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SUMMARY

Damaging human impacts on the environment go beyond climate breakdown 
to encompass most other natural systems, from soil to biodiversity. This drives 
a complex process of overall environmental breakdown that has reached 
critical levels, threatening social and economic stability. The current economic 
model in countries around the world drives this breakdown, and many of its 
underpinning assumptions, policies and narratives act as barriers to change, 
from a focus on narrow measures of progress to continued investment in 
environmentally damaging activity. A new model is needed to rapidly create 
societies that are more sustainable, just and prepared: bringing human activity 
to within environmentally sustainable limits while narrowing inequality, 
improving quality of life, and becoming better prepared for the accelerating 
consequences of environmental breakdown. 

We argue that a necessary precondition for this is to place a full sustainability 
constraint on economies in order to rapidly reduce damaging environmental 
activity. Using the UK as a case study, we recommend that the government does 
this by adopting a Sustainable Economy Act that mandates statutory targets for 
the rapid reduction of a full range of environmental impacts, including across 
biodiversity, soil fertility and air quality. Living within environmental means would 
necessarily require deeper changes to prevailing economic models, including 
a new conception of abundance and living standards, rapid increases in green 
investment, and a leading role for the state and local communities.

ABOUT THIS PAPER
This is the first in a series of short discussion papers that seeks to inform debate 
about the relationship between policy, politics and environmental breakdown, 
supporting education in economic, social and political sciences. This paper 
explores the role of social and economic systems – and the ideas, policies and 
narratives that underpin them – in driving dangerous environmental change. It 
discusses how these systems should change in order to improve the response to 
environmental breakdown. In doing so, it seeks to help advance environmental 
protection and improvement, sustainable development, relieving poverty and 
other disadvantage. 

This discussion paper series is part of a major IPPR research programme – 
Responding to Environmental Breakdown – that seeks to understand how 
to realise a more sustainable, just and prepared society in response to 
environmental breakdown. The scope of this project is global but uses the UK 
as a case study to explore the major issues and policy responses. Responding 
to Environmental Breakdown is part of IPPR’s wider work on environmental 
issues, which includes the landmark Environmental Justice Commission, 
which will help develop the ideas and policies to bring about a rapid green 
transition that is fair and just. 

To learn more, visit www.ippr.org/research/topics/environment

http://www.ippr.org/research/topics/environment
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INTRODUCTION
Mainstream political and policy debates have failed to recognise that human 
impacts on the environment have reached a critical stage, potentially eroding 
the conditions upon which socioeconomic stability is possible (Laybourn-
Langton et al 2019). These impacts are not isolated to climate breakdown 
and encompass most other natural systems – including soil, biodiversity and 
the oceans – driving a complex, dynamic process of overall environmental 
breakdown that has reached dangerous levels. The consequences include 
growing economic instability, famine, large-scale involuntary migration, and 
conflict. Overall, environmental breakdown is creating a new, highly complex 
and destabilised domain of risk, which increases the chance of the collapse 
of social and economic systems, at local, national and potentially even global 
levels. The historical disregard of environmental considerations in most areas 
of policy has been a catastrophic mistake. 

In response, societies must rapidly bring human impacts on the environment 
to within sustainable limits while maintaining resilience against shocks 
resulting from past and future environmental degradation. This discussion 
paper explores how the current political-economic paradigm – the narratives, 
assumptions, policies and power structures that dominate contemporary 
political and economic thinking – drives environmental breakdown and acts 
as a barrier change. In response, it maps the contours of a paradigm capable 
of responding to environmental breakdown.

1.  
ENVIRONMENTAL BREAKDOWN  
NECESSITATES RAPID TRANSFORMATION  
OF ECONOMIC SYSTEMS
Environmental breakdown is driven by the structures and dynamics of 
socioeconomic systems. Prevailing models of economic development 
around the world are founded on unsustainable resource use, including the 
combustion of fossil fuels and overexploitation of soils. These dynamics 
are partly driven by investment processes that exclude environmental 
considerations and business strategies that promote the acquisition and 
consumption of goods and services in ever greater quantities (Hickel and 
Kallis 2019). These processes are both the cause and effect of a policy focus 
on narrow measures of socioeconomic progress. These measures have been 
dominated by a simple measure of national income – gross domestic product 
(GDP) – that fails to take into account either environmental degradation 
or human wellbeing. In turn, GDP growth is foundational to processes of 
investment and profit-making in economies and to the tax and spending 
policies of governments.

The window of opportunity to limit increasingly catastrophic impacts resulting 
from environmental breakdown is rapidly closing. In the case of climate 
breakdown alone, greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions must be roughly halved by 
2030 in order to limit temperature rises to 1.5C, above which damaging impacts 
will become increasingly dangerous and unmanageable (IPCC 2018). Yet global 
emissions continue to rise (CAT 2018). As such, environmental breakdown – and its 
destabilising impacts – are set to accelerate into the future, increasing the chance 
that natural systems will undergo abrupt, rapid and catastrophic change, such as 
sea level rise resulting from the melting of ice sheets or the loss of pollinating 
insects impairing food production (Steffen et al 2018). 
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Within this context, environmental breakdown presents socioeconomic 
systems around the world – from food production, through financial markets, 
to political systems – with a range of major, interrelated challenges. These 
include the following.
•	 Social progress has been achieved at the expense of the environment. 

In the UK and countries around the world, there is a positive correlation 
between progress toward social goals and environmental breakdown, 
as figure 1 shows (O’Neill et al 2018). No country has demonstrated a 
capacity to realise high social outcomes without causing unsustainable 
environmental destruction. While some countries, including the UK, 
have measured progress in ‘decoupling’ domestic economic activity 
from greenhouse gas emissions, this trend is less pronounced when 
considering ‘consumption-based’ emissions – those resulting from 
the production of goods and services imported from abroad (Defra 
2019). Moreover, policy debates often disregard other natural systems 
experiencing acute stress and some evidence suggests that it may not 
be possible to decouple economic growth, as currently measured, from 
environmental degradation in the time remaining or even at all (Hickel 
and Kallis 2019). 

•	 Headline measures of economic progress exclude environmental 
degradation. Despite its use as a headline metric of economic progress 
around the world, there is widespread appreciation that GDP is an 
inadequate as measure for considering socioeconomic progress and its 
interrelation with nature (Colebrook 2018). Furthermore, GDP ignores 
distributional concerns and is only weakly correlated with wellbeing, 
and so its continued use perpetuates the myth that economic growth 
necessarily means societal welfare. 

•	 Socioeconomic systems are already destabilised. Destabilisation resulting 
from environmental breakdown is increasing at a time when economic 
systems are already experiencing high levels of stress. Inequality and wage 
stagnation have opened up large power imbalances and driven political and 
economic instability (Piketty 2018). In the UK, over 14 million people live in 
poverty, of which more than 4 million are children (JRF 2018), while hundreds 
of millions continue to live in extreme poverty and deprivation around the 
world (Roser and Ortiz-Ospina 2017). Environmental breakdown exacerbates 
these problems. 

•	 The impacts of environmental breakdown are unjust. The consequences of 
environmental breakdown fall hardest on the poorest (Oxfam 2015), who 
are most vulnerable to its effects and least responsible for the problem, 
both within and across countries. In the case of climate breakdown, wealthy 
nations have made the greatest contribution to GHG emissions and are set 
to use a large proportion of the emissions that can now be released, raising 
significant problems for global equity (Alcaraz et al 2018). Environmental 
breakdown interacts with other inequalities, such as ethnicity and gender 
(IPPR CEJ 2019). 

•	 Mitigation measures can be self-defeating. Efficiency improvements at 
the micro level are regularly cancelled out by increased production and 
consumption at the macro level – the ‘rebound effect’ (Berners-Lee and 
Clark 2013). For example, vehicle fuel efficiency gains can be offset by 
increases in production and distance travelled by users (Moshiri and 
Aliyev 2017).

•	 Current patterns of economic activity are strongly path dependent. 
Inertias inherent in systems with high environmental impact limit the 
capacity to make these systems sustainable. For example, it is estimated 
that the complete electrification of vehicles in the UK alone would require 
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most of the current global production of precious metals, rely on large 
increases in energy use, and lead to negative consequences for other 
natural systems and societies in the Global South (Herrington et al 2019, 
Dominish et al 2019). Similarly, unsustainable infrastructure, such as fossil 
fuel plants with decades-long lifespans, ‘lock in’ the use of carbon thereby 
inhibiting future decarbonisation (Erikson et al 2015).

•	 Societies are not prepared. Environmental breakdown, and its 
negative consequences, will grow as a result of past and future 
degradation (University of Exeter 2017). In the UK, socioeconomic 
systems are inadequately prepared for these impacts (CCC 2019a), 
which include the growing risk of financial shocks resulting from 
damage caused by extreme weather (Rudebusch 2019).

Overall, prevailing socioeconomic systems are divisive and degenerative (Raworth 
2017). They continue to drive critical levels of environmental breakdown without 
meeting human needs, have little recourse to the resultant injustices and are 
failing to adequately prepare for a destabilised future.

FIGURE 1: NO NATION IS SUSTAINABLY PROVIDING AN ADEQUATE SOCIAL AND  
ECONOMIC FOUNDATION
Social thresholds achieved versus biophysical boundaries transgressed
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THE PREVAILING POLITICAL-ECONOMIC PARADIGM IS DRIVING 
ENVIRONMENTAL BREAKDOWN
Environmental breakdown is partly the result of the prevailing political-
economic paradigm and the ideas and policies it perpetuates. We define a 
political-economic paradigm as the system of thought and practice that drives 
the behaviours of decision-makers and institutions, helping determine the 
structures and dynamics of the overall socioeconomic system (Laybourn-

1	 For data see: https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/countries/ 

https://goodlife.leeds.ac.uk/countries/
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Langton and Jacobs 2018). Paradigms encompass various elements, including 
the interpretation of the historical context; the power structures and dynamics 
that bring it to prominence and sustain its dominance; a general analytical 
framework and set of assumptions for understanding how economies and 
societies operate; a set of goals and a range of principal socioeconomic 
policies that seek to realise these goals; and narratives and language that 
describe and justify the other elements of the paradigm. 

Key elements of the current political-economic paradigm in nations around 
the world, particularly in the UK and other Western countries, are drivers 
of and/or barriers to acting on environmental breakdown. These elements 
include the following. 
•	 Historical narrative. Conceptions of the historical origins of contemporary 

economic systems often disregard how the structures and dynamics of these 
systems have driven unsustainable environmental impacts for hundreds of 
years. They disregard that these impacts have occasionally led to the severe 
disruption or even collapse of societies, such as during the period of global 
cooling in the 1600s (Bonneuil and Fressoz 2016, Diamond 2005). 

•	 Power structures. Elite interests in countries across the world – including 
industries whose business model depends on continued environmental 
degradation – use their power and wealth to influence political debates and 
policy decisions on environmental breakdown. There are many instances 
of such groups blocking or reversing progress, such as the large lobbying 
presence of fossil fuel interests in US politics (Brulle 2018, UCS 2012).

•	 Analytical framework. The prevailing analytical framework driving 
policy-making prioritises maximisation of flows of income over stocks of 
economic, social and environmental assets, arguably driving short-termist 
policy decisions (Pushpam 2016). For example, destruction of forests for 
timber produces a lucrative flow of revenue and profit but destroys a 
crucial natural stock on which a range of species depend to survive. The 
aggregate destruction of these stocks is precipitating the breakdown of 
global natural systems. 

•	 Economic goals. The failures of the current analytical framework manifest 
acutely in the economic goals used by policy-makers. Overall economic 
progress is almost exclusively measured in terms of GDP, which does 
not incorporate measures of environmental degradation or a wider 
understanding of the factors that drive human progress.

•	 Government policies. Legal systems and regulatory policies in countries 
around the world have largely failed to internalise the costs of environmental 
breakdown into the decision-making processes of firms and governments. 
It is estimated that many leading industries would be unprofitable if 
environmental costs were fully integrated (Trucost 2013). This includes coal 
power generation and farming across large parts of the world, where the 
economic cost of environmental degradation driven by their operations 
exceeds the resultant revenue (ibid).

•	 Overall narratives. The current political-economic paradigm favours 
narratives of individual responsibility and consumer action to limit 
environmental breakdown, which may obscure the imperative for  
systemic change (Byskov 2019).
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2.  
THE RESPONSE TO ENVIRONMENTAL 
BREAKDOWN IS DANGEROUSLY INADEQUATE
Two overall transformations to the structure of socioeconomic systems are needed 
in response to environmental breakdown (Laybourn-Langton et al 2019, Raworth 
2012), to make societies:
•	 sustainable and just: A socioeconomic transformation to achieve a ‘safe 

and just space’ for human activity, bringing it to within environmentally 
sustainable limits while tackling inequalities and injustice and providing 
a high quality of life to all. Achieving environmental sustainability also 
requires restoration of natural systems

•	 prepared: Increased levels of societal resilience to the impacts of 
environmental breakdown, covering all areas of society, including 
infrastructure, markets, political processes, social cohesion and  
global cooperation.

These two transformations – to prevent and mitigate environmental breakdown 
while increasingly preparing for its impacts – are interrelated processes. For 
example, lower emissions from increased deployment of domestic renewable 
energy could improve energy system resilience by reducing foreign important 
and limiting exposure to fluctuations in fossil fuel markets (World Bank 2018).

Some progress toward both transformations is being made in many countries. 
In the UK, legislation has been passed that aims to limit some elements of 
environmental breakdown. Foremost is the Climate Change Act 2008, which 
placed a boundary constraint on the contribution of UK economic activity 
to climate breakdown (CCC 2019b). A large reduction in the GHG intensity of 
energy has been driven by improvements to energy efficiency and reductions in 
the use of coal (Le Quéré et al 2019). The UK government is ostensibly planning 
to undertake more explicit intervention in the economy as a means to tackle 
environmental challenges, through its Industrial and Clean Growth Strategies 
(BEIS 2017). Political rhetoric linking justice to the need for structural economic 
change is increasing in prevalence, particularly in the case of the concept of a 
‘Green New Deal’ (Lawrence 2019). Notable examples of increased awareness 
and action on preparation include responses to financial system risks from 
central banks and through climate-related financial disclosures (BoE 2019a), 
and the continual adaptation processes mandated by the Climate Change Act 
(Fankhauser et al 2018). 

Yet overall progress has been inadequate. The UK is set to miss its legally-
binding GHG emission reduction targets due to insufficient progress across 
sectors (Evans 2019), while policy does not adequately focus on a full range of 
natural systems, with evidence showing accelerated breakdown in domestic 
natural systems (RSPB 2016). Policy programmes often fail to drive structural 
change. For example, the phase-out of leaded vehicle fuels did not occur 
alongside efforts to reduce vehicle use and realise the potential co-benefits 
of increases in public and other shared transport, such as improved health 
and greater socioeconomic opportunities (ITF 2016). Narrow measures of 
progress, such as GDP growth, are still dominant even while other nations 
adopt more varied indicators. There is little to no focus on issues of justice, 
such as the relationship between the UK’s large historical and contemporary 
contribution to environmental degradation, its role as a colonial power, and 
the disproportionate impact of environmental breakdown on countries in the 
Global South (Mahony and Endfield 2018, Bathiany et al 2018). Furthermore, it is 
inadequately prepared for a range of potential shocks and crises (IPPR CEJ 2019).
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Overall, the UK has failed to undertake the scale of transformation required 
to respond to environmental breakdown. The barriers to delivering this 
transformation are familiar: vested interests and power structures; entrenchment 
of existing paradigmatic thinking; the inherent complexities associated with 
delivering structural change and creating political movements; inertias in 
decision-making; and the marginalisation and exclusion of significant parts of 
society whose support is required to deliver change (Laybourn-Langton et al 
2019). A similar state of affairs is apparent in most countries. 

3. 
TOWARDS A SUSTAINABLE, JUST AND  
PREPARED PARADIGM
Dominant political-economic paradigms can lose legitimacy, often as a result of 
the perceived failure of prevailing ideas and practices to adequately conceive 
of and respond to crises (Stirling and Laybourn-Langton 2017). Under these 
circumstances, a new paradigm, seemingly offering stronger analysis and 
policies, gains the support of a critical mass of society and supplants the old 
paradigm. Using the UK as an example, we can identify two significant periods 
of breakdown and transition from one paradigm to another over the last 100 
years, from economic liberalism to the post-second world war consensus and 
then to the ‘free market’ or ‘neoliberal’ paradigm, the central tenets of which 
remain dominant to the current day (ibid).

In each case, rapid transformation of economic structures displaced the 
old paradigm and entrenched the new: wartime government economic 
intervention paved the way for the socialisation of healthcare in the wake 
of WWII; deregulation of financial markets and the unprecedented sale of 
state assets created the conditions for enduring financialisation since the 
1980s. Similarly, structural changes are needed to realise more sustainable, 
just and prepared societies (IPBES 2019). These must go beyond the focus 
on tax, regulation and subsidisation policies favoured in efforts to limit 
environmental degradation under the current paradigm in the UK and  
around the world. 

Realising these transformations will require faster and more fundamental 
changes to economic structures than characterised previous shifts. The 
accelerating pace of environmental breakdown requires these changes to  
occur globally in a matter of years, over a period in which destabilising  
impacts will grow. The current and previous paradigms have shared a number 
of foundational elements, including the use of environmentally unsustainable 
technologies and the promotion and promise of high material consumption, 
and so a fundamental break from previous paradigms is required. We explore 
the main elements of a paradigm capable of responding to environmental 
breakdown below, drawing on elements that are relevant to the global context 
and countries around the world, and using the UK as a case study for domestic 
policy and other nation-specific elements. 

A. UNDERSTANDING OF THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Successive waves of human development have driven environmental breakdown 
to the global scale over hundreds of years (Lewis and Maslin 2018). Three major 
elements of this history are of foundational importance for a paradigm capable of 
responding to environmental breakdown.
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1.	 Cumulative impact. Differing paths of economic development have led some 
nations, predominantly those in Europe and North America, to inflict greater 
cumulative global environmental damage. For example, the UK has the fifth 
largest cumulative contribution to climate breakdown, resulting from early 
and sustained industrialisation (Carbon Brief 2019). 

2.	 Responsibility for injustice. The past actions of Western nations have partly 
determined the unequal impacts of environmental breakdown. For example, 
the legacy of extractive imperialism has inhibited the development of former 
colonies which, in turn, heightens their vulnerability to environmental 
breakdown (Sealey-Huggins 2012). 

3.	 Economic dynamics have driven environmental breakdown for centuries. 
Economic structures and dynamics are fundamental drivers of unsustainable 
human activity, including profit-making through investment that does not 
account for environmental impacts and compounding material growth. 
Therefore, global environmental breakdown can be traced back centuries, to 
the emergence of these structures and dynamics in the early modern period 
in Europe and their forced adoption across the world through colonial empires 
(Moore 2017). 

It is precisely because environmental breakdown is an inter- and intra-
generational problem that the contemporary efforts of nations must take 
responsibility for their historical actions, particularly those that have 
disproportionately contributed to both cumulative degradation and the 
creation of structures of inequality that determine its unjust impacts. In turn, 
this demands a response that fundamentally alters the underlying economic 
structures and dynamics that drive degradation and seeks to recognise and 
repair injustice.

B. RECOGNITION OF KEY POWER STRUCTURES
The recognition of and action on a number of dimensions of power should 
sit at the heart of a political-economic paradigm capable of responding to 
environmental breakdown, including the following.
1.	 Market institutions. Institutional arrangements underpinning market dynamics 

are some of the most powerful forces driving environmental breakdown. 
For example, around US$1 trillion was invested in fossil fuels in 2017 (IEA 
2018). This partly resulted from short-termist decision-making encouraged 
by company law and valuation methods that neglect the environmental 
impact of investments. These arrangements are determined by the actions of 
policymakers in government, central banks and across the legal system. 

2.	 Power of vested interests. The ability of fossil fuel and other vested interests 
to influence political and policy debates are enabled by tenets of the current 
paradigm, including private funding of political campaigns, lobbying, and a 
‘revolving door’ between government and industry (Cave and Rowell 2014, 
Brulle 2018).

3.	 Political dynamics. Accelerating socioeconomic destabilisation resulting 
from environmental breakdown could embolden regressive movements, with 
instances of mainstream political parties already espousing responses to 
environmental breakdown rooted in nationalist and anti-immigrant arguments 
(Mazoue 2019). Meanwhile, policies to slow breakdown have distributional 
impacts and can drive a political backlash if introduced without recourse to 
issues of fairness (Strauss 2018). Environmental breakdown is increasing at 
a time when trust in institutions remains highly polarised acros the world. 
(Edelman 2019).

4.	 Global power balances. Those countries and communities most vulnerable 
to the impacts of environmental breakdown and least responsible for the 
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problem have less power and influence compared to those who are most 
responsible and capable of responding.

Therefore, a new paradigm should seek to share power and increase inclusivity, 
growing collective participation in efforts to reduce breakdown, counteract 
the influence of vested interests, and improve social cohesion in the face of 
environmental shocks. Methods to achieve this include democratic reform, 
economic democracy from shared ownership and strengthening worker rights. 

C. UNDERPINNING ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
The current political-economic paradigm in many countries is founded on 
inadequate analyses that, among other areas, disregard the relationship 
between human and natural systems (Raworth 2017). A new paradigm should 
be underpinned by an understanding of the dynamic complexity of human 
and natural systems and their interrelation (Arthur 2013), recognising 
environmental breakdown as a complex and uncertain systemic problem.  
The maintenance of stocks, particularly essential ecosystems and biodiversity 
should be prioritised, alongside theories of public value that recognise the 
crucial role of the state and other elements of public sphere (Mazzucato 
2018). This analytical framework should be interdisciplinary and include 
analyses often disregarded by the current paradigm, including power and 
oppression with respect to environmental breakdown and colonial history. It 
will necessarily draw on findings that run contrary to the current paradigm, 
including that human behaviour is social, cooperative, adaptable and often 
prioritises intrinsic over extrinsic values. This is evidenced by significant bodies 
of literature in and across disciplines such as neuroscience and anthropology, 
contradicting the prevailing model of human behaviour as selfish and rational 
(Raworth 2017). The widespread adoption of such a framework will require 
changes to how economics is taught. 

D. GOALS
A new political-economic paradigm should recognise that responding to 
environmental breakdown is an unprecedented challenge that is strongly 
related to a wide variety of socioeconomic challenges, including poverty 
and inequality (Islam and Winkel 2017). Moreover, environmental breakdown 
cannot be ‘solved’ but must be more effectively managed; past and any future 
environmental degradation will continue to destabilise natural systems long 
into the future. So, stronger responses to environmental breakdown should 
become one of the central goals of a new paradigm, underpinning a range of 
subsidiary goals that drive rapid and transformative action to ensure societies 
become more sustainable, just and prepared by design. Governments should 
measure progress through a broader range of indicators including wellbeing 
and sustainability, with budgetary decision making determined in reference 
to improvements in these areas, as is increasingly the case in some countries, 
such as New Zealand (APPGWE 2019, New Zealand Treasury 2019). 

E. POLICY PROGRAMME
The policy response to environmental breakdown should aim to bring 
environmentally damaging activity to within sustainable limits while driving 
the restoration of damaged ecosystems, improving socioeconomic outcomes 
and increasing levels of preparedness for shocks. Here, we use the UK as a 
case study to explore the main elements of a domestic policy response to 
environmental breakdown. 

One of the foremost tasks of policy under conditions of environmental 
breakdown is to rapidly reduce damaging environmental impacts. The IPPR 
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Commission on Economic Justice's proposal to bring the entire UK economy 
to within sustainable limits through a Sustainable Economy Act is now 
urgent. This would mandate statutory targets for the rapid reduction of a full 
range of environmental impacts, including across biodiversity, soil fertility 
and air quality, effectively placing a full sustainability constraint on all UK 
economic activity (IPPR CEJ 2018). In this way, the Sustainable Economy Act 
(SEA) should be modelled on the Climate Change Act (CCA) and the UK target 
of net-zero decarbonisation by 2050, which effectively places a greenhouse 
gas constraint on the economy; it is vital that this constraint is extended 
to cover all elements of environmental breakdown. The CCA requires 
governments to reduce emissions in line with five-year ‘carbon budgets’ and 
the SEA should adopt the same approach, mandating governments to reduce 
environmental impacts in line with legally-binding targets or other means 
of measuring the health of natural systems. Crucially, these targets should 
encompass the environmental impact of goods and services imported to the 
UK and resultant plans to reach these targets should seek to restore as well 
as conserve natural systems.2 The government’s environment bill, which is 
crucial to maintaining the protection for the environment post-Brexit, could 
be the vehicle for introducing the content proposed in the SEA. However, as 
many environmental organisations have pointed out (EAC 2019b), the bill as 
currently drafted fails to introduce the necessary framework, legally binding 
targets and interim milestones necessary ‘to drive real-world environmental 
improvements’ (National Trust 2019).

The SEA should be overseen by two independent bodies: one to advise and 
another to enforce. The advisory body – potentially called the Committee 
on Sustainability – should be an independent, expert public body, modelled 
on the Committee on Climate Change. It should advise the government on 
environmental breakdown, its causes and extent, long-term goals and targets, 
give policy advice on how to achieve these objectives, and assess potential 
and planned policies, including the impact of domestic sustainability action 
on ecosystems and socities around the world.

The enforcement body should be independent from the Committee on 
Sustainability and have powers to hold the whole of government to account 
on meeting the legally-binding targets of the SEA, taking action to enforce any 
breaches. The Office of Environmental Protection, proposed by the government 
as part of the environment bill, could play this role but, as yet, the Office is set 
to have inadequate enforcement powers (EAC 2019b). Overall, the SEA would 
protect and enhance environmental protection post-Brexit and go beyond 
the limited measures offered by the environment bill, providing a model for 
countries around the world, in the same way as Climate Change Act in 2008. 

By requiring the UK economy to exist within environmental limits, the SEA would 
necessitate a new model of improving social and economic outcomes while 
reducing environmental impacts. Such an approach would mark a decisive break 
from the current political-economic paradigm. Structural, economy-wide changes 
would be required to achieve the SEA’s goals while also tackling inequalities and 
the legacy of injustice, providing a high quality of life to all that breaks from the 
current, damaging model, and increasing preparedness to the growing impacts 
of environmental breakdown. We briefly explore three thematic areas that could 

2	 While developing GHG ‘budgets’ is relatively easy, quantifying those for other natural systems is 
highly challenging. Furthermore, methods of doing so, including pricing a range of ‘natural services’, 
may be unsuitable as, in some instances, they inappropriately attempt to place a monetary value 
on non-market concepts, such as the aesthetic value of landscapes. IPPR will continue to explore 
appropriate methods for measuring environmental impact.
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realise these changes, continuing to use the UK as a case study, though these 
ideas are relevant to many other countries around the world.3 

The new abundance
The current model for furthering social outcomes in the UK is unsustainable 
and, irrespective of environmental breakdown, is failing to provide widely 
shared prosperity throughout the country (IPPR CEJ 2018). Policy should seek to 
develop a new, sustainable model of abundance that furthers social outcomes 
and realises the co-benefits of a more sustainable and just society, instead 
of simply greening the current model (Jackson 2009). Key means of doing so 
include the sustainable, ‘universal’ provision of essential services, including 
social care and transport, that guarantee minimum standards of material 
safety (Quilter-Pinner and Hochlaf 2019, Portes et al 2017). Expanded services 
should be complemented by measures such as jobs guarantees, reductions in 
working hours and explicit recognition of care and other unwaged work, all of 
which could potentially improve social outcomes while reducing environmental 
impacts (Autonomy 2019, Rooney et al 2018, Roberts et al 2019). Such measures 
would likely require explicit action to reduce the drivers of certain consumption 
behaviours, as high consumption lifestyles drive environmental breakdown 
without necessarily improving social outcomes (Ivanova et al 2015). These 
actions could include changes to advertising standards (Hochlaf et al 2019), 
pricing of carbon and other resources to counter consumption increases 
resulting from the rebound effect, wider policies to limit or ban the highest 
impact consumption, and investment in public goods that encourage more 
sustainable, fulfilling lifestyles.

Investing for the future
Financial markets are failing to translate the material risks of environmental 
breakdown into valuation models and investment decisions. Unsustainable 
investments should be rapidly reduced and replaced by investments to realise 
more sustainable, just and prepared societies. By way of context, achieving the 
Sustainable Development Goals may require US$1.4 trillion to be invested in 
low- to middle-income countries per year (Schmidt-Traub 2015). Key mechanisms 
to finance this investment could include greater engagement with new fiduciary 
standards for pension funds that encourage trustees to take better account of 
members’ views in relation to environmental, social and governance (ESG) risks 
and opportunities (DWP 2018), potentially opening up mechanisms to better 
investment outcomes. Green investment could also be rapidly increased and 
coordinated through the creation of a public investment bank and a network of 
regional development banks (GBN 2018, IPPR CEJ 2018). Meanwhile central banks 
have a major role to play in managing the risks associated with environmental 
shocks and the transition to a more sustainable economy (BoE 2019b). While the 
Bank of England is taking measures to disclose how financial risks are managed 
across it operations, it could go further by factoring in risks associated with 
environmental breakdown into day-to-day monetary activities and deploying 
macroprudential policy that rapidly reduces investment flows to damaging 
activity (Van Lerven 2018). Furthermore, action is also needed to limit the UK’s 
significant investments in unsustainable infrastructure abroad; between 2013/14 
and 2017/18, the UK government used UK Export Finance (UKEF) to invest £2.5 
billion in fossil fuel energy, 96 per cent of its total investment in energy, with 
£2.4 billion of this invested in low- to middle-income countries (EAC 2019a).

3	 Policy responses will be explored in more detail through IPPR’s ongoing work on environmental 
justice, both within this project and the IPPR Environmental Justice Commission, building on the 
work of the IPPR Commission on Economic Justice.
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Collective action
Environmental breakdown is a collective action problem. It therefore requires 
government to lead and coordinate the response. This demands a fundamental 
reimagining of the state with a decisive break from the idea that the role of 
government is limited to the correction of ‘market failure’. Elements of a new 
model include a larger role for the state in directing and coordinating economic 
activity to meet environmental targets, through significant increases in public 
investment, including research and development and support to workers and 
communities affected by the loss of environmentally unsustainable industries 
(IPPR CEJ 2018). These measures should also be complemented by regulation to 
ban activities that drive environmental damage and the application of ‘polluter 
pays’ penalties. As environmental breakdown is partly driven by concentrated 
power and wealth, broader ownership and increased economic inclusion are 
necessary elements of a new paradigm. Means of doing so include empowerment 
of local communities through ‘community wealth-building’ strategies, comprising 
shared ownership of local economic assets and the commons, community 
financing initiatives, and public sector procurement aimed at improving local 
outcomes (CLES 2018). These strategies can provide a mechanism to challenge 
the inequalities magnified by environmental breakdown, including of class, race, 
gender and between generations. 

F. NARRATIVES
Narratives and language are essential components of a political-economic 
paradigm, helping describe and justify its worldview and actions. Key narrative 
elements of the current paradigm include justification for selfishness, purposeless 
accumulation of wealth, and the growth of monopoly. It elevates private wealth 
over the commons and public assets and emphasises individual responsibility 
and responses rather than collective and systemic change (Gofas and Hay 2010). 
A new paradigm should employ language that better reflects the nature of human 
behaviour and the actions needed to respond to environmental breakdown. 

Many emergent narratives associated with actions to rapidly address climate 
breakdown draw on war analogies, invoking the mobilisation for the second 
world war. These analogies are inappropriate, potentially reinforcing the idea 
that a ‘silver bullet’ exists for solving environmental breakdown, masking the 
complex and difficult challenge of transformation. Moreover, the effects of 
environmental breakdown will become increasingly severe over the time in 
which societies will have to undergo unprecedented structural change. Under 
such conditions, unfulfilled promises could embolden regressive movements, 
which are already empowered by the current paradigm’s failed promises. As 
such, analogies relating to care and justice are arguably more appropriate, 
forming the basis of a realistic expectation that the future can be better if 
known actions are taken in the present. At its heart should be a positive-sum 
narrative in which a great collective effort is founded on cooperation over 
competition in service of rising to an unprecedented problem. In doing so, it 
should move beyond the current paradigm’s narrative focus on unsustainable 
material consumption to promote a new model of wellbeing that realises the 
co-benefits of actions to respond to environmental breakdown.
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CONCLUSION
Environmental breakdown is an unprecedented challenge. It requires rapid, 
structural change to social and economic systems of a scale and pace unseen in 
human history. The current political-economic paradigm of assumptions, policies 
and narratives in countries around the world acts as a major barrier to realising 
these changes. Time is running out. A new paradigm is needed that realises more 
sustainable, just and prepared societies, and will have to be founded on deeper 
structural changes than seen in previous instances of rapid change in economic 
systems. Our future depends on it.
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