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A personal view
Peter Moffatt
The Green New Deal  -  how can it be achieved?


In reality this is a replay of the discussion  'How do we get from here to there?' which TBI held in February 2019.  Discussion of the individual merits of the versions of the GND proposed by different political parties and think tanks pales into insignificance beside the issue of how to get their proposals translated into action (necessarily mainly by governments).  We have seen frustration at government inaction lead to civil disruption by Extinction Rebellion, with no sign whatever of its having the desired effect.  Correspondence with Robin McAlpine of Common Weal about how their Common Home plan might be put into effect brought no convincing response.  And concerned individuals and groups have been warning that action is needed NOW for nearly fifty years.
History

Blueprint for survival

In pursuit of my new year's resolution to 'get rid of stuff'  I came across a special issue of Ecologist magazine from January 1972 entitled 'Blueprint for Survival' - a compilation by a number of prominent organisations and distinguished individuals warning of the then current threats to the survival of life on the planet as they knew it.  Without exception, their concerns are still our concerns - population growth, the relentless pursuit of economic growth leading to resource depletion, pollution and environmental degradation, habitat destruction and species decline, and the possible eventual collapse of society as a result of increasing inequality between developed and developing countries, movement to the cities and mass unemployment, and the likelihood of epidemics we can't control and reckless and unscrupulous governments gaining power.  Only missing from their list is our current primary concern - global warming caused by the  release of greenhouse gases and the attendant effects of rising sea levels, violent and unpredictable weather, desertification and water shortage.  The fact that the dangers they were warning about are still with us, with the additional overriding threat from global warming, is a damning indictment of our failure to make progress towards a better world over the past nearly fifty years.
The Limits to Growth


1972 also saw the publication of 'The Limits to Growth' a report commissioned by the Club of Rome and carried out by a team of researchers at MIT, based on a computer simulation extrapolating economic, social and environmental 'development' over the next 100 years.  The model predicted “overshoot and collapse” – in the economy, environment and population – before 2070, if humanity did not take serious action on environmental and resource issues.. This was called the “business-as-usual” scenario.

The report met with a great deal of hostile criticism, but over the years its predictions have increasingly come to be seen as well founded.

The original New Deal

The New Deal was a series of programs, public work projects, financial reforms, and regulations enacted by President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the United States between 1933 and 1939. It responded to needs for relief, reform, and recovery from the Great Depression. Major federal programs and agencies included the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC), the Civil Works Administration (CWA), the Farm Security Administration (FSA), the National Industrial Recovery Act of 1933 (NIRA) and the Social Security Administration (SSA). They provided support for farmers, the unemployed, youth and the elderly. The New Deal included new constraints and safeguards on the banking industry and efforts to re-inflate the economy after prices had fallen sharply. New Deal programs included both laws passed by Congress as well as presidential executive orders during the first term of the presidency of Franklin D. Roosevelt.  (Wikipedia).

Question

Disregarding the fact that it was not particularly 'green', what was the critical difference between Roosevelt's New Deal and the 'Green New Deals' being proposed today?
Green New Deals today


A considerable number of  Green New Deal  plans have been put forward recently by a wide range of organisations, including, in the UK, the think tank Common Weal, the Labour Party, the English and Scottish Green Parties and the New Economics Foundation, and in the USA Alexandria Octavio-Cortez, in the form of a resolution in Congress, and Bernie Sanders as part of his campaign for the Democratic nomination in the presidential election.


The main strands of all the new deals on offer are similar, and most include some or all of the following elements.


jobs, training and investment in 'green' industry (?)



energy - fossil fuels > renewables, better distribution


housing - insulation and energy efficiency upgrade, district heating


transport - cars and petrol/diesel  >  public and electric


food - sustainable agriculture, smaller local organic farms



environment and biodiversity - less pollution, conservation and protection, rewilding



trade - more local, trade agreements with environmental and worker protection.


Some plans are more detailed and well worked out and costed than others.  Perhaps the most impressive is the 'Our Common Home' plan prepared by the Scottish think tank Common Weal.  They have published a book setting out the plan in detail, and various levels of summary are available on their website  www.commonweal.scot .  They start by outlining what they see as the seven major threats to out future


Climate change and carbon emissions

Species extinction and biodiversity loss

Pollution

Water shortage

Resource drain and overconsumption

Deforestation

Soil degradation


then introduce a number of 'guiding principles', which might be encapsulated as



Local not global



Market forces can't fix it



Action not targets



Do it once - properly



Common Home can't solve all Scotland's social problems


and the details of the plan are laid out - and costed - under ten headings



Buildings


Land


Heating


Resources



Electricity


Trade


Transport


Learning


Food



'Us'

They estimate the total cost of the plan at £170bn over 25 years, to be met by government borrowing repaid over 50 years.  Income would be derived from tax revenue from 100,000 new jobs, and such things as profits from publicly-owned energy generation and forestry.

The Fatal Flaw

Question

Why were the UK Labour Party's and Bernie Sanders' Green New Deals potentially more significant than any of the others currently being promoted?

What seems to be the fatal flaw in now probably all of the proposals is that although they are all essentially plans for urgent action to try to counteract the effects of climate change, resource depletion and environmental degradation, none of them has any chance of being put into effect.  A political party with no realistic chance of holding office or the best intentioned and hardest working of think tanks can make proposals which would transform all our lives;  but unless those proposals are espoused by the holders of political power, they are (almost) so much hot air.

I say almost because there must always be the hope that if that if the Green New Deal plans are promoted and publicised sufficiently forcefully and frequently there is a possibility that in time governments will be elected which take on board enough of the ideas and sence of urgency shared by all the plans to bring about effective action towards rescuing our world from the dire threats it faces, and this slight hope must be a reason for continuing to promote and discuss these ideas.  However, given that in spite of urgent warnings we have been content to pursue 'business as usual' for nearly fifty years, and the actively hostile stance towards climate change concerns and the environment of several major governments, the grounds for optimism are not great.
Topical footnote


A London Review of Books blog of 17 March by Anne Orford considers whether the Covid-19 pandemic might have a silver lining in the form of changed attitudes to climate change.
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