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Economic growth makes it  
possible to protect the environment, 
and can be ecologically sustainable

The growing production of goods consumes more and more 
resources, and leads to increasing emissions of the greenhouse 

gas CO2. This is particularly problematic in the rapidly growing emerg-
ing countries such as India, China or Brazil, where no environmentally-

friendly technology is used. 

Meanwhile, in Germany greenhouse gas emissions are relatively low, and 
barely increasing despite economic growth (a process known as decou-
pling). This difference illustrates how countries cannot afford to invest in 
green technology until they have reached a certain level of prosperity. 
This prosperity can only be achieved by means of economic growth. 

However, it is important that growth occurs in the right sectors of 
the economy: sustainable mobility, energy-efficient construction, 

renewable energies and other forms of environmentally friendly 
technology. The technological progress and ecological inno-

vations promoted by this green growth make it pos-
sible for the economy to continue growing and 

jobs for to be created, without contrib-
uting to climate change.



----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------  Both sides of the coin  X2/2X

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Growth and sustainability  
are mutually exclusive

Green growth is on everyone’s lips, and is being widely touted as 
the solution to our ecological problems. The assumption is that tech-

nological progress will one day make it possible for the economy to grow 
while resource consumption declines. This theory is known as decoupling.

In Germany, a tendency towards “relative decoupling” can be observed: GDP is 
growing, while resource consumption remains roughly the same. This means that 

each year, fewer resources are consumed per item produced, but there is no over-
all reduction in resource consumption. “Absolute decoupling”, or increased growth 
accompanied by a fall in resource consumption, is not yet technologically feasible. 

Since 1970, global CO2 emissions have risen by 80% in spite of all the innovations and 
the transition to a services-based high-tech society. This is because increased effi-
ciency is often accompanied by a rise in overall consumption – we have more econom-
ical cars, but we also use them more and more. This is known as the rebound effect. 

Upon closer examination, it becomes clear that growth is the cause of, and not 
the solution to our environmental problems. It was the acceleration of economic 
growth that brought about climate change. To continue to rely on growth 

as a solution strategy seems therefore to be not just naive, but danger-
ous. In the words of Albert Einstein: “Problems can never be solved 

with the same mindset that created them.” Instead of efficiency, 
we should be pursuing sufficiency – consuming less, and 

thereby reducing our impact on the environment.


