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The “Green Economy in the context of sustainable development” is one of the official themes of 
the Rio+20 Summit, as agreed by the UN General Assembly in December 2009. The term “Green 
Economy” will be the buzzword of Rio 2012 in the same way as “sustainable development” was 
for Rio 1992.  

Like sustainable development itself, the Green Economy means very different things to different 
people. Greenpeace rejects any definition of the Green Economy that is “business-as-usual” in 
disguise. For us, a green economy must be as fair and just as it is green. It must be about 
creating prosperity and equality while healing our oceans and forests, preventing climate chaos 
and protecting our natural heritage. It’s about enabling the Earth to provide safe food, water and 
well-being for all – also in the future.  

It’s as important to us what must not be in a Green Economy as what is. An economy based on 
nuclear energy, oil and coal, genetic engineering, toxic chemicals or the overexploitation of our 
forests and seas will never be sustainable or green.  

If governments are serious about delivering a Green Economy worth the name, they must: 

• Effectively regulate markets: Credible and consistent policy goals, legal frameworks and 
liability regimes are essential to steer societies from short-term profit maximisation to 
sustainable solutions. 

• End harmful subsidies and make prices tell the truth: In our vision of a Green Economy, 
subsidies for harmful technologies and wasteful practices are history. Instead, due to levies 
and regulation, prices of environmental and social “bads” reflect their true impacts on society, 
creating a level playing field for green solutions. 

• Accept and define ecological limits: Practices that have no role in a truly green economy – 
such as Arctic oil drilling or exploiting the tar sands – must be simply banned. Governments 
need to define what global resources are available. On that basis, they need to agree to bring 
absolute consumption of renewable and non-renewable resources and the impacts of their 
extraction within planetary boundaries in a fair and equitable manner. 

• Listen to people not the polluters, and take full responsibility for protecting their 
citizens from toxic pollution, climate disasters, nuclear risks and other environmental harms.  
This also includes securing their citizens’ rights, including their rights to clean air, fresh 
water, a healthy environment, food and shelter, rich biodiversity, and jobs. 

• Provide decent jobs and a just transition: Building green economies can stimulate much-
needed new employment and help retain and transform existing jobs. In just five years and with 
affordable investments, 48 million new jobs could be created in 12 countries around the world.1 

• Redefine security and abandon military overkill: Extraordinary amounts of money 
($1,738bn US dollars last year), imagination, and human ingenuity still go into protecting 
“national security” through military forces. Yet our world is not becoming safer. With current 
trends of natural resource use and pollution, we are heading towards increasing conflicts and 
chaos. These threats cannot be fought with guns and bombs. True security requires 
investments into clean, safe and fair societies. 

 



 
 
 
What Green Economies must not be  
• Greenwashing business-as-usual under a new label: “Clean” coal, nuclear power, genetic engineering, 

biofuels driving deforestation, big dams destroying the Amazon – all these things simply don’t belong in a truly 
green economy. 

• Nature’s sell out: Life on Earth must be preserved for all, not just for sale to the rich few. We must consider the 
Earth as Our Commons and value the vital services it provides. 

• Compromising human development and well-being: If we continue business-as-usual we endanger the 
ability of more and more people to lift themselves out of poverty and live a decent life. If we don’t end our 
destructive natural resource use, waste production and pollution, we will not have human well-being. It is 
already the poor who are suffering most from environmental degradation.  

• A technology fix: We need to deploy the best technologies we already have, and develop new ones. But we 
also need to admit that building fair and green societies isn’t about technology alone. It requires new kinds of 
cooperation, equity and sharing – within social and planetary boundaries. 

• A show of the mighty: Big corporations will have to adapt to planetary realities, and their leadership is needed. 
But green economy also needs to be locally rooted, for local needs and skills, and for ownership and long-term 
commitment. It must be about empowering people, communities and small and medium-size enterprises, to 
become agents of change. It must be about decentralised renewable energy production, enabling small-scale 
farmers to deploy agro-ecology, artisanal fishers having livelihoods, and so forth. 

• A replay of north-south divisions: Regardless of the label in fashion this time around, development in both 
North and South remains deeply unsustainable. Pursuing fair and green societies is a real global necessity, and 
is in the interest of every human being on this planet and every government. Early movers will find themselves 
ahead of the game in the coming decades. 

Governments’ “To Do” list for Rio and beyond 
Building green and fair economies requires 

• Abandoning GDP growth as an end goal per se and seeing economy as a mechanism to deliver our societal 
and environmental goals, which will have their respective indicators (see a separate briefing). 

• Accepting that green economies can’t be achieved with an “all of the above” approach. It’s about making clear 
choices, phasing out unsustainable practices and creating long-term consistency. 

• Getting the price signals right, through pricing pollution and phasing out environmentally and socially harmful 
subsidies – including to fossil fuels, forest destruction, destructive fishing practices and agrochemicals – through 
just transition plans, and by 2020 at the latest. 

• Regulation, including bans of unsustainable activities, both nationally and internationally. Regulation is 
often better able to deliver then price signals alone. 

• Massively increasing the value given to the environment in political decision making, but avoiding 
simplistic monetising of these values. Valuing must not equal privatising or even trading. 

• Assuring that new Sustainable Development Goals respect planetary boundaries to provide a visionary and 
credible framework for green economies. While having long-term vision, they must focus action on the next 5 
to 10 years, to avoid locking-in carbon and resource-heavy long-term trajectories (see separate briefing). 

• Establishing mandatory corporate accountability and liability rules. Innovative and solutions-driven 
businesses are needed, but corporations can’t just be volunteers. 

• Strengthening sustainable development governance in all levels, including by upgrading the UN 
Environmental Programme into a specialised agency (see separate briefing). 
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1  The International Trade Union Confederation. Growing Green and Decent Jobs. April 2012. 


