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Abstract

Focusing on the United Nations’ Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda, this commentary sug-
gests that by engaging with degrowth, these mainstream policies can potentially provide alterna-
tive ecological values as climate responses. In turn, degrowth can also benefit from engaging with
the multiple scales and sectors of these institutions for climate and planning practice. However,
such multi-scalar engagements demand a repoliticisation of institutional and professional routines,
processes and procedures.
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Degrowth and multi-scalar
practice

With the local scale being the main focus of
degrowth debates and practices (D’Alisa
et al., 2014; Xue, 2022), degrowth’s potential
to influence different scales of institutional
practice is not adequately examined (Knuth
et al., 2020). This special issue is a call to
‘couple degrowth with urban studies and
planning agendas’ (Kaika et al., 2023). For
Demaria et al. (2013: 205), ‘it remains
unclear how ecological transformation
might actually take place at macro scales
and which institutions should be involved’.
Similarly, Xue (2022) expounds on the lim-
ited attention to spatial and planning trans-
formations within degrowth, symptomatic
of fetishising the local. While degrowth
practices like bioregions (Latouche, 2009),
eco-anarchism (Trainer, 2019), and transi-
tion towns (Hopkins, 2019), call for small-
scale settlements, a methodology of how to
scale them up remains elusive (Escobar,
2019). Notwithstanding the difficulties of
rescaling innovative spatial practices (Druijff
and Kaika, 2021), Xue (2014: 134) argues
that ‘a multi-scalar strategy of combining
centralised planning power and local par-
ticipation is arguably quite necessary, how-
ever at the cost of democracy’. Similarly,
Paulson (2014: 55) offers ‘political ecol-
ogy’s multi-scale analysis of power and
politics’ to the taxonomy of degrowth
practices.

Nevertheless, degrowth is already gaining
broader institutional and scalar traction,
including a first mention in the 2022
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
Climate Report (IPCC, 2022). Kallis and
March (2015: 366) for instance highlight net-
works of activist organisations in Barcelona
who challenge ‘spaces of dependence [and]
rescale relations of care, production and
social reproduction’ while others create
alternative food networks to challenge larger

political scales like the EU. Similarly, inter-
national treaties like the Universal
Declaration of the Rights of Mother Earth
and hubs like The Global Tapestry of
Alternatives also point to multi-scalar
degrowth potentials.

Within this exploration of how degrowth
practices and thinking can be scaled-up, it is
useful to look at the United Nations’
Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda,
as these global policies usually demand oper-
ationalisation at different scales (national,
regional and urban). They absorb significant
global and local financial, knowledge and
technological capacities as climate responses
(UNEP, 2013, 2018).

In what follows, I critically examine
Agenda 2030 and the New Urban Agenda’s
(henceforth  NUA) climate responses as
potential degrowth pathways along three
key lines: resource use and management,
design and certification, and resilience
responses. Subsequently, I expand on how
these mainstream practices can learn from
degrowth. I argue that the resource use and
management approach could engage with
degrowth practices focusing on other-than-
growth-values, compact developments, eco-
logically unequal exchange and solidarity
economies at multiple scales and sectors.
Degrowth can also deconstruct the resilience
and certification approaches in these main-
stream policies through collective, convivial
and materially contextual practices, particu-
larly in urban housing. The paper thus con-
tributes pathways for operationalising,
spatialising and even institutionalising
degrowth practices (Kaika et al., 2023), vis-
a-vis Agenda 2030 and NUA.

First, the resource use and management
response of Agenda 2030 and NUA includes
strategies to reduce resource taps and sinks.
Goal 1 of Agenda 2030 champions ending
global poverty through effective resource
mobilisation. The NUA spatialises this
Agenda 2030 goal by recommending food
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security strategies in territorial plans, and
prioritising efficient use of energy, raw mate-
rials and building materials. The policies
also aim to promote sustainable production
and consumption, as well as reduce waste by
enhancing production networks, waste-to-
energy Initiatives and institutional waste
management (UN, 2015, 2017).

However, despite the benchmarks set by
Agenda 2030 and NUA, substantial reduc-
tions in resource consumption remain elu-
sive. Between 1990 and 2015, high income
countries, alongside China and India, have
been net importers of embodied materials,
energy and land (Dorninger et al., 2021).
Cities remain the most significant consumers
of global energy and material flows (UNEP,
2013, 2018) and wurban agglomerations
remain the largest end-users of lands for
crops, grazing, fishing areas and for CO?
absorption (Ewing et al., 2010). Multi-scalar
decarbonisation initiatives, including UN’s
Race to Zero Initiative, EU’s Green Deal,
etc. also do not question the growth para-
digm underlying resource consumption (cf.
EU, 2019; UNFCC, 2019), for instance, the
EU increased its Critical Raw Materials
requirements to include lithium for electric
vehicle batteries to be imported from the
Global South (European Commission,
2020). Similarly, many cities described as
archetypes of resource efficiency like
Masdar, Vauban, Bogota, Johannesburg,
etc, (cf. UNEP, 2013, 2018; UN-Habitat,
2014) provide piecemeal outcomes without
questioning global resource use and climate
implications (see Kaika, 2017). These exem-
plars uncritically hinge on decoupling mar-
kets from their central tenets of inequality
and ecological exploitation. In effect,
Agenda 2030 and NUA neglect debates and
practices that centre on other-than-growth-
values, compact developments, solidarity
economies and questions of ecologically
unequal exchange in their resource use
approach (Dorninger et al., 2021; Gudynas,

2011, 2013). As the commentary will high-
light, these practices can be integrated in
resource mobilisation policies, funding
streams and in measuring footprints across
multiple scales of territorial, ecological and
economic planning.

The second key climate response of
Agenda 2030 and the NUA that I examine
here vis-a-vis degrowth is the design and cer-
tification response, focusing particularly on
rating sustainable buildings and infrastruc-
tures. Goals 9 and 11 of Agenda 2030 pro-
mote  retrofitting  infrastructure  with
environmentally sustainable local technolo-
gies and materials. The NUA similarly advo-
cates performance-standards for energy
efficiency and growth (UN, 2017). UNEP
and UN-Habitat particularly posit a ten-fold
reduction in energy use through sustainable
building technologies, lifestyles and urban
forms (UNEP, 2018; UN-Habitat, 2014).
Interestingly, UNEP suggests ‘a fundamen-
tal change in the macroeconomic structure
of the economy’ to enhance such technologi-
cal penetration (UNEP, 2018: 132).

Yet, existing and new technologies still
thrive on growth paradigms, while rating
technologies like LEED (Leadership in
Energy and Environmental Design) and
BREEAM (Building Research
Establishment Environmental Assessment
Method) have seen limited implementation
globally. There are several impediments that
can explain the slow up take on these sug-
gestions. First, these technologies add signif-
icantly to building costs (Reichardt, 2016;
SWA, 2004). For the Global South, they are
further dependent on exchange rates and the
import costs of such new technologies.
Unsurprisingly, therefore, the Global North
makes up about 95% of LEED projects
(Wu et al., 2016, 2017). Additionally, these
technologies side-line or even make redun-
dant local building knowledges (Birkeland,
2008). Moreover, rating technologies often
respond to global industry trends rather
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than local ecological needs (Birkeland, 2008;
Dale et al., 2019; Hes and du Plessis, 2014).
In effect, they often perpetuate an ecological
modernisation pathway to sustainability
(Cugurullo, 2016). The inertia of the con-
struction industry and urban development
institutions militate against the upscaling of
degrowth practices (De Castro et al., this
issue).

By contrast, as the commentary will
show, degrowth housing practices can con-
travene the costly, privatised and industria-
lised design and certification responses by
offering context-specific, regenerative and a
social basis of housing. Such housing prac-
tices, based on democratic politics, can also
enhance collective and convivial responses
particularly in disaster contexts. These prac-
tices can be integrated in planning compli-
ance and approval procedures at multiple
scales (Cole and Fedoruk, 2015).

The third climate response of Agenda
2030 and NUA I want to examine here are
policies linked to resilience. Resilience
remains a fuzzy and loaded concept. For the
UN, it entails resisting, absorbing, accom-
modating and recovering from disaster
effects ‘including through the preservation
and restoration of essential basic structures
and functions through risk management’
(UNDRR, n.d.). However, such a ‘restora-
tion” does not consider the pre-existing
unequal and exploitative status-quo (C40
Cities, 2019), as acknowledged in ‘Build
Back Better’ initiatives (UNDRR, 2015). As
Kaika (2017) highlights, resilience
approaches like the City Resilience Index
implicitly immunise communities to absorb
further deprivation and ecological harm.
Agenda 2030 also outlines resilience objec-
tives to combat climate-related natural dis-
asters focusing on integrated, inclusive,
resource-efficient mitigation and adaptation
plans in housing, among others (UN, 2015,
2017). These resilience responses can

resemble degrowth in practice, by leaving
urban populations to their own resources.
However, resilience is also implemented
through a raft of indicators as ends in them-
selves (Kaika, 2017). The UNDRR indica-
tors for instance require the Global South to
revamp financial capacities to meet bench-
marks (UNDRR, 2019). Agenda 2030
pledges an annual climate fund towards
these benchmarks (UN, 2015). However, as
Bhattacharya et al. (2020) show, the funding
scheme already has inconsistencies and
transparency issues. Such limitations poten-
tially reproduce the familiar challenges typi-
cal of foreign aid in the Global South (see
Obeng-Odoom, 2012). Hence, operationalis-
ing resilience through such funding can
potentially create other forms of depriva-
tion. They at best mediate rather than allevi-
ate the fallouts of growth-based socio-
ecological inequality (Kaika, 2017). As reit-
erated, the next section suggests how
degrowth practices can politically emphasise
and instantiate social, alternative and
context-specific building practices and disas-
ter responses as ‘living indicators’ (Kaika,
2017: 99). This would deconstruct the resili-
ence responses to climate change in Agenda
2030 and the NUA.

In sum, current mainstream climate
responses focusing on resource use and man-
agement, design and certification and resili-
ence are underlain by ecological rebound
and pro-growth expectations. They perpetu-
ate eco-modernisation objectives which simi-
larly thrive on current growth paradigms.
They reignite and regurgitate the already
familiar challenges of predatory and auster-
ity finance. They immunise vulnerable
groups with facades of growth and develop-
ment, without alternatives to either. I further
expand on how the multiple degrowth lan-
guages, frames and practices can be opera-
tionalised as up-scaled climate planning
responses vis-a-vis Agenda 2030 and NUA.
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Re-imagining institutional
degrowth responses

Low impact planning as a response to
resource use and resilience

Here, 1 argue that low impact planning
offers degrowth alternatives to the resource
use and resilience approaches, as practices
that augment compact building, potentiate
ecological values and collectivise responses
to resilience. Low impact planning is loosely
employed here in reference to practices that
maintain or improve environmental quality
(Dale et al., 2019; Fairlie, 1996). In urban—
rural housing planning, tiny housing pro-
vides one such possible degrowth practice. It
offers a degrowth alternative to mainstream
housing construction throughput and post-
occupancy footprints (Stefansdottir and
Xue, 2019). Tiny housing charts pathways
for other low impact housing models using
light materials and vernacular architecture.
In effect, it can be used as in-filling strategies
to enhance compact city developments (cf.
Xue, 2014), by enhancing effective land and
resource use, and with complementary
access to services to enable energy efficien-
cies. This will contribute towards the NUA
goals of prioritising efficient energy, raw
material and building material use as well as
augmenting urban forms (UNEP, 2018;
UN-Habitat, 2014).

Additionally, tiny housing could help
deconstruct the ‘Build Back Better’ and
other disaster-response initiatives by high-
lighting questions of ecological justice, com-
modification and access as muted
‘indicators’ in resilience responses. For
instance, the Secwepemc peoples’ protest
using tiny houses against the Kinder
Morgan gas pipeline, as a potential socio-
ecological disaster in British Columbia,
shows the ecological justice potentials of
such degrowth practices (Anson, 2019).
Such ‘living indicators’ (Kaika, 2017: 99)

highlight broader notions of disaster, its
responses and politicisation; practices which
are useful to deconstruct mainstream resili-
ence responses. However, if commodified,
tiny housing can also mask housing inequal-
ity and scarcity or offer another avenue for
boutique ruralism, elite environmentalism
and privatisation (Alexander et al., 2018;
Anson, 2019). Tiny housing practitioners
therefore attempt to enact ‘refusal and illeg-
ibility’ (Weetman, 2018: 238), by repoliticis-
ing housing rights, resource use and
exploitation in dominant institutional
practices.

Within urban-rural neighbourhood plan-
ning, co-housing and eco-collaborative hous-
ing also offer degrowth potentials for
rethinking resilience by emphasising collec-
tive and convivial housing, together with
resource-conscious consumption practices.
Co/eco housing planning practices like col-
lectivising brownfield lands, pro-poor hous-
ing policies, rental housing incentives and
minimum occupancy requirements can
enhance ‘Build Back Better’ initiatives by
strengthening the social basis of housing
practices in climate mitigation and adapta-
tion plans (cf. De Vidovich and Otchere-
Darko, 2020; Schneider, 2019). However, a
financialised and exclusionary basis of co/
eco housing creates a gated community,
reiterating the importance of access and dis-
tribution  questions  (Chiodelli, 2015;
Muradian and Martinez-Alier, 2001). Low
impact planning nonetheless enables a
reduction in the absolute impact of housing
and resource use, aided by social and ecolo-
gical values which, I argue, could be precur-
sors to regeneration.

Ecologically regenerative planning as a
response to better design and certification

Ecologically regenerative planning offers a
degrowth alternative to the second key issue
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(the design and certification approach), tout-
ing the importance of materially contextual
housing practices to regenerate ecosystems.
Ecological regeneration goes beyond net-zero
to emphasise net-positive socio-ecological
practices. This constitutes improving building
designs and its social systems to enhance the
surrounding ecological base (Hes and du
Plessis, 2014). Particularly, net-positive design
lays bare complex socio-ecological relation-
ships between buildings, landscapes, infra-
structures and services, going beyond
individual buildings (Cole and Fedoruk,
2015). This can impact rural, urban and
national planning scales. The design and cer-
tification response promoted in Agenda 2030
and NUA emphasises retrofitting, perfor-
mance standards and building technologies.
As discussed, these technologies are geared
towards costly industrialised  building
approaches to reduce environmental impacts.
These could benefit from net-positive design
and housing practices using available mate-
rials and context specific building practices
(Birkeland, 2008). Here, housing planners
can require potential builders to not only
comply with standards and technologies
but also highlight potential net positive
contributions, particularly, constructions
that use available wood, mudbrick and
other organic or renewable materials while
disincentivising permanent materials like
cement, metals, etc. (Birkeland, 2008).
Proposed buildings could also aim to pro-
vide ecosystem functions and regenerate
nearby wildlife corridors, greenbelts, etc.
However, despite its potential, net positive
design still ‘hover(s) uncomfortably’ within
the building certification approach and
commodified construction methods (Mang
and Reed, 2015: 8). It thus requires ‘a fun-
damental rethinking of planning, compli-
ance and approvals processes’ (Cole and
Fedoruk, 2015: 118).

Cosmovisions in planning as response to
resource use and resilience

I use cosmovisions in planning to refer to
other-than-growth-values, questions of eco-
logically unequal exchange and solidarities
in resource use. These are degrowth alterna-
tives that can engage the resource use and
resilience approaches at multiple scales. A
starting point of such cosmovisions is to
forge cultural imaginaries of living in a
region built on degrowth. Here, Buen Vivir
cosmovisions provide an apt cultural entry
point for re-imagining alternatives to
growth, emphasising quality of life, well-
being and intrinsic nature embedded in com-
munity (Gudynas, 2011). Originating from
transboundary Andean communities in
Ecuador and Bolivia and subsequently
incorporated into national constitutions,
Buen Vivir cannot be equivocated to
degrowth. However, both reject growth as
means to development, providing syncretic
advantages (Gudynas, 2011). The cultural
contribution of a Buen-Vivir-inspired-
degrowth is to enable institutions to pursue
other values beyond economic growth
(Gudynas, 2011). Here, multi-sectoral plan-
ning practices can integrate reciprocity,
cooperation and redistribution, rather than
merely competition, into regional planning
policies. Agenda 2030’s goal of poverty
reduction through effective resource mobili-
sation could benefit from such cosmovisions.
Buen Vivir also suggests qualitatively differ-
ent objectives which could be useful, for
example, in NUA’s food security objectives
as part of territorial planning. Buen Vivir
can also provide an ethical scaffolding for
non/more-than human rights in environmen-
tal planning practices (Demaria et al., 2013).
This goes beyond the instrumental and rela-
tional references to nature — as merely heri-
tage, resource and habitat — in Agenda 2030
and NUA (UN, 2015, 2017).
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Additionally, there is potential to re-ecologise
economy through such cosmovisions, offering
alternatives to the resource use approach.
Here, planning practices could centre social
metabolism assessments to highlight ecologi-
cally unequal exchange between different
scales: rural-urban, regional, national, or
international (Dorninger et al., 2021). This
enables planners to re-ecologise and repoliti-
cise questions of access and distribution of
resources and waste (cf. Muradian and
Martinez-Alier, 2001). Such assessments
allow environmental planning practices to
excavate the ecological underbelly of econ-
omy. They also potentiate the upscaling of
regenerative planning practices beyond
urban housing (Birkeland, 2008). Such prac-
tices therefore contribute towards the NUA
goals of prioritising efficient use of energy,
raw and building materials (UN, 2015, 2017;
UNEP, 2018).

A corollary is to rescale and regionalise
production—consumption — networks,  with
implications for resource use and resilience.
Granted, upscaling practices like urban gar-
dening as part of degrowth could perpetuate
low density urbanisation, nature destruction
and increase travel demands (Xue, 2022).
Similarly, globalising degrowth models like
bioregions disregards the disproportionate
ecological capacities and territorial restric-
tions involved (Xue, 2014). Here, the com-
mentary suggests the regional scale of
production-consumption as requiring atten-
tion. The regional scale offers avenues to
rescale production and consumption of food
and materials beyond the local while cush-
ioning risks of global dependence (cf.
Schneider et al., 2010). Reducing the length
of extraction and food—fuel chains offers
useful openings. For instance, Gudynas
(2013) uses Buen Vivir to envision post-
extractivist Latin American futures entailing
regionalised exports, decentralised renewable
energy and encultured food—fuel policies
between neighbouring countries. Similarly,

Wichter (2013) suggests regionalised renew-
able energy planning practices as part of
degrowth. Such regionalisation will also
enable the integration of solidarity econo-
mies and social enterprises into production
networks (Latouche, 2009; Schulz and
Bailey, 2014). Rescaling and regionalising
such networks would aim to reduce the foot-
prints of industrial production, intermediate
and final consumption, thereby challenging
the scales of unequal exchange. It would also
highlight the redistributive mechanisms and
planetary boundaries of resource use under
degrowth (Kaika et al., 2023).

Industrial ecologists and economic plan-
ners are central to such practices. Such
rescaled cosmovisions could potentially con-
tribute towards the Agenda 2030 goals of
reshaping global exports, reducing waste
and enhancing production networks (cf.
UN, 2015, 2017). Additionally, extractive
policies like the EU’s Critical Raw Materials
demands and other resource networks
(including from emerging economies) could
be potentially situated within similar contex-
tually derived cosmovisions. Such cultural,
ecological and economic cosmovisions could
offer alternatives to the resource use and
resilience approaches.

Conclusion

The commentary has highlighted potentials
for mainstream policies to engage with spe-
cific degrowth practices and concepts across
scales and vice-versa. It sketches a pathway
for localised degrowth practices to inform
larger scale planning practices and main-
stream international agendas (Kaika et al.,
2023). I outline three potential areas where
mainstream practices can learn from
degrowth. First, Agenda 2030 and NUA
could pay attention to other-than-growth-
values in resource management. Here, reci-
procity, cooperation, redistribution and the
ethics of non/more-than human rights could
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be potential planning objectives to pursue,
including in compact city policies. Secondly,
these mainstream policies could recognise
the importance of collective, convivial and
materially contextual housing practices in
deconstructing resilience and certification
responses. Third, these mainstream policies
could concentrate on social metabolism
assessments, ecologically unequal exchange,
regionalised cosmovisions and solidarities in
resource use (Gudynas, 2013; Schulz and
Bailey, 2014). These degrowth practices
could be integrated into mainstream funding
requirements, compliance and approval pro-
cedures as well as project implementation
practices.

Finally, I suggest that degrowth practices
and related cosmovisions can also benefit
from engaging with existing scales of specific
policy focus and practices by capitalising on
available  funding and technological
capacities.

The expectation of constant growth car-
ries an absurdity (Demaria et al., 2013) akin
to an expectation of growing taller every
year. Hence, focusing on mainstream climate
responses, this commentary pinpoints
degrowth opportunities for low-impact com-
pact building, regenerative design practices
and other-than-growth values at various
planning scales. Notwithstanding, these
practices are not panaceas either. Hence,
they go together with critical questions sur-
rounding commodification, access, distribu-
tion and ecological justice to constantly
repoliticise taken-for-granted processes.
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