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1. Points of clarification and emphasis required in the NETGREEN Briefing Paper 

Entry points 

 Concern about environmental limits is not the only entry point into a view that there is a 

need to transition to a green economy. Social interests, such as addressing poverty, or 

economic/business interests may also represent the starting points for different positions.  

Inclusion of views that stand up to intellectual probing 

 Where views have been excluded from the analysis on the basis that they are not rational or 

logical, this (and the reasoning behind it) should be made explicit. 

 On the other hand, “Illogical” views do exist, so perhaps they should be included, to the 

extent that there is debate, rather than to what extent it is rational.  

Structuring the views under the headings identified 

 Some of the views presented in the paper are not necessarily mutually exclusive – in 

particular, the separation of some of the middle positions (i.e. 2.2, 3.2, 4.2) should be re-

evaluated to avoid “false trichotomies”.  

 “Green economy” terminology 

 The term “green economy” is seen in some business circles as an alternative term for the 

viewpoint that growth of businesses needs to be limited.  

 The term “green economy” may also be perceived as not including the social aspects of the 

transition, such as social justice, equitable distribution, and the notion of an inclusive 

economy. This is problematic, as it will be difficult to obtain buy-in from emerging 

economies to sign up to a proposition that may be perceived as limiting growth. For this 

reason, UNEP has framed their work in terms of “green growth”, which captures the idea 

that the only way to continue growing, and therefore address poverty, is by growing in a way 

that is environmentally sustainable. 

 Limiting this work to a single definition of what is meant by a green economy is not 

appropriate, as the project is designed to understand the differences in views that exist. It is 

useful to acknowledge the different discourses and that they are different from the term 

“green economy” that was agreed at Rio +20. 

 It is also important to emphasise that social implications will impact on views about 

technology or politics, and as such, this needs to be included in the green economy 

framework.  

Addressing the social impacts of transitioning 

 It is important to recognise the social benefits of transitioning, as these hold implications in 

terms of perceived trade-offs. For example, health or education benefits may arise from 

transitioning which counter or partially counter losses in terms of GDP.  



 More pluralistic “costs” and “benefits” should be explicitly recognised (such as social 

advantages or disadvantages) – and perhaps not acknowledged using these, typically 

economic, terms. 

Consumption 

 When talking about consumption, what is meant needs to be clearly defined – whether that 

is how much people consume, or how much of the planet’s biophysical resources are used.  

 The rebound effect and limits determined by the laws of thermodynamics should be 

specifically referenced as a key explanation of why some reject technological innovation 

alone as being capable of achieving environmental sustainability.  

Environmental limits 

 Although there is agreement that environmental limits exist, there are different gradations 

to this, and this needs to be recognised, as it will shape views regarding what is needed. 

 The different views on where the environmental limits are informed by value judgements 

(i.e. views concerning what environmental state is acceptable vary between individuals) and 

by optimism about social and technological change. 

Developed versus developing world 

 The terminology and analysis used around developing and developed countries needs to be 

updated.  

 It is important to include emerging and less-developed economies’ perspectives, as 

transitioning to the green economy is a challenge that is faced at the international level. 

2. Using the results of the briefing paper to inform the structure of the NETGREEN 

database 

 The essence of the green economy is that it can be used to manage trade-offs between 

outcomes, such as maximising wellbeing whilst minimising resource use. The database 

should cluster indicators to enable users to understand and identify such trade-offs. 

 Identifying which views seem to be most compatible with one another, and grouping these 

under clear titles that relate them to well-known discourses (such as the ones that emerge 

around the European elections), could enable users to orientate themselves with relation to 

the different views. However, it would not be appropriate to rigidly define stances that users 

should align themselves with, as this is likely to be alienating. 

 This categorisation of views, and suggesting the reasons for differences adopting different 

views (i.e. resulting from different world views) could facilitate greater understanding of 

different viewpoints, identify bridges between them, produce some cohesion between those 

working in the field, and possibly create conversions to different viewpoints.  

 The database should have well-designed navigation and output systems to produce an 

explorative environment, allowing users to discover supplementary indicators, as well as 

those which are of most immediate interest. 

 When adding information that can be used to categorise and cluster the indicators, it will be 

important to avoid introducing normative judgements (i.e. about the strengths and 

weaknesses of indicators), and to avoid conflating correlation with causation. 



3. Discussion regarding indicator inclusion in the database 

General 

 One of the key ways in which the NETGREEN database will add value is by having an 

extensive list of indicators in one place – therefore it must be comprehensive. It should also 

represent a tool which can be used to identify different indicators for different 

circumstances. 

 There is a tension between technical and easily communicable indicators. The NETGREEN 

database should include both. 

 Indicators should not be used in isolation, i.e. because reforestation can offset carbon 

emissions. A clustering feature should capture this type of relationship. 

 Indicators should be framed consistently, demonstrating support of a certain view to avoid 

suggesting bias for or against different views. It may be valuable to supplement this with 

indicators that can be used to test the validity of different positions - though where 

indicators are being employed for this purpose, they should clearly be identified as such.  

 Indicators which demonstrate opportunities, not just negative aspects of transitioning to the 

green economy, will be important for the narrative around transitioning. This is likely to be 

important for gaining buy-in from businesses as well as citizens. 

Environmental limits 

 Addressing limits at the sub-national level will be too great a task for this project, which 

should focus on national-level indicators. 

 There are many alternatives and complementary approaches to Rockström’s work on 

environmental limits that can be used, including Wuppertal’s Material Flow Analysis, 

Germany’s International Resources Panel’s Land Report and Natural Resource Accounting. 

 It is difficult to map Rockström’s approach onto the national level, which presents a 

normative challenge. SERI (now Vienna university) may be the farthest ahead with this. 

 Absolute levels of stocks are very difficult to measure, and therefore it may be more prudent 

to recognise limits in terms of natural resources in principle, but to use indicators which 

show changes in levels of stocks, or some proxy for environmental limits, such as the 

connection between environmental quality and health. 

 The UN (one of the biggest statistical bodies) has officially adopted the System of Integrated 

Environmental and Economic Accounting (SEEA) framework, which gives us an idea of what 

will be forthcoming in terms of measurement. The OECD has begun implementing this, and 

figures for it will become available in the future. SEEA distinguishes between environmental 

assets and ecosystem assets (close to Rockström’s criteria). 

 Clustering could be used to show the relationship between environmental limits and the 

economy. 

Technological change versus socio-economic change 

 It is important to make a distinction between relative and absolute decoupling – both are 

useful, depending on the questions that you want to answer. 

 Indicators that show which production sectors are being decoupled should be included. 

Measurement of decoupling at an industrial scale requires differentiation between technical 



change and structural change, as well the composition of the economy in terms of goods 

and services. 

 Indicators that show how closely we are following technological roadmaps, and to what 

extent technology is changing consumption patterns should be included. 

 It is necessary to have both production-side, and embodied emissions to account for 

changes in the international division of labour. 

What is needed to prompt the necessary changes to technology and consumption? 

 Each of the three views presented in this section of the briefing paper has the potential to 

be part of the solution. 

 Different indicators will be required to measure how policies and regulations work in 

different sectors, such as food, fisheries etc., as well as over time. 

 An indicator that captures risk is also required; some initiatives have failed because they did 

not have a safety net for financing.  

 Linking indicators to policy measures to demonstrate what actually works is very difficult. 

The OECD has struggled with this.  

 Demonstrating something that is comparable across countries is also difficult.  

 Some indicators used in this area are not very meaningful, such as environmental 

expenditure or environmental R&D. 

 It is important to clarify what is meant by “investment in the green economy” – i.e. 

investment in green sectors, rather than the green economy as an overarching concept. 

 It will be challenging to differentiate between investment in the green and brown economy. 

In particular, because what is “green” now becomes “brown” as other technologies 

overtake. Instead, it may be preferable to capture green investment in the brown economy. 

 It is difficult to measure the benefits of the green economy – indicators must be selected 

carefully in order to determine additional benefit. 

 It will be important to measure local economic resilience, social capital and solidarity. 

 As businesses are key economic actors, it is important to express the benefits of 

transitioning to a green economy in economic terms. 

Politics 

 Political acceptance of environmental limits would be necessary. 

 In addition to attempting to capture political acceptance of the need to transition to a green 

economy, the indicators that can be used to inform the analysis that is needed to determine 

alternative political strategies will be useful. 


