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What are the consequences of the understanding 
that there are limits to economic growth? 

What does social justice mean in a finite world?

Key questions

Part 1. Planetary limits & future justice



Photos © Joe Burgess/The New York Times



More than 77billion land animals are farmed and killed each year





Promoting sustainable consumption and 
production patterns is essential for sustainable 
development. Developed countries should take 
the lead to move to sustainable production and 
consumption, whereas developing countries 
should not increase their ecological footprint 
while achieving high standard of human 
development. There is an urgent need to promote 
conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and 
ecosystems and regeneration of natural resources.

Indonesian Government  Post-2015 Sustainable 
consumption and production patterns



1. If the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, 
pollution, food production, and resource depletion continue 
unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet will be reached 
sometime within the next one hundred years. The most probable result 
will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population 
and industrial capacity. 

2. It is possible to alter these growth trends and to establish a condition 
of ecological and economic stability that is sustainable far into the 
future. The state of global equilibrium could be designed so that the 
basic material needs of each person on earth are satisfied and each 
person has an equal opportunity to realize his individual human 
potential. 

If the world's people decide to strive for this second outcome rather 
than the first, the sooner they begin working to attain it, the greater will 
be their chances of success.

Club of Rome “The Limits to Growth”, 1972



who believes in an endless growth in a finite world is either a foolish or an 
economist”
Kenneth Boulding 1966

If every human being on earth today began consuming and polluting at the rate of 
the average North American or Western European, at least two more planets 
would be needed to provide the necessary resources” (World Wildlife Fund, 2000 
)



A huge revolution in the basic narrative 
of Development
Growth => Social Justice



A huge revolution in the basic narrative 
of Development
Growth => Social Justice



@twitter username

Name | Role
Name | Role

@twitter username

Intersectional ecology: for a 
politics of equality

Andrea Rigon | Associate Professor

@rigonandre andrea.rigon@ucl.ac.uk



is High quality of life compatible with a 
sustainable way of life?
How to approach poverty in a finite world?

Key questions

Part 2. 
Measuring our fair share of consumption of earth



the amount of biologically productive land 
and sea area needed to regenerate (if 
possible) the resources a human population 
consumes and to absorb and render harmless 
the corresponding waste

ecological footprint



Using 1.6 earths











The concept of inter-generational justice, on the 
other hand, focuses on the relationship between 
people living today and future generations. It 
extends the principle of fairness along the 
temporal axis and thereby widens the circle of the 
human community. To meet present needs without 
threatening the satisfaction of future generations' 
needs: this was the credo of the Brundtland 
Commission, which laid the foundation stone for 
the period in the 1990s when 'sustainable 
development' was on everyone's lips. Whereas 
posterity had previously been regarded as 
undeserving beneficiaries of inexorable progress, 
they were now seen as its potential victims.
(Sachs & Santarius, 2007: 27)

Intergenerational justice
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Part 3. Inequalities in times of pandemics and 
climate change



Who causes climate change?



(Oxfam 2021)



In Germany, an organic vegan 
diet is 17 times lower in carbon 
emission than a conventional 
diet



(Oxfam 2021)





COVID-19 has been likened to an x-ray, revealing 
fractures in the fragile skeleton of the societies we 
have built. It is exposing fallacies and falsehoods 
everywhere: The lie that free markets can deliver 
healthcare for all; The fiction that unpaid care work is 
not work; The delusion that we live in a post-racist 
world; The myth that we are all in the same boat. While 
we are all floating on the same sea, it’s clear that some 
are in super yachts, while others are clinging to the 
drifting debris

Antonio Guterres, UN Secretary General
Tackling the Inequality Pandemic: A New Social 
Contract for a New Era 



The ultimate measure of success will not be how fast 

we can develop tools – it will be how equally we can 

distribute them 

May 2020

More than 39 million doses of vaccine have now been 

administered in at least 49 higher-income countries. 

Just 25 doses have been given in one lowest-income 

country. Not 25 million; not 25 thousand; 25 

January 2021

Dr Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, 

Director-General World Health Organisation
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Part 4. Preventing pandemics & climate change: 
transforming the food system to protect 
biodiversity



There is a single species that is responsible for the COVID-19 
pandemic - us. As with the climate and biodiversity crises, recent 
pandemics are a direct consequence of human activity – particularly 
our global financial and economic systems, based on a limited 
paradigm that prizes economic growth at any cost.
[…] more than 70% of all emerging diseases affecting people 
having originated in wildlife and domesticated animals.

Rampant deforestation, uncontrolled expansion of agriculture, 
intensive farming, mining and infrastructure development, as well as 
the exploitation of wild species have created a ‘perfect storm’ for the 
spillover of diseases from wildlife to people.
[…] This is the human hand in pandemic emergence. 

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services



“Without preventative strategies, pandemics will emerge more 
often, spread more rapidly, kill more people, and affect the 
global economy with more devastating impact than ever before. 
Current pandemic strategies rely on responding to diseases 
after their emergence with public health measures and 
technological solutions, in particular the rapid design and 
distribution of new vaccines and therapeutics. 
However, COVID-19 demonstrates that this is a slow and 
uncertain path, and as the global population waits for vaccines 
to become available, the human costs are mounting, in lives 
lost, sickness endured, economic collapse, and lost 
livelihoods.”

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services



The underlying causes of pandemics are the same global 
environmental changes that drive biodiversity loss and climate 
change. These include land-use change, agricultural expansion 
and intensification, and wildlife trade and consumption

More than 70% of emerging diseases (for example, Ebola, Zika), 
and almost all known pandemics (for example, influenza, 
HIV/AIDS, COVID-19), are zoonoses, diseases caused by 
microbes of animal origin

Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services





COVID-19 is a devastating wake-up call that humanity’s broken 
relationship with nature affects not only the wildlife and natural 
ecosystems whose habitats are being destroyed, but also 
threatens human health. By continuing to damage natural 
habitats, humans risk incurring the terrible costs of new 
zoonotic diseases, as well as increased exposure to other 
threats such as climate change

the same forces driving an increased risk of pandemics are also 
exacerbating the current planetary emergency of nature loss 
and climate change, putting the health of current and future 
generations at risk

WWF UK



Biodiversity loss
Humanity relies on the earth’s natural systems to regulate the 
environment and maintain a habitable planet. For example, terrestrial 
and marine ecosystems remove more than half (60 per cent) of carbon 
emissions from the atmosphere every year. (Chatham House 2021, p. 4)

Natural or naturally derived compounds account for around 75% of 
approved antimicrobial drugs (IPBES 2020, p. 33)

around a quarter of species in most animal and plant groups are already 
under threat from extinction, and around 1 million more species face 
extinction within decades (IPBES 2019)

Since 1970, The population sizes of mammals, birds, fish, amphibians 
and reptiles have seen an alarming average drop of 68% (WWF 2020 
Living Planet)



Food system (30% of emissions)

Without reform of our food system, biodiversity loss will 
continue to accelerate. Further destruction of ecosystems and 
habitats will threaten our ability to sustain human populations 
[…]

Firstly, global dietary patterns need to converge around diets 
based more on plants, owing to the disproportionate impact of 
animal farming on biodiversity, land use and the environment. 
Such a shift would also benefit the dietary health of populations 
around the world, and help reduce the risk of pandemics

(Chatham House 2021, pp. 2-3) 
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Part 5. Expanding the community of rights 
holders for social and environmental justice



“How can we speak of right and justice if we take an innocent 
creature and shed its blood?
The Slaughterer

In their behavior toward creatures, all men were Nazis. The 
smugness with which man could do with other species as he 
pleased exemplified the most extreme racist theories, the 
principle that might is right.
Enemies, A Love Story

What gives man the right to kill an animal often torture it, so that 
he can fill his belly with its flesh. We know now, as we have 
always known instinctively, that animals can suffer as much as 
human beings. Their emotions and their sensitivity are often 
stronger than those of a human being

Isaac Bashevis Singer
1978 Nobel Laureate 



Sojourner Truth, US black feminist 1850s

They talk about this thing in the head; what do they call it? 
[“Intellect,” whispered someone nearby.] That’s it. What’s 
that got to do with women’s rights or Negroes’ rights? If 
my cup won’t hold but a pint and yours holds a quart, 
wouldn’t you be mean not to let me have my little half-
measure full?



Jeremy Bentham
Founder of University College London
The day may come when the rest of the animal creation may acquire 
those rights which never could have been withholden from them but 
by the hand of tyranny. The French have already discovered that the 
blackness of the skin is no reason why a human being should be 
abandoned without redress to the caprice of a tormentor. It may one 
day come to be recognized that the number of the legs, the villosity
of the skin, or the termination of the os sacrum are reasons equally 
insufficient for abandoning a sensitive being to the same fate. What 
else is it that should trace the insuperable line? Is it the faculty of 
reason, or perhaps the faculty of discourse? But a full-grown horse 
or dog is beyond comparison a more rational, as well as a more 
conversable animal, than an infant of a day or a week or even a 
month, old. But suppose they were otherwise, what would it avail? 
The question is not, Can they reason? nor Can they talk? but, 
Can they suffer?
(Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation )



Speciesism

Speciesism is a prejudice or attitude of bias in 
favor of the interests of members of one’s own 
species and against those of members of other 
species.
(Peter Singer, Animal Rights)
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Thank you
questions/comments:

andrea.rigon@ucl.ac.uk

Twitter: @rigonandre
The Bartlett Development Planning Unit 
34 Tavistock Square
London WC1H 9EZ  
www.bartlett.ucl.ac.uk/dpu
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