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Grow-or-Die ... 

The Challenge of 
Self-Reliance 

by Don Alexander 

What would a sustainable economy look like in the Vancouver region? If 
economic activities and the impacts of those activities were confined to, say, 

the Fraser Valley, then a sustainable economy would be one which minimized its 
use of non-renewable resources, used renewable resources on a sustained yield basis, 
and created no more pollution than could be absorbed by the water, air, and soil 
without long-term impacts. It would also be an economy that enabled other species 
and their habitats to flourish. · 

We already have inspiring examples we 
can point to right now. For several years, 
most of a square block of vacant city land 
has been used by people in Strathcona -
one of Vancouver's oldest neighbourhoods 
- to grow food, flowers, and provide habi
tat for birds. This is food produced right 
within the city that requires no long distance 
transport using fossil fuels, nor pesticides 
and chemical fertilizers. 

The problem is that many of the things 
we consume don't come from our region 
and we in tum export many products, as 
well as garbage and hazardous wastes, to 
other regions. Also, it is estimated that hu-

. man beings are producing twice as much 
carbon dioxide as the atmosphere can ab- -

, sorb, thus creating the problem of the 
"greenhouse effect." Much of this comes 
from automobiles - as well as truck and 
train transport - and people in "developed" 
countries are largely responsible for it, as well 
as for a host of other damaging pollutants. 

THE GROWfH ILLUSION 

Whenever anyone challenges the impact 
that our profit and consumer-oriented econ
omy is having on the environment or on 
people who are less well-off, we're chas
tised for being anti-growth, anti-develop
ment, and anti-jobs. - What? Stop clear
cutting and put people out of work? Say no 
to a casino and new waterfront development 
because of the potential impact on the 
Downtown Eastside, and deny the city mil-

lions of dollars in tourist revenue? -
You've got to be kidding! _· 

The problem is that we continue to let 
economic interests push us around. For too 
long, environmental, quality of life, and 
social justice considerations have taken a 
back seat to the need of the economy to 
"grow". Much of this is built on the assump
tion that to refuse to compete - for in
stance, in the global marketplace - is to 
become impoverished; that if we don't get 
the growth, somebody else will. Another 
unquestioned assumption is that the way to 
improve the condition of people on the bot
tom is to encourage the proper climate for 
investment and business activity at the top, 
and let the spoils "trickle down." However, 
the flaw in this idea is that cities with "dy
namic" economies are often.very expensive 
places to live, and only a few of us ever 

really "get ahead" because our expenses 
continue to grow faster than our incomes. 
How many of us work 50-60 hours a week 
at unfulfilling jobs and give up our personal 
hobbies in order to attempt to buy a house 
or a condo? 

THE GROWfH REALITY 

From an ecological standpoint, the 
"more-growth-is-better" philosophy ig
nores a fundamental fact The earth is not 
growing. As it is, the human economy al
ready consumes 40 percent of all land-based 
energy and resources on the planet. Like a 
balloon growing inside a box, the economy 
will eventually either pop or burst the con
tainer that holds it. · 

The ideal solution would be to encourage 

different regions to become more self-reli
ant and to live off the _ecological "interest" 
that regions produce. If everyone, at a re
gional level, were living within their means, 
there would be no environmental problems 
at a global level, because global problems 
are just an accumulation of regional problems. 

In terms of building an economy that 
serves human ends, it's helpful to remember 
that economic activity is anything that ful
fills human needs or increases human wel
fare. Not all of these activities involve 
money, nor do they involve making a profit. 
When people grow food in their backyards 
or make dinner for a friend, there's no 
money changing hands, although tools and 
ingredients may have to be purchased. People 
who arentdon'tusuall ex tto et aidfor 

their labour, and many community projects rely 
almost entirely on the worlc of volunteers. 

A "WHOLE" ECONOMY 

Two Canadian researchers, David Ross 
and Peter Usher, have suggested that there 
are nine different ways that people engage 
in economic activity. These include house
hold activity and production (parenting, 
gardening, canning); mutual aid (friends 
helping each other move or assisting with 
building projects); barter and skills ex
changes (e.g. the LETS system); voluntary 
activity (working at the Food Bank); commu
nity enterprises, like arts groups; small busi
nesses; the public sector, and corporations. 

Oftentimes, commul)ities pin their hopes 
for job creation and economic development 
on corporations. But the corporate labour 
force has declined in recent years, and it is 
small firms of ten employees and under 
where most job creation has occurred. If 
we're going to develop an economic devel
ownent strategy for the Vancouver region, 
we should focus on the contribution that can 
be made by all nine sectors of what is called 
the whole economy, rather than on expen
sive megaprojects which often require a big 
investment by taxpayers and generate a va
riety of environmental and social problems. 

Moreover, rather than increasing our de
pendence on the import and export of re
sources and pollution-intensive activities, 
we should begin to live more within the 
carrying capacity of our region. This might 
involve using local wood resources sustain
ably, protecting the .region's farmland, in
stituting "buy-local" programs, and clean
ing up the ·Fraser so we could use more 
salmon for food'. There's no reason why 
more fruits and vegetables couldn't be 
grown within the city limits, as the Strath
cona gardeners are doing, nor laws passed 
to mandate the remanufacture of recycled 
raw materials so as to require less mining 
and harvesting of primary stocks. 

There's a lot we can do to make the econ
omy more sustainable. All it requires is a more 
accurate understanding of the whole econ
omy, and the will to not let economic interests 
dictate our civic and re ional a enda. A ~- . 


	Statement.pdf
	Alexander019_Redacted.pdf



