilliantly linking the original working group mandate with Bhutan’s original GNH formulation, with its four pillars and nine domains, so that everyone would be happy! It is no coincidence that Giovannini played a similar role in saving the famous Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi Commission, appointed by French President Sarkozy to recommend new progress measures, from collapse over substantive divisions among its members. His critical role taught me that aside from experts, a good team has to include at least a few members who are highly skilled in the arts of diplomacy, good listening, and negotiation. Later the same day, Bhutan’s king and queen charmed our working group guests at an upbeat reception, and the meeting ended warmly.

But the divisions had been only momentarily papered over, and the flicker of hope Enrico had sparked quickly died. The prime minister himself continued to be buffeted by intense pressures from all sides. I quickly found my own position quite impossible. On the one hand, I’d played a major role in recruiting the working group members; on the other hand, as a Steering Committee and Secretariat member, I represented the government of Bhutan as the main liaison with these experts. But unable to tell the international experts frankly that various Bhutanese officials were suspicions of their motives, I was simply no longer able to communicate with them openly, freely, and in a spirit of getting the best possible job done. I found myself caught in the middle of a web of deception, eager to see the work proceed as originally intended but unable to override the brakes being applied by Bhutanese officials. By early 2013, it had become apparent that we could not fulfill the mandate on which we’d agreed and that any report presented to the United Nations would be vapid rather than substantive.

I found myself increasingly at odds especially with my Bhutanese work colleagues in the Secretariat and Steering Committee who ever more insistently accused working group members of using Bhutan for their own ends. That, I knew, was patently untrue. These were highly intelligent and distinguished scholars and thinkers such as Enrico Giovannini, Richard Wilkinson, Herman Daly, Ernst von Weizsaecker, Jacqueline McGlade, Ashok Khosla, Frances Moore Lappe, Tim Jackson, David Suzuki, Gus Speth, Robert Costanza, Juliet Schor, William Rees, Mathis Wackernagel, Richard Heinberg, and Jonathan Patz. All were deeply concerned for the future of humanity, sharing Bhutan’s philosophy of integrating the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of reality, and grateful for Bhutan’s example and initial courage in bringing the issues to the international arena.

Though it was not said openly at this stage, I suppose that as a foreigner, I was seen as far too sympathetic with our foreign experts and insufficiently loyal to Bhutan’s interests. But a few months later, having defended the integrity of the working group members in the face of efforts by some officials to disparage their motives, and having questioned the Foreign Ministry’s undercutting of Bhutan’s bold initiative by bowing to external pressures, I was accused by two Secretariat colleagues of disloyalty to Bhutan. Of course, having put in nine years of voluntary service to the country, I vigorously rejected that label and bluntly told these colleagues that true loyalty to any vision, country, leader, or national interest requires intelligent critique and courage. In the heated exchange, I argued that blind obedience to misguided and cowardly bureaucratic pressure could subvert a country’s best interests and had far more to do with political correctness than loyalty. The whole period is still distressing to recall.

By the time of the January 2013 International Expert Working Group meeting in Thimphu, the writing was already on the wall. And so, shortly after that meeting, I asked the prime minister to be relieved of my responsibilities as research director for the working group and requested his consent to resign from the Secretariat and Steering Committee that were overseeing the new development paradigm initiative as a whole. Given the circumstances, I could not do the job he’d asked me to do, I said, and I did not want to add to the evident growing disharmony. The prime minister refused to accept my resignation, insisted he needed me to continue, and told me I was representing him in those groups. I did my best and stuttered on, trying to keep good relations with everyone, listen and respond as best I could, and come up with language and documents that would make everyone happy. But it was painful to play that bureaucratic game, bite my tongue continuously, and see a noble and urgent vision dissipate. In the end, Bhutan saved face by maintaining the appearance of the mandate that it had set at the UN conference on April 2, 2012, but the substance was gone.

The entire project was torpedoed by the July 2013 elections in Bhutan that saw the prime minister (whose initiative this was) soundly defeated, in large part due to India’s intervention. The government of India had become increasingly discomfited by Prime Minister Thinley’s pursuit of an independent foreign policy and expansion of Bhutan’s diplomatic ties. India also objected strongly to Thinley’s meeting with Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao on the sidelines of the Rio + 20 Conference in 2012, and wanted a more compliant leadership in Bhutan. And so, a few days before the election, India removed its subsidies on kerosene and cooking gas, sending a strong message of displeasure with the Thinley government. Prices on these basic commodities doubled and tripled, and the opposition seized on the issue with a promise to restore good relations with India and thereby, implicitly, to restore the subsidies and lower prices.

The election was influenced by other economic factors as well, such as a major outflow of Indian rupees, which dampened capital investment and led to restrictions on auto and industry imports. The opposition had promised to stimulate the economy, solve the rupee crisis, resume imports, produce jobs, and focus on local economic priorities rather than the existing government’s more global agenda. Although these factors and India’s intervention influenced the election’s outcome more than any overt unpopularity, the result still signaled the death knell of many of Prime Minister Thinley’s dreams and goals. In the new government, GNH took a back seat, and Bhutan overtly embraced a more conventional economic growth-based development path.

The final new development paradigm document that Bhutan submitted to the United Nations in December 2013 settled largely for vague generalities and contained no concrete proposals for the types of governance, resource, investment, financial, trade, and regulatory policies and mechanisms that were—and still are—needed to change the structure and direction of the world’s economies. The April 2 UN meeting outcomes and policy recommendations were gone. But because a document was submitted, Bhutan could say it had fulfilled its commitment. After being launched with trumpets blaring nearly two years earlier, the whole initiative faded with barely a whimper and no publicity.

Perhaps the final blow has been the erasure of any memory of the initiative. The Bhutan government website for the April 2, 2012 United Nations meeting (www.2apr.gov.bt) was quickly deleted and its extensive treasure trove of original materials prepared for the UN meeting by both participants and the Government of Bhutan itself has been irretrievably lost. The subsequent (and much tamer) new development paradigm website also vanished. Bhutan’s radical official submission to the Rio + 20 Conference—the one calling for “a new Bretton Woods”—can no longer be found on any government or United Nations website. Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative has been disappeared. History has been effectively rewritten.

Deeply disappointed, I finally resigned in December 2013 from the project’s Steering Committee and Secretariat. With both a heavy heart and considerable relief, I moved back to Samdrup Jongkhar in remote southeastern Bhutan. It was exhilarating to return to an environment that by comparison felt so untainted, earthy, simple, and straightforward. It was as if a fresh breeze had swept away an intolerable personal burden. I resumed my work with the community-based Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative, which moved forward in accord with its original mandate to realize GNH in practice on the ground, seemingly oblivious to the dramatic changes at the national level.
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CAN GENUINE PROGRESS REALLY HAPPEN?

Much as I’m addicted to happy endings, it’s clear that this twenty-year journey from Nova Scotia to New Zealand to Bhutan in search of a new economy has seen disappointments as deep as hopes have been high. In the course of that journey, I have learned at least as much from our failures as from our achievements. On the scale of failures, the demise of Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative ranks close to the top of the scale. So what can we learn? At the upper levels of operation—provincial, national, and especially international—I’ve found that four things consistently seem to happen.

First, proposals get mired in bureaucracies that, by their nature, are threatened by change, typically function to maintain the status quo, and fend off anything that rocks the boat. In the International Expert Working Group case, it was Bhutan’s Foreign Ministry. In other Bhutan initiatives described in the preceding chapters, it was the Agriculture and Education Ministries. In Nova Scotia, when we introduced work-sharing solutions, it was the province’s Department of Human Resources.

In the case of the Bhutanese Foreign Ministry, maintaining the status quo consisted largely in not imperiling existing relations with India, donor agencies, and other countries, all of which had a stake in the existing economic system and could potentially threaten key Bhutanese revenue streams. For Agriculture Ministry scientists and officials schooled in the chemical-intensive view and methods of India’s Green Revolution, status quo maintenance meant resisting the changes required for Bhutan to become the world’s first 100 percent organic nation state. For Education Ministry officials, rewriting the entire curriculum, producing new texts, and radically retraining teachers was, understandably, too daunting a task.

In Nova Scotia overall, as we saw, maintenance of the status quo meant sticking to the conventional GDP-based measures of progress used universally rather than adopting a Genuine Progress Index that would sharply shift policy priorities. In the work sharing initiative described in chapter 5, it meant that human resources bureaucrats preferred the simplicity of massive layoffs as a strategy to reduce the government deficit rather than retooling their staff and salary database and changing their books to incorporate voluntary work-time reductions that could have avoided layoffs.

Witnessing these bureaucratic realities close up has taught me something about the limits of political power, even of a government head with a strong parliamentary majority. In my experience Prime Minister Thinley was an exceptional leader with remarkable intelligence and genuine vision and concern for the world. But he could not transform the government’s orientation on his own. Already, he once confessed to me, he was seen as being too much of a micromanager, with ministries subtly rebelling against his interventions on matters of detail. Without the bureaucracy fully on his side, he simply could not get his ministries to carry out the major changes he wanted to initiate. On numerous occasions I observed officials, having mastered the art of telling the prime minister what they knew he wanted to hear in line with his vision, quietly acting otherwise in their daily work. Too often, I saw, the prime minister believed and accepted what he was being told as reality when in fact many of his directives were being stalled and sidelined.

Of course, the problem was not just the bureaucracy. The prime minister could not easily imbue even his Cabinet colleagues, advisers, and political party with his own vision and farsightedness. At the same time, personal loyalty to long-time colleagues and associates stopped him from replacing some of them with those who were more sympathetic to his aspirations. Beyond that, he had no strong and active social base, continued to be seen as a member of Bhutan’s privileged aristocracy, and could not easily dent the materialist aspirations of some of his country folk. Nor did his government’s major achievements in extending health care, education, electricity, safe drinking water, and mobile phone access to all citizens overcome the cynicism of those who saw a gap between GNH vision and philosophy on the one hand and action on the other.

Although Educating for GNH, the intent to go organic, the development of a vibrant GNH Centre true to his vision, the new GNH measures and accounts, and other initiatives were generally well reported by the media, those endeavors never seemed to capture the imagination of the population at large. Today Bhutan is no further along the road to modeling a new approach to education than it is to becoming 100 percent organic in its agriculture or demonstrating a new economic paradigm in action. Occasional lip service continues to be paid to GNH, as it must be, considering that it is enshrined in Article 9 of Bhutan’s constitution.1 The concept also has a certain cachet to it, of which any government would seek to take advantage. But too often I have witnessed (and been party to) a sad failure to turn noble ideas and speeches into action. The reliance of GNH actions on the prime minister alone, which initially seemed so promising in having a head of government believe and expound a vision that was elsewhere on the fringe, proved to be a fatal weakness.

A second, and perhaps almost self-evident, observation is that proposed social and economic changes of significance inevitably come up against powerful vested interests that have a large stake in business as usual and will insist on its maintenance. The two examples mentioned in the preceding chapter of such powerful actors in the Bhutan case—the World Bank and the government of India—were by no means the only ones.

And in Nova Scotia we saw how threatened the forest industry was by GPI Atlantic’s appraisal of the degraded state of the province’s forests due to existing clear-cutting methods. To this day unsustainable harvest practices continue as before, and the province’s Department of Natural Resources remains firmly hand in glove with the industry. Later in this chapter, we’ll look at the toughest vested interest of all—the nature and structure of capitalism itself.

Third—and perhaps most insidious and hardest to detect, expose, and thwart—noble initiatives may be co-opted and thereby eviscerated and watered down. As I noted in chapter 10, this has happened with the happiness movement and the World Happiness Report, which was born at Bhutan’s April 2, 2012, UN meeting but failed to include a single environmental dimension.

And it happened at the April 2 UN meeting itself with the many ambassadors and cabinet ministers from different countries who recognized the popularity of Bhutan’s initiative. Perhaps they felt they had no choice but to ride its wave and make the right noises about the need for change, the importance of environment, and the inadequacy of GDP. But their remarks at the microphone that day betrayed their lack of commitment and understanding.

Co-optation goes beyond such lack of commitment. It involves, for example, the mainstreaming of radical initiatives so that they conveniently fit existing parameters and assumptions and allow business as usual and untrammeled growth to continue under the guise of high-sounding labels such as “sustainable development,” “care for the environment,” and “inclusion.” So on April 2, a number of Indian, Chinese, European, and other diplomats donned the mantle of the new economic paradigm with no intention of forsaking their growth agendas or reducing unrestrained consumption. (The USA ignored the entire initiative.)

Co-optation of noble intention has happened time and again through misuse of the word “sustainability.” The Irving Company in eastern Canada called itself the “sustainable forest company” and trumpeted its “investment in a sustainable future” even as it continued to clear-cut forests at an increasing rate. Its narrow definition of “sustainability” meant replacing as much fiber as it extracted, even when it was replacing an old, diverse, multiage, multispecies forest with a single-age, single-species monoculture plantation.

“Greenwashing” is another name for this strategy, and it has become a subspecialty of the advertising industry. Knowing of consumers’ growing ecological concerns, oil companies that have spilled oil into wildlife refuges show employees protecting cute animals; the nuclear industry promotes clean energy while its reactors spill radioactive materials; and the bottled water and egg industries show images of rugged mountains, pristine lakes, and green farmlands while they create massive waste and cram hens into overcrowded cages. Even though they know that plastic recycling isn’t economically viable and that eighty percent of plastics don’t get recycled, the plastics industry, chemical companies and retailers promote recycling in order to sell more plastic and divert public attention from their sale of toxic products.2

Co-opting principled initiatives also can happen much more subtly. Subversion of the intent of Bhutan’s UN initiative was manifested in expressed support for a new economic paradigm, sustainability, and poverty alleviation while at the same time dodging equity issues and failing to challenge the dominant growth syndrome or the excess consumption of the rich. That position skilfully uses progressive language to avoid touching any politically sensitive hot potato.

Such co-optation, of course, is not confined to Bhutan’s new economic paradigm. Based on the Nova Scotia New Democratic Party’s later actions, for example, one could say that it co-opted GPI language as a convenient political tool while in opposition, only to quickly abandon it as soon as it came to power in 2009. Bits and pieces of the GPI have been adopted at various times to further particular agendas, but the GPI as a whole speaks too many inconvenient truths to be swallowed whole.

At the January 2020 World Economic Forum meeting at Davos, seventeen-year-old Swedish schoolgirl Greta Thunberg dissected the subtle ways in which world political and business leaders have created the pretence of action on climate change through “cheating and fiddling around with numbers” and through talk of “net zero emissions,” “carbon neutrality,” a “low-carbon economy,” and “offsetting emissions.” “Empty words and promises which give the impression that sufficient action is being taken,” she said, are “worse than silence.”3

Such co-optation is often more difficult to overcome than straightforward opposition from vested interests because it is more difficult to spot. When noble ideas are co-opted, subtly watered down, or adopted only in part, the language sounds right, the appearance and intention seem worthy, and the real danger comes in the guise of a friend and ally. I don’t know that there is one solution to this conundrum that fits all cases; my own inclination is to speak up about such co-optation and evisceration when it’s identified, but that may risk alienating potential allies and leaving one isolated.

A fourth trap lurks in the grand-sounding, often well-meaning speeches and fanfare that so often accompany governmental and high-level initiatives, conferences, and consultations. Drafting speeches and statements, I’ve often been party to this. But could it create more harm than good to raise expectations and then disappoint them rather than not raise hopes at all? Raising hopes and disappointing them time and again eventually leads people to give up hope, if not anger them, and to stop believing that requests for participation and advice are genuine.

At GPI Atlantic we fell into this trap more than once. In Nova Scotia, for example, we partnered with the Atlantic Canada Sustainability Initiative (ACSI), which was designed to establish the four Atlantic provinces of Canada as a model and exemplar of sustainable initiatives from which other jurisdictions would learn. It began with great fanfare and an impressive array of partners, including Halifax Regional Municipality and various high-profile businesses, which signed impressive commitments of various kinds to adopt sustainable practices. We had training by outside experts flown in from The Natural Step.

But workshops, trainings, meetings, and promises are the easy part. Putting something into practice is another story. In less than two years, due in part to poor coordination and in part to the ever-present gap between words and actions, ACSI quietly disappeared. The problem with initiatives such as this that end in disappointment—as we learned over and over again from Nova Scotia to Bhutan—is that they may breed cynicism, dampen future efforts, and discourage future investments of time and resources. Good intentions and brief expressions of vocal support alone don’t “cut the mustard” unless accompanied by a masterful implementation strategy, skilful means, deep commitment, and real perseverance and staying power.

It’s been said that genuine pursuit of the truth requires only two key ingredients: it must not be afraid of its own conclusions, and it must not fear conflict with the powers that be.4 The sad outcome of Bhutan’s incredible 2012 initiative at the United Nations was a hurried retreat both from its own conclusions and from conflict with powerful forces at home and abroad. The conclusions were just too radical—considerably more than originally conceived by most—and the powers that be just too powerful. Once Bhutanese officials realized what they had subscribed to, it is perhaps not surprising that they pulled back.

One cannot blame little aid-dependent Bhutan with its 760,000 people, sandwiched as it is between the two most populous giants on the planet. With its daring UN initiative, Bhutan went much further than other countries to date in its propagation of a sane vision for the future, in stark contrast to the cowardly and myopic stance of far larger countries with more robust resources and means. And the obstacles and challenges that Bhutan came to face were more daunting than anyone expected in the rush and enthusiasm of the initial venture.

The setbacks and frustrations I experienced in thirteen years of work in Bhutan have not diminished my confidence in the capacity of that little country to be a living model of the new paradigm that the world needs to survive. It is still true that Bhutan keeps more than 70 percent of its land area under forest cover and more than 50 percent under full environmental protection with viable wildlife corridors, that it remains a net carbon sink, and that its ancient wisdom traditions still vibrate just beneath the surface. Whether this capacity will translate into wider action, leadership, and example, though, remains to be seen.

MOVING FORWARD

So, what, in retrospect, can we learn from this and other major endeavors described in this chronicle? And moving forward, what might be done differently in the future to avoid and overcome the obstacles we faced? Or are there insuperable obstacles that will likely derail future efforts to create a new economic paradigm?

I’ve already pointed to some lessons learned and some strategies for more effective future action. As noted in chapter 6, for example, due to very limited resources, GPI Atlantic put all its efforts into developing sound measures of progress and full-cost accounts that were rigorous, credible, and copiously referenced; that made assumptions fully transparent; that were based on the best available data sources and methods; and that were fully open to improvements in all areas. Twenty-four years later, I can confidently say with some pride that we passed that test and even survived close and intense scrutiny. Where we fell short was in marketing and selling the “product.” Having now satisfied the experts, our future efforts must give far more attention to public relations at the levels of policy making and ongoing public commentary. We have to learn from the advertising industry to keep the GPI perspective effectively in the news through creative imagery, branding, and sheer repetition until it seeps fully into the public consciousness and policy reflexes.

In this regard we experienced some of our best successes in engaging citizens at the local, participatory level. By its sheer staying power; its ongoing daily work in community development, organic farming, zero waste, youth outreach, and more; and its visible presence and warm, helpful interactions with the local community, the Samdrup Jongkhar Initiative has become a respected community pillar and part of the local landscape in southeastern Bhutan. It has penetrated the social fabric, shifted attitudes, and become an example of positive civic action. Neither GPI Atlantic nor Bhutan nor full-cost accounting per se has yet to achieve any semblance of such penetration at the provincial, national or international levels.

I also learned the hard way that it is naive to believe that vision, hard evidence, and telling the truth will necessarily triumph in their own right. As I remarked early in this book, my Nova Scotia colleagues and I never doubted that our new measures would necessarily influence policy. The deeply troubling trend lines and the urgency of the need for change were already apparent from reliable and rapidly accumulating scientific evidence. The problem, we were convinced, was simply that the policy and economic arenas were still ruled and deceived by GDP-based economic growth measures, which miss environmental and social realities and thus have failed to provide policy makers with the information they need to make good policy. All that was needed, therefore, were better and more comprehensive progress measures and accounts that figure the true costs of economic policy, and then policy makers would necessarily have to pay attention. More than that, how could they not want to replace crude, outdated gross national accounting methods with accurate net measures that have proven predictive power, as illustrated earlier in the capacity of income-debt and income-expense accounts to help predict the 2008–2009 financial crash and the mounting threats to farm economic viability?

Or so we believed. We—and the many esteemed scientists who have issued increasingly urgent warnings on climate change, resource depletion, biodiversity loss, species extinction, and more—were patently wrong in thinking that governments would necessarily heed robust and well-documented evidence! Policy makers, economists, and whole societies continue to believe in the economic growth dogma, carry on business as usual, and—increasingly willfully—ignore the seemingly inescapable hard facts and figures. Scholars are no less culpable. I am appalled still to hear one presenter after another at academic and international conferences talk of their new progress measures and methods as if they will necessarily influence policy, with barely a single one acknowledging the stark realities of the last decade.

A rare exception is Rutger Hoekstra, whose recent book, Replacing GDP by 2030, frankly acknowledges the failure of the plethora of alternative beyond-GDP measures to dent the ongoing dominance of GDP. Based on my experience with enterprises such as the Canadian Index of Wellbeing, I am less sanguine than Hoekstra about the possibility of overcoming existing divisions to create an institutionalized science-based well-being/sustainability community with “a clear goal, a coherent structure, a common language.”5 Even at the highest political level, I have witnessed the limits of power of a government leader without sufficient internal and public support for his vision, the formidable clout of vested economic interests, and the resistance of bureaucracies to change that upsets their existing operating assumptions and procedures. Therefore, I suggest below a different way forward based on a new emerging alliance.

In retrospect, I’ve come to acknowledge my own often simple-minded idealism, impatience, and delusion that change would happen much faster and at a larger scale in both Canada and Bhutan than was possible given the conditions, circumstances, fixed mindsets, and attachments to existing privilege that we faced. It was my own failure to see clearly the strength of these obstacles that led to unrealistic expectations. Rather than explore skilful ways to chip away at and weaken that resistance, I continued to crunch numbers and believe in the power of evidence and truth alone to cut resolutely through the resistance.

I believe that any future effort must pay much more attention than I did to identify the levers of power and centers of resistance and to work strategically and skillfully to muster crucial allies and apply influence at key political and economic pressure points. I can no longer pretend that it’s possible to remain above the political fray if a measure such as the GPI is really to be adopted and used by governments to make policy. I’d now have no hesitation in bringing on board someone who has those skills, in sober recognition of the reality that diplomacy is at least as important as research and facts in embedding new ideas in the political arena. This is a delicate balance. A research institute such as GPI Atlantic must, on the one hand, maintain full nonpartisan impartiality in presenting evidence on society-wide progress measures and, on the other hand, forge alliances that will create the necessary public and political clamor for the adoption of both the measures and the recommendations that the evidence produces.

I’ve also learned that another key strategy for the future is the building of alliances outside the particular jurisdiction in which we are working. And here I’ve found considerable reason for hope and encouragement, simply because we are not alone in our endeavor. Despite this book’s focus on my experiences in Canada, New Zealand, and Bhutan, the search for a new economic paradigm that includes genuine measures of social progress is increasingly widely shared. Especially in light of the growing failures of the existing economic paradigm, the new work has come from the fringe to the mainstream, and I continue to be inspired by the brilliant, heartfelt, and ground-breaking work of colleagues from around the world. The fact that they have not given up in the face of disappointments as great as those described in these pages also strengthens my own resolve and that of my workmates.

These shared aspirations go far beyond scholarly circles. In his book Blessed Unrest, as noted in chapter 7, Paul Hawken describes the global, powerful, and highly diverse civil society movement that—despite remaining virtually unrecognized by politicians and the media—is ever more rapidly and effectively mobilizing in the interests of the natural world, equity, and many aspects of a new economic paradigm.6 At the time of writing, Greta Thunberg was making global headlines with her Davos and United Nations speeches, leading seven million strikers for climate change around the world, and being named Time magazine’s “Person of the Year” for being “the biggest voice on the biggest issue facing the planet.” Time Editor-in-Chief Edward Felsenthal wrote,


For sounding the alarm about humanity’s predatory relationship with the only home we have, for bringing to a fragmented world a voice that transcends backgrounds and borders, for showing us all what it might look like when a new generation leads, Greta Thunberg is TIME’s 2019 Person of the Year.7



At Davos Thunberg told world economic leaders, “I want you to panic…. I want you to act as if our house is on fire. Because it is!” At the United Nations she told world political leaders, “Entire ecosystems are collapsing. We are in the beginning of a mass extinction, and all you can talk about is money and fairy tales of eternal economic growth. How dare you!” And she has explicitly recognized the need for a complete paradigm shift remarkably along the lines suggested in the previous and next chapters:


[T]here are no solutions within our current systems. We need a whole new way of thinking. The political system that you have created is all about competition…. That must come to an end. We need to start cooperating and sharing the remaining resources of this planet in a fair way.8



Science and economics, in other words, are only one part—albeit an essential one—of the required change. Facts and figures, including scientific evidence, comprehensive progress measures, and full-cost accounts, provide the necessary credibility to the actual agents of change who will bring the new economic paradigm into being. But for more than thirty years the most robust scientific findings have been ignored in the halls of power, as have our new progress and accounting measures. In a January 2020 New York Times article, Nobel Laureate Paul Krugman similarly concluded that “scientific persuasion is running into sharply diminishing returns. Very few of the people still denying the reality of climate change or at least opposing doing anything about it will be moved by further accumulation of evidence, or even by a proliferation of new disasters,” confirming and predicted by prior scientific evidence.9 So we can no longer fool ourselves, as we did twenty years ago, that providing rigorous evidence and telling the truth alone will convince policy makers to act in sane and informed ways to improve the well-being of citizens and protect their increasingly precarious habitat.

Maybe we were too polite and scholarly as we gently and carefully presented our well-documented graphs, tables, conclusions, and recommendations. Whatever the reasons, it has come to the Greta Thunbergs of the world to cut through the veils of decades of wilful ignorance and thunder the truth to the faces of those in power: “For more than 30 years, the science has been crystal clear. How dare you continue to look away!” Thunberg bellowed to world leaders at the United Nations. “I don’t want you to listen to me,” she told the U.S. Congress. “I want you to listen to the scientists. I want you to unite behind the science. And then I want you to take action.”10

This may be the new alliance that will finally move us forward. Perhaps we number crunchers and measurement folk, together with esteemed meteorologists, biologists, and other scientists, were mistaken in focusing on policy makers and government leaders as our key audience. Perhaps Greta and her ilk are our most receptive audience and the most effective carriers of the evidence we present. In fact, the extraordinary global social movement that this previously unknown teenager has spurred seemingly overnight by the simple solo action of refusing to carry on business as usual at her school, has communication and mobilization tools like social media at its disposal that were unavailable to previous generations.

Indeed, there are signals, such as famed veteran naturalist Sir David Attenborough joining forces with Greta, that this new alliance is rapidly forming. Having flagged the urgent need for major political, economic, and lifestyle changes two decades ago, Attenborough humbly acknowledges that “no-one took a blind bit of notice.” Greta, he notes, “achieved things that many of us who have been working on it for 20-odd years have failed to achieve.”11 We’ve knocked too long and too fruitlessly at the doors of the policy makers at whom we’ve aimed our evidence. These youth, willing and eager recipients of our evidence, are our new allies, ready to turn our numbers into effective action. And so it is now within that larger context that scientists and economists need to keep developing and refining methods, data sources, and results to ensure that those genuine twenty-first-century change agents always stand on authoritative ground and will not be discredited.

There also has been remarkable progress in other spheres. In the midst of my despair and upset over the collapse of Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative, I was amazed and heartened to find that the International Expert Working Group we had painstakingly set up for that endeavor had not collapsed at all despite Bhutan’s abandonment of the initiative. Key members of that group have continued to work together, to research and publish collaboratively on the subject, and above all to set up a powerful Wellbeing Economy Alliance, which has brought together scholars as well as government and nongovernment groups from around the world.12

Some of the alliance’s initiatives are now being implemented at the national level. The Wellbeing Economy Alliance recently brought together the finance ministers of Scotland, New Zealand, Sweden, Costa Rica, and Slovenia in a joint initiative to move from a GDP-based economy to a new economy directed at improving well-being. In May 2019, as noted in chapter 8, New Zealand became the first Western country to design its entire budget around well-being priorities to ensure that all its policies improve well-being—a goal now also officially embraced by Scotland and Iceland. In 2018, Scotland published a new National Performance Framework focusing on social and environmental indicators, and in August 2019, Scotland’s First Minister Nicola Sturgeon noted that “the goal of economic policy should be collective wellbeing.” In December 2019, Iceland Prime Minister Katrín Jakobsdóttir announced that Iceland will now include new social and environmental indicators in its budget planning.13

In short, I’ve discovered to my surprise and delight that when seeds are planted, one cannot be certain where, when, or how they might sprout. The last few years have taught me not to judge overt results too quickly or impatiently. And they have given me the confidence to keep moving forward as best we can regardless of immediate outcomes and to celebrate compatible initiatives wherever they manifest.

As well, in both Canada and Bhutan, as noted in chapters 5 and 12, I’ve witnessed the power and value of community-level work in proceeding below the radar to plant new seeds, implement innovative programs with minimal interference from entrenched bureaucracies and vested interests, and create potential models of the new measures, economic paradigm, and education system that can potentially be upscaled when the time is right. I also have seen the power of those initiatives to spread or sometimes even trickle up to somewhat higher levels, the way the Sustainable Seattle model was adopted by more than half of 170 surveyed sustainability projects worldwide or in the interest that local schools in Bhutan have shown in our Samdrup Jongkhar education initiatives. More broadly, we’ve seen isolated local organic farming initiatives mushroom into the fastest-growing sector of the food industry, with double-digit global annual growth rates. At the very least, when the existing growth-based paradigm loses its luster, these local models of resilience will be in place to stave off despair and serve as effective, earthy examples of how to move forward.

At the same time, relying solely on such local initiatives can be a fantasy or even a smug cop-out if not accompanied by strenuous efforts at the national and global levels. Climate change, resource depletion, species extinctions, community disintegration, social unrest, political insecurity, and other threats are proceeding so rapidly and dramatically that local initiatives alone may be overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of global crises. That may not become evident in any sudden catastrophe but, rather, in a gradual unraveling and dissolution in which degraded environmental and social conditions become a new and accepted pattern. Already, climate extremes have become the new norm,14 and residents of Delhi have become accustomed to pollution levels so high that they are off the charts, to widespread respiratory ailments, and to blue skies being a distant memory. Challenges of this magnitude are not solved by local initiatives alone no matter how noble and effective they are at the grassroots level. The troubling state of the world simply doesn’t allow a retreat into parochialism, however momentarily comforting and satisfying that might be.

Thus, moving forward, we have to aim high and low at the same time—joining bottom-up regional actions with continued top-down work at the state, national, and international levels on issues that are outside the purview of local authorities. Work at both ends of the scale remains essential, creating local models that show the way forward and at the same time slowing and even reversing catastrophic disintegration at higher levels.

Beyond such initiatives at various levels of government, my work of the past two decades convinces me that if we are to batter away at the ramparts of ossified conventional thinking with any effectiveness, both a real shift in awareness and understanding and a strong social base are essential for the required transformation that the world needs to occur. And for that, education is key; working at the policy level alone is not enough. One unexpected discovery our research team made is that education is often the most stubborn and deeply entrenched bulwark of the old ways and that actions to transform it are critical if real change is to occur. In short, we need to work at all levels simultaneously—local, national, and global—while always furthering the required change in consciousness.

As an important component of all these efforts, I am still just as convinced as I was two decades ago that the Genuine Progress Index is a timely, relevant, and useful tool that can eventually help to generate the positive, evidence-based policy we so badly need. Through its holistic approach, which integrates the social, economic, and environmental dimensions of reality, I believe it also can help to spawn the change of consciousness that we equally need. And it carries a language that can communicate non-dogmatically with the world of conventional economics. More broadly, I am confident that the principles behind Bhutan’s 2012 initiatives at the United Nations and at Rio + 20 remain more relevant than ever, and that the economic paradigm shift from our current growth-based model to one based on sustainability, equity, and efficient resource use elucidated there and summarized in the next chapter remains more urgently needed than ever.

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM

But first we need to pose a troubling question that has nagged at me throughout these past twenty-four years and which may present the most fundamental challenge and barrier to the adoption of new progress measures and a new economic paradigm at this moment in history. I’ve seen this question provocatively bandied about in some alternative press and social media, but it’s rarely systematically explored at the depth required to reach a clear conclusion: Is capitalism compatible with sustainability?

The question points to some fundamental issues, such as whether limitless growth (and hence ever-expanding resource and energy consumption) is a capitalist imperative. Can a capitalist enterprise survive by marking time, stabilizing production levels, and contenting itself with a given revenue stream? Or will it thereby cede market share to enterprises that continue to expand and improve their competitive advantage through growing economies of scale? And if such ongoing growth is necessary for the survival of enterprises in a capitalist economy, what are the implications for climate change and the survival of much of the living world?

The troubling questions go on. Given that economic competitiveness requires limiting production costs, can enterprises afford to invest in stringent and costly measures to safeguard the environment, or will they move to places with looser environmental regulations? Similarly, is it possible to conceive of fair distribution as a pillar of the new economic paradigm when enterprises reduce production costs and market their products more competitively by relying on cheap labor and moving their factories to where labor is cheapest? Have we not simply exported dirty industries, waste, deadly pollution, resource depletion, and cheap labor from London and Los Angeles to Delhi, Jing-Jin-Ji, and Dhaka?

Conversely, therefore, the question must be asked: does not a new economic paradigm based on ecological sustainability, fair distribution, and efficient resource use challenge the very foundations of the capitalist system itself? And if so, how will the necessary transition happen? Can powerful business interests be persuaded to cooperate, and what kind of system and what forms of ownership, production, and distribution could replace current structures?

This book is a chronicle of my journey trying to plant new progress measures, accounting methods, and the seeds of a new economic paradigm within existing economic and political frameworks—and that means within a capitalist economic system and its often-concomitant representative democracies. Might the grave limitations and major disappointments described in this account simply be symptomatic of the inherent incapacity of those existing structures to incorporate recommendations that may threaten the survival of those structures? Often, it seems in retrospect, our evidence and results were met with nodding heads and agreement with what seemed on the surface to be very practical and common-sense conclusions and policy options. But as we moved toward actual adoption and implementation, whether in Nova Scotia, New Zealand, or Bhutan, almost invisible resistances pushed back, grew stronger, and thwarted real action. From the perspective presented here, this growing resistance likely points to existing structures digging in their heels to protect their survival.

Why are these questions so extraordinarily urgent to consider as a next step in this journey? Simply because the change that is coming, though initiated and still exacerbated by human actions such as greenhouse gas emissions, resource depletion, and habitat destruction, is now determined more by nature than by human agency. And so the required change is now inevitable, and the only real choice is to prepare wisely to give it a soft landing that minimizes hardship or to experience a very hard landing accompanied by mayhem, violence, disorder, ecological collapse, and extreme suffering.

And this is why we can no longer avoid the big questions that must now become the focus of sustained research and investigation. If the answer to the questions raised and partially elaborated above is “Yes. Capitalism can be compatible with sustainability,” then the next question is how existing structures must be adjusted to ensure sustainable outcomes through, for example, full-cost accounts that internalize social and environmental costs and thus enhance production efficiency. And if the answer is “No. Capitalism is not compatible with sustainability,” then the next step in this journey requires a clear and reasoned analysis of what system should replace capitalism as the structure of the new economic paradigm and how that change can be equitably implemented to minimize hardship and suffering. Of the two sides of this compatibility question, only one side can change—namely, the structure of the economic system—because nature is sufficiently uncompromising to allow us any room for maneuvering on the sustainability side of the equation.

Among the few analysts who are willing to ask these tough questions is Naomi Klein, whose book This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. the Climate argues that our only hope of overcoming the effects of global warming is a revolution in the entire economic system.15 Another is ecological footprint co-designer William Rees of the University of British Columbia, who also answers the question of whether capitalism is compatible with sustainability with a resounding “No!” In a 2020 Ecological Economics article, Rees debunks “green growth” strategies and examines “the fundamental conflict” between the current economic system and ecological integrity and “the absurdity of perpetual material growth and accumulation (the hallmarks of capitalism) on a finite planet.” He calls on ecological economists “to look biophysical data in the eye and … ask and seek to answer difficult questions that may not even occur to the mainstream.” That includes the design of an entirely new “steady-state” economy that reduces “planet-depleting economic activities” and engenders “efficient policies to regenerate key ecosystems and maintain essential life-support functions, including a predictably stable livable climate.” In sober tones Rees recognizes that the mainstream will see his proposed actions as “impossibly radical.” Anything less, however, is a certain pathway to humanity’s doom, and so he puts the onus on “governments and corporate interests who reject this framework … to explain why adherence to growth-through-technology does not risk fatal catastrophe.”16

Perhaps one reason for the resistance to questioning capitalism and the existing economic paradigm is that people think the only alternative is communism, which in turn is mistakenly equated with the authoritarian systems of the former Soviet Union or China. But although Marx taught us a lot about how capitalism works and the power dynamics between rich and poor, he did not know or write about finite planetary limits. How could he know, for example, that human activity could change the climate of the planet or drive countless species to extinction? Such science and knowledge simply were not available in the mid-nineteenth century.

What will replace capitalism as we know it? It must be an economic system based on the necessity to live within the boundaries of what nature provides and to ensure that resources are efficiently used and fairly distributed. The good news is that the new system can draw on the tremendous knowledge and expertise we already have in renewable energy, sustainable farming, appropriate technologies, and a wealth of excellent practices that have been tried, tested, and proved, and on now well-developed fields of study and practice such as ecological economics.
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FORGING A NEW ECONOMY

When I began this work in the mid-1990s, I spent the better part of two years just looking at statistics, prevailing trends, data sources, and methodologies. The statistical evidence pointed to an extremely limited window of opportunity to turn things around before certain trends such as global warming and resource depletion became irreversible and passed the point of no return in threatening our reliance on the natural world we once knew. A key purpose of the GPI is to report such trends accurately and comprehensively and thereby to send early-warning signals that can trigger timely remedial action. That evidence, together with the robust tools, methods and working models brilliantly and painstakingly developed by the pioneers of the past, point directly to actions that can avoid the worst outcomes and lead to more sustainable, just, and efficient solutions. The choice, therefore, is between an economic paradigm that embodies such actions and solutions and thereby enables sane adjustment to new global conditions on the one hand and catastrophic uncontrolled change on the other, as indicated by any of the troubling trends observed in the 1990s—all of which are far more alarming today.

Can we make the necessary choice? The jury is still out. William Rees notes, “Humans are certainly prone to short-sighted self-delusion but are also capable of high intelligence, reason, introspection, compassion and even collective action toward a common goal.”1 If we are capable of action as drastic as shutting down whole economies and investing trillions to combat the coronavirus pandemic, we can certainly muster the collective will and action to handle the far more serious, long-lasting and entirely predictable crises that await us. More than that, the practical reality today is that we have never had greater global capacity, understanding, material abundance, and opportunities to achieve the objective of building a sane, sustainable, and equitable world. This capacity includes both scientific and indigenous knowledge, resources, advanced communications and technology, productive potential, and the ability to feed everyone on Earth. We have many inspiring and successful examples of legislation, initiatives, and best practices at multiple scales on which we can build.

In forging deep, systemic change, the world has seen its share of brutal and bloody upheavals that have brought untold distress. It has also witnessed Czechoslovakia’s Velvet Revolution; Mikhail Gorbachev’s perestroika and glasnost, which ended up dismantling the Soviet Union; and a revolutionary shift from apartheid to multiracial democratic elections in South Africa. Changes of this enormity can happen violently or peacefully. Over and over again, the hard evidence and reasoned analyses of scientists, economists, and other scholars—some of it repeated in this chronicle—tell us that whether talking about fossil fuel consumption and pollution or habitat loss and massive inequality, business as usual is no longer an option. Changing that trajectory radically and peacefully requires a new economic paradigm based on principles of ecological sustainability, fair distribution, and efficient resource use, with new progress and accounting measures as one of its core foundations. Stasis, withdrawal, inaction, and despair are not options, and there is simply no time to delay.

What will such a sustainable and equitable new economy look like, and how, practically, will it function? It would be presumptuous to presuppose the fine details of such a new economic paradigm that will emerge from strenuous negotiations among economists, political leaders, and civil society actors. Still, without at least pointing to such potential practicalities, the very notion of a new economy will remain abstract, conceptual, and vague. What follows, therefore, is drawn from work I did with the Royal Government of Bhutan and with cofounder of ecological economics Robert Costanza and his team in preparation for the meeting that Bhutan hosted at the United Nations in 2012 (see chapter 13). Here are, first, suggested basic principles for a new economic paradigm, and then the types of specific structures and policies that are required to put those principles into practice.

First and foremost, the new economy must recognize our human interdependence with nature and with one another. That will require a healthy balance among thriving natural, human, social, cultural, and built assets, which overlap and interact in complex ways to produce all benefits.2 All these assets depend on the natural world, whose functions generally can’t be replaced by human activity. Sustainability therefore requires that we not deplete the natural capital—including the climate, water, air, soil, forests, fisheries, and other assets—on which our livelihoods, well-being, and very survival depend.

Balancing and investing in all those dimensions of our wealth requires that (a) we live sustainably within the capacity of our finite planet to provide the resources needed for this and all future generations; (b) these resources are distributed fairly within this generation, between generations, and between humans and other species; and (c) we use these resources as efficiently and effectively as possible, minimizing excess and waste.

Diverse and innovative functioning models, expertise, appropriate technologies, and action plans that are capable of meeting these criteria have been developed at the community, regional, farm, and forest levels; in businesses and universities; and in a wide range of other settings, and they are readily available for wider application. However, that is no longer enough. The issues today are global in scale, and this book has given several examples of the huge obstacles facing jurisdictions that try to go it alone—including the incapacity of local communities to deal with major issues outside their authority, the impact of greenhouse gas emissions in Chicago and Sydney on glacial lakes in Bhutan and flooding in Bangladesh, powerful external pressures like those that stymied Bhutan’s new economic paradigm initiative, and even Canada’s rollback of provincial efforts to raise tobacco prices. These few examples and many more indicate that the required shift to a new economic paradigm now has to be on a world scale.

But time is running out, and the political will to adopt such a new economic paradigm is lacking. So to move with the necessary urgency, we must first acknowledge that business as usual threatens the survival of humans and other species and is therefore no longer an option. We must recognize that human society is moving in a destructive direction at an increasing rate, with excess global greenhouse gas and pollutant emissions continuing unabated, resources being used much faster than nature can regenerate them, biodiversity diminishing rapidly, global ecosystem services rapidly declining, and increasingly unacceptable levels of inequality. If last year’s choking, uncontrolled fires in Australia, the U.S. west coast and other regions are symptoms of just 1°C global warming to date, we can visualize the devastation we will leave our children at 2°C and our grandchildren at 3°C warming. We also must recognize that on a finite planet, excessive consumption by the rich leaves less for others, puts the poor at growing risk, and threatens to increase social unrest that will not be contained within any borders. Conflicts and disasters are already producing more refugees than at any time since World War II.

Above all, we must acknowledge that these dangerous trends are primarily the result of our current unsustainable, growth-based economic paradigm that was institutionalized at the 1944 Bretton Woods conference, which established a new international monetary and financial order for the postwar world. That, of course, was prior to widespread understanding of finite global resource limits and scientific knowledge about climate change. And it produced a system that remains propped up by flawed measures of progress that largely ignore the value of natural and social capital and the distribution of wealth and income, as well as misleadingly counting natural capital depletion and many human and social costs as economic gain. A new economic paradigm therefore also needs new progress and accounting measures. Indeed, we need a new Bretton Woods. Until we openly and forthrightly acknowledge these current realities, we are unlikely to muster the political and social will to change the current economic paradigm.

Moving onto a sustainable and beneficial path will therefore require a fundamental change of worldview to one that recognizes that we live on a finite planet. It means replacing the current pursuit of limitless growth and increasing consumption with goals of material sufficiency, equitable distribution, and sustainable well-being. It requires a complete redesign of the world economy to preserve natural systems that are essential to life and well-being, to balance natural, social, human, and built assets, and to drastically reduce waste and excess. It means reclaiming the broad definition and goal of economics as the science, management, and well-being of our global household.

Here are some examples of the types of structures, regulatory mechanisms, incentives, and policies that can help to establish and maintain a viable new economic paradigm. As noted, they rest on three fundamental pillars of the new economy: sustainability, equity, and efficient resource use.

(a)   Ecological sustainability

•   Establish a system for effective and equitable governance and management of the natural commons, including the atmosphere, oceans, freshwater systems, and biodiversity.

•   Invest in sustainable infrastructure, such as renewable clean energy, energy efficiency, public transit, watershed protection measures, green public spaces, clean technology, and support for green businesses.

•   Create mechanisms such as taxes, cap and auction systems, and common asset trusts to reduce resource depletion, pollution, and greenhouse gas emissions and to stay within basic planetary boundaries and resource limits.

•   Dismantle incentives toward excessive materialist consumption by, for example, banning advertising to children and instead educating for sustainability.

•   Move toward organic and sustainable agriculture to feed the Earth’s population without destroying its biodiversity.

•   Develop linked policies to bring population and consumption into line with the Earth’s natural, social, and economic capacity.

(b)   Fair distribution

•   Reduce systemic inequalities, both internationally and within nations, by improving the living standards of the poor, providing adequate social safety nets, limiting excess consumption and unearned income, and preventing private capture of the common wealth.

•   Support, promote, and provide incentives for local economies and systems of cooperative ownership and management of enterprises.

•   Institute fair-trade systems that promote sustainable production methods and fair returns to producers.

•   Transfer appropriate technologies to enable lower-income nations to shift rapidly to sustainable production methods and suffer no loss of competitive advantage as they transition to a sustainable economy.

•   Establish a system for effective and equitable governance and management of the social commons, including cultural inheritance, financial systems, and information systems.

•   Create fulfilling employment for all, which contributes to the common good, achieves better work–life balance, and nurtures healthy workplace relations.

(c)   Efficient use of resources

•   Use full-cost accounting measures to internalize externalities, value non-market assets and services, reform national accounting systems, and ensure that prices reflect actual social and environmental costs of production and distribution;

•   Institute fiscal reforms that reward equitable, sustainable, and well-being-enhancing actions and penalize unsustainable behaviors that diminish collective well-being. Examples include elimination of perverse subsidies to the fossil fuel industry, incentives for renewable energy, and ecological tax reforms with compensating mechanisms that avoid additional burdens on low-income groups.

•   Implement systems of cooperative investment in stewardship and payment for ecosystem services.

•   Increase financial and fiscal prudence by reducing speculation, ensuring equitable access to and responsible use of credit, and requiring that financial instruments and practices contribute to the public good.

•   Ensure access to and sharing of the information required to move to a sustainable economy.

Needless to say, such a preliminary list is only illustrative and certainly not comprehensive. For example, Paul Hawken’s 2017 book Drawdown has dozens more proposals to reverse climate change.3 Such lists are also only first steps. Each of the suggested structures, regulatory mechanisms, and policies proposed requires proper analysis to ensure that each is implemented effectively. That, in fact, was the assigned mandate of our International Expert Working Group of seventy economists, scientists, and other scholars that was constituted after our 2012 United Nations meeting on the new economic paradigm. All new structures also require full-cost accounting and budgeting in relation to existing systems that now generate unacceptable social costs and inequities and promote ecosystem depletion and degradation. What is not in doubt is that we have the expertise and knowledge required for such rigorous and well-documented analyses of the requisites of a sustainable and equitable new economy.

More than that—as noted earlier—we have the resources, capacity, and working models required to make such structural and policy shifts happen in practice. And we have actually witnessed major, dramatic shifts even at the societal level that demonstrate unequivocally the capacity of human beings to respond rapidly and systemically to urgent needs. In chapter 7 we saw a serious waste disposal crisis transformed almost overnight into perhaps the most sustainable regionwide composting and sustainable waste management system in all North America, accompanied by a societal shift in citizens’ attitudes and awareness. In the 1980s, faced with an unacceptably high level of senior citizen poverty, Canada took decisive nationwide measures to cut elderly poverty rates in half. And the speed with which we witnessed Allied mobilization during World War II, the rapid transformations of the Soviet behemoth and apartheid South Africa should give us confidence that with forthright recognition of our planetary emergency and strong willpower, we have all the capacity and means to take effective and resolute action quickly. During this coronavirus pandemic, we’ve even witnessed a willingness, albeit painful, drastically to cut production and travel, which dramatically albeit temporarily cut GHG emissions and improved air quality. Climate change impacts are certainly no less of a crisis and emergency.

So, in fact, the question is not “can we do what is needed?”, to which the answer is a certain “Yes!” The only question is whether we will muster the will to do it. It sometimes does not take much—just a tiny twist on the ship’s wheel—to change the direction of a huge ocean liner to avoid a deadly iceberg. We can steer toward a more positive future. All our work over the years, major obstacles notwithstanding, convinces me that such a change of direction to ensure human survival not only must happen but is eminently possible to accomplish.

Of course, that seemingly obvious required change remains a choice, and it is equally a choice to keep heading straight for the iceberg until it is too late to alter the course of catastrophe. In 2017, Ida Kubiszewski, Robert Costanza, and their colleagues graphically depicted that choice by comparing four potential development scenarios in stark economic terms. The value of global ecosystem services could decline by $51 trillion/year by 2050—equivalent to two-thirds of current global GDP—under a business-as-usual scenario but could increase by $30 trillion/year with limits to conventional GDP growth and more focus on environmental and social well-being and sustainability.4

Ultimately the spark that keeps me and colleagues near and far going is very simply the confidence that in the end, the truth will win out. Humanity’s choice is simply whether to embrace that truth in order to transform our world gently, willingly, and gracefully, or to have that truth and that change shoved forcefully down our throats by ecological, social, and economic collapse.

Greta Thunberg put that choice bluntly to world economic and political leaders at Davos in January 2020:


I wonder, what will you tell your children was the reason to fail and leave them facing a climate chaos that you knowingly brought upon them? … Our house is still on fire. Your inaction is fuelling the flames by the hour. And we are telling you to act as if you loved your children above all else.5



This entire book is based on the premise that there’s value, power, and utility simply in telling the truth, as Greta continues to do. By always pointing to the inseparability of social, economic, and environmental factors, the Genuine Progress Index, Bhutan’s Gross National Happiness, and the philosophy underpinning them both constantly point to the integrated nature of reality. That, too, is the simple truth and a powerful antidote to the prevalent tendency to see the economy as a closed box standing on its own. In fact, the GPI is nothing other than an effort to report what the numbers say in as comprehensive, accurate, and cohesive way as possible and thereby to describe important dimensions of our lives, our nation, and our world honestly and with integrity. With that knowledge, informed choices can then be made in the light of hard evidence to benefit life on Earth. That truly would be genuine progress.

All the disappointments of the last twenty-four years cannot squelch the necessity or dampen my own determination to keep moving forward on all the fronts discussed here. In fact, looking back at the prologue to this book, and more than half a century after dropping out of Economics 101, I must confess to maintaining the same suspicions of and discomfort with conventional economics as at that time, and I continue to have the same aspiration to see a world that lives in harmony with nature and alleviates the evident suffering of its inhabitants. Both the pain and the dream are still there, and it may be the residue of that youthful impetuousness that today makes me cry when I see seventeen-year-old Greta talk.

But one thing has changed a lot: the restless search of the last half century and the twenty-four-year, three-continent odyssey described in this book have brought me together with a remarkable world of brilliant, good-hearted people—including spiritual, indigenous, and political leaders as well as scientists, scholars, statisticians, youth and ordinary citizens. Those individuals not only share a common dream but are doing remarkable work to realize it in practice. I was asked to tell this tale as a first-person narrative. But it actually has nothing to do with me. In the midst of a palpably darkening world that is troubled by accelerating ecological catastrophe, brutally ignorant leadership, and growing division and conflict—a world in denial—there also is a burgeoning bright new consciousness and a rising surge of determination to create a better world for our children and for all living beings. I hope this little saga can be a small cog in the wheel of this swelling movement of ordinary people who know this is humanity’s last chance to turn things around and bring some real light to this world.

The challenges facing future generations will dwarf anything described in this book. And the solutions required will shake the very foundations of our most deeply held values and lifestyles and of the familiar structures and systems that have long propped up habits that have now proved to be devastatingly destructive.

If we believe that a saner, sustainable, and just world is possible—as many of us still do—then we must do what we can to establish the firm groundwork for that world in whatever way is possible. For some that might be through supporting ecological farming and forestry and locally run energy projects. For others it might mean boycotting plastics, air-freighted food, and excess flying, driving, and shopping. For all of us it may mean turning our acquisitive greed into genuine care of and generosity to others and, for some, even promoting better progress measures, as this book advocates. There are now excellent publications devoted to describing the fundamental bases of a viable and sustainable new economy and society, and there are proven working models and practical actions that groups and individuals can take to make it happen.6

There is no one prescription that fits all, but this is the time to sow and nurture the seeds of the awakening new society that the world so desperately needs. Whatever we do as individuals, we can together strengthen our collective will, resolve, and action to seize this last opportunity to give our children and all humanity a real future.
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In the end, neither our GPI work in Nova Scotia nor this book would have happened without the inspiration of two great mentors. Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche (1940–1987) proclaimed not only the necessity but the feasibility of creating enlightened society on this earth. “You can do it!” he used to say to his students. That exhortation launched me on this path. And more recently, it has been the kindness, wisdom, and encouragement of Dzongsar Khyentse Rinpoche that kept me going from one page to the next in this endeavor. This book is dedicated to them both.
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