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FROM ECONOMICS TO SUSTAINOMICS: TRANSITION TO 

GREEN ECONOMY 
-S. NAVIN1 AND A.ASSIS STANLY SILVASTER2  

 

ABSTRACT 

 

It is no secret that all lives on earth are facing extinction. But not the type of extinction 

faced by dinosaurs, or the extinction through floods as depicted in the Old Testament 

of the Bible. If it happens it would be extinction due to economy. The economic 

system followed by major powers for the past century has led us to the current 

environmental crisis. This article tries to analyse the conventional economic strategies 

which has created a huge ecological debt and how replacing the old conventional 

economic principles with the new ‘green economy’ would save us from facing mass 

extinction. The paper also tries to find out whether by putting price tags on services 

provided by nature will facilitate the achievement of the desired equilibrium between 

economic development and protection of natural resources. 

  

																																																								
1 Student, LL.M., The Tamil Nadu Dr. Ambedkar Law University. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

For the past few decades the international community has been obsessed with 

Sustainable Development and its obsession is rightly justified. The pressing demand 

to protect the life sustaining nature of the earth has led the international forum to 

come up with an array of ideas, all deserving credit for its utility in its own sense. One 

such grand idea is the transition of the existing conventional economy based on 

exploitation of natural resources into a ‘Green Economy’. 

 

In 2011 the United Nations Environmental program published a report, “Towards a 

Green Economy: Pathways to Sustainable Development and Poverty Eradication,” 

defining green economy. It can be defined as low carbon, resource efficient and 

socially inclusive.3 The Green Economy aims to achieve the transition by increasing 

employment and create income driven by public and private investments in economic 

activities, infrastructure and assets that allow reduced carbon emissions and pollution, 

enhanced energy and resource efficiency, and prevention of the loss of biodiversity 

and ecosystem services.4 

 

The concept of green economy does not have an internationally agreed definition or 

universal principle. However the United Nations conference on sustainable 

development associates the concept Green Economy with Sustainable Development 

and elimination of poverty. It also further affirms that it would have differentiated 

approach based on local circumstances and ideologies of each members of the United 

Nations. 

 

Naturally being a socialistic country, India views green economy in the context of 

sustainable development and inclusive economic growth including poverty 

eradication. It undertakes to address all Social, Economic, and Environmental aspects 

of Sustainable development in a balanced manner. Green economy focuses 

specifically on the fundamental changes that are required to ensure that economic 

																																																								
3UNEP,https://www.unenvironment.org/regions/asia-and-pacific/regional-initiatives/supporting-resource 
efficiency/green-economy 
4 Towards a green economy, pathway to sustainable development and poverty eradication – a synthesis for policy 
makers, UNEP(2011),https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/126GER_synthesis_en.pdf 
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systems are made more sustainable and also focuses on the ways to address the deeply 

active causes of unsustainable economic development.  

 

NEED FOR TRANSITION 

 

For the worst part of the history, human beings have exploited earth to such extremes 

that the current generation is pushed to walk barefooted towards the future on a 

narrow block of metal, which represents the available resources. As resources are 

wasted the narrow block of metal is reduced and chipped down into a thin sheet of 

metal with sharp edges, which ultimately bleeds us to death. Meaning it would be too 

late to search for alternatives after irreparable loss of natural resources occurs. 

 

It is not as if the problem has been identified recently. In fact, many leaders and 

experts have shared similar opinion on this matter. In particular, the then Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi while speaking at the Stockholm Conference, 1972 pointed 

out that Population, pollution and poverty are integrated problems and must be dealt 

together as one. But till date instead of curing the disease, only the symptoms are 

treated. The main reasons include: 

 

• The poor decision making skills of the leaders who are focused on getting re-elected 

and earning wealth as proved by the Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI). CPI is 

an index published annually by Transparency International since 1995 which ranks 

countries "by their perceived levels of public sector corruption, as determined by 

expert assessments and opinion surveys."5 

• The third world countries in particular face a huge dilemma. The backwardness of 

the country gives no leeway for the government to bring positive policies and 

measures because it would lead the country into further ruins economically.  

• Lack of proper education stands at the pinnacle of the problem of degradation of 

the environment. Proper education empowers people to act responsibly. Even 

though the fruits of the labour take considerable amount of time. The results 

nevertheless would be able to pave a better future for the future generations. 

																																																								
5 Transparency International, https://www.transparency.org/research/cpi/overview 
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• The industrial revolution of the first world countries was premised entirely on 

exploiting natural resources. So they simply cannot ask the developing countries to 

stop their industrial revolution without giving them proper aid in the form of 

technology transfer and grants.  

 

By transitioning the economy into a green economy it achieves: Decarbonisation of 

the economy, Commits the environmental community to justice and equality, and 

conservation of the biosphere. An important step moving ahead includes changing 

the conception of growth and prosperity – achieving more with less and creating real 

wealth and quality of life. 

 

TO ADAPT GREEN ECONOMY 

 

1. Energy audit can reduce your building’s climate footprint and lead to 

significant savings in energy costs. Energy audit is used to evaluate the total 

impact on the environment due to its activities, or a product. It takes into 

account the energy use, amount of raw materials extracted, the pollution 

caused during extracting to manufacturing and usage, how the wastes are 

disposed off and the prospects of recycling. 

 

2. Overfishing in many parts of the world threatens to deplete future fish 

stocks. We can avoid this by working to promote sustainable fishing 

practices.6 

 

3. Deforestation accounts for close to 20% of the world’s greenhouse gas 

emissions. By using alternatives such as hemp, cork which grow faster and 

are stronger than wood and wood composites, which practically pushes 

towards more sustainable use of trees. 

 

4. Sustainably managed forests can continue to support communities and 

ecosystems without damaging environment and climate. 

																																																								
6 OCEANEOS, http://oceaneos.org/sustainable-fishery/. 
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5. Use electronic files to reduce your demand for paper products. 

 

6. When you support certified sustainable forest products, you support a 

healthy environment and sustainable livelihoods. Certified sustainable forest 

products lets the consumers know the entire history of the product such as 

where it was extracted, how it was processed, whether it was legally procured, 

are the forests being sustainably managed and controlled.  

 

7. Car-pooling or taking public transport reduces environmental impacts and 

economic costs while strengthening community. 

 

8. Walking or riding a bicycle for short trips is good for your health and the 

environment. 

 

9. Taking small steps towards wise water use can help conserve this precious 

resource. 

 

10. Resource efficiency is the key to a Green Economy and water is one of our 

most important resources. 

 

11. The development of clean, renewable energy by using solar, wind, tidal, etc 

will contribute to green economy. 

 

12. Moving towards a green economy has the potential to achieve sustainable 

development and eradicate poverty on an unprecedented scale, with speed 

and effectiveness. 

 

 

 

GDP – DESTROYING THE PLANET 

 



      Corpus Juris                                                                                                 ISSN: 2582-2918  
      The Law Journal   website: www.corpusjuris.co.in	
	

 CORPUS JURIS|6 

What is GDP? To be precise, it is everywhere around us, for example automobiles, 

shoes, engineers and painters. They are all part of the GDP. Some produce goods and 

some provide services. So when we combine the values of goods and services we get 

Gross Domestic Product.  

 

Similarly, we can calculate the GDP of a country by adding all the income generated 

by individuals in a year. Which leads us to form an assumption that, higher the GDP 

means everyone is doing great. But that is not the case. GDP does not calculate the 

extent of damage and the adverse impact it causes to the environment. Lots of cars 

on the roads mean more money in the pockets of the car producers. But what good 

does it do when the major cities are covered with pollution. 

 

Economic growth is the aim of nearly every country. Growth means more money is 

being pumped in the economy of a country. There is a problem with this is. In reality, 

over the past couple of decades, especially in the developed world, wages have not 

raised for people to have more money to spend. And due to this, Governments have 

not been able to raise enough tax to support great levels of spending. This should have 

caused the economy to stop growing.7 But it did not stop; rather the governments, 

companies and people have kept on borrowing money from all over the place and rely 

on high risk investments.  

 

As a result, the economy has continued to grow but on the foundations of increasing 

debt. The most common measure for wealth and development of the country is the 

GDP. It is the total value of everything we make and spend. For houses it would be 

buying TV, fridge etc, for companies its office materials. For governments, they have 

to run hospitals and schools, provide security and clean environment and make sure 

every basic need of society is met. In today’s world, higher the GDP, the greater is the 

wealth of the nation. 

 

																																																								
7 According to the Phillips curve, named after the economist William Phillips, higher inflation means low 
unemployment and low inflation means high unemployment. So if the current trend of keeping the economy inflated 
by relying on natural resources continues, it would deplete more resources till all the reserves are completely empty. 
This would ultimately result in both, an unstable environment and high unemployment.  
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The way our economy works now is that we measure progress in terms of GDP, which 

would actually only measure the financial flow of the economy. It does not measure 

all the other important things like the way in which we use the resources. 

 

Everybody talks about growth but how can you have unlimited continuous growth on 

a finite planet. A finite planet basically forces you to rethink the way we are 

progressing. At the moment, the way we are progressing is forcing us to use more and 

more materials, energy and resources. The problem with GDP is that it does not 

calculate nor does it include the value of important services the nature provides us, 

such as clean air and water.  Another problem with GDP is that it does not includes 

the costs to the society caused due to environmental pollution from the production 

of chemicals, energy, materials, dumping of wastes or overusing resources. 

 

The fundamental problem is that the GDP model was created at a time when the 

economies did not know the limits of nature’s ability to support human activities. But 

we are now at the threshold of breaking those limits. GDP is short-sighted, because 

it counts the depletion and degradation of our natural wealth as if it was economic 

gain, but in reality it is actually an irreparable loss. If India was to cut down all its 

forests, GDP would grow as it counts only the timber value of the forest when they 

are sold at the market.   

 

The forest otherwise stands to have immense value by protecting wildlife and rich 

biodiversity, providing clean water and soils, protecting from landslides, minimising 

carbon emissions into the atmosphere and so much more. But because these services 

and values to the society are invisible within the GDP, it stands no surprise that the 

world is under a huge ecological debt. The more fossil fuels we burn, the more 

greenhouse gases we emit, the more GDP grows and therefore according to 

conventional economics, the better-off we are supposed to be. 

 

However, apart from the physical market there exists a paper market. It is possible for 

a bank to sell forward paper gold to supply later, than much more then there is on the 

planet. But it needs to, called as financial bubbles, sell things which do not exist. The 

same happens to other resources such as lead, aluminium, even coffee. This practice 
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distorts the market and corrupts the price mechanism leading the market to lose its 

efficiency. 

 

ENVIRONMENT & ECONOMICS – FINDING THE BALANCE 

 

In order to have a basis understanding of economics, let us take the example the ‘law 

of Supply and Demand’. Imagine you want to manufacture and sell a doll, but it is not 

sure there is a demand for the doll. At the initial stage, let us say you fix forty rupees, 

not knowing the market status. Generally, the lower the price, the greater the demand 

would be. So naturally the demand for a forty-rupee doll would be around 60 dolls 

creating shortage. On the other hand, if you manufacture forty dolls priced at eighty 

rupees, then the demand would be less, at approximately 20 dolls, creating surplus. 

The correct equilibrium would be to sell fifty dolls at fifty rupees as shown below. 

 

 
X axis – Quantity,Y axis – Rupee. 

 

Now the problem with the supply and demand curve is that the manufacturing and 

selling cost is determined only by price of raw material and labour. It fails to include 

the ‘Externalities’ such as the stress it puts on the limits of nature in the form of 
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pollution and its natural resource producing capacity. The revised supply and demand, 

taking into account the ‘Externalities’, the new equilibrium would be little pricy and 

less demanded but at the cost of saving the environment along with its finite sources 

as shown under. This is the guiding principle of ‘Environmental Economics’. 

 

 
X axis – Quantity, Y axis – Rupee. 

 

 

SUSTAINOMICS 

 

Sustainomics can be defined as a trans-disciplinary, integrative, comprehensive, 

balanced, heuristic and practical framework for making development more 

sustainable. Under the concept of Sustainomics, the term ‘Sustainable Development’ 

finds a larger meaning.8 It can be defined as the process for improving the range 

opportunities that will enable human beings and communities to achieve their 

aspirations and full potential over a sustained period of time, while maintaining the 

resilience of economic, social and environmental systems. The main principles of 

Sustainomics are: 

																																																								
8 MOHAN MUNASINGHE, Sustainable Development In Practice – Sustainomics Methodology and Applications  
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1. To change the ongoing and future development projects more sustainable. 

 

2. To give equal consideration for the three dimensions of sustainability (social, 

economic and environmental). 

 

3. Facilitating integration by surpassing conventional limits imposed by space, time, 

stakeholder comments, discipline, and operational needs. 

 

4. Implementing innovative methods and tools throughout the entire process, from 

data gathering to policy implementation and feedback. 

 

However, there are a few obstacles for the implementation of the key sustainable 

development practices, such as: 

 

1. Poverty and inequality.  

2. Poverty, inequality and human well-being exists in different forms in different 

places. 

3. Globalization. 

4. Private-public balance. 

5. Environmental damage. 

6. Conflict and competition for resources. 

7. Poor governance. 

 

Replacing the GDP (Gross Development Product) with GPI9 (Genuine progress 

index) will include these ‘Externalities’ such as pollution, health of the nation, resource 

depletion and education into the wealth of the nation. We can also give valuation to 

the ecosystem services. By doing so we would have to revise the regulations on 

pollution emissions. 

 
 

																																																								
9 ADAM HAYES, Genuine Progress Indicator, Investopedia (July, 8, 2019), 
https://www.investopedia.com/terms/g/gpi.asp 
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CONCLUSION 

 

Generally, prices of a product help us to determine what to buy and what not to buy, 

and what to do and what not to do. Currently there is no price on destroying nature. 

So if one has a mine, and just digging into it taking resources, he does not pay for the 

damage caused. When it comes to the use of natural resources, it seems that no one 

intends to hold back. We are using up more than the rate it regenerates naturally. We 

are building up on environmental debt. Green Accounting – a process to quantify to 

services provided by the nature in order to understand economic implications, create 

policies which helps to conserve natural capital, and find out the exact amount 

necessary to be invested in order to enable the transition into a green economy.10 

Simply by moving from GDP to GPI the entire economy stands to take a step in the 

right direction towards a more sustainable future.  

 

Another matter to resolve is the policy making criteria of major players who are 

especially against sustainable practices for reasons. For example, the United States 

being one of the major contributors to The United Nations has always kept Oil and 

its sub products as its central economic agenda. As long as the United States does not 

move away from oil exporting the global dream of sustainability will remain a dream. 

When a developed country as the United States with its deep financial pockets does 

not change its trend, it would be impossible for the developed countries to change 

their policies. It is possible to transform the existing economy into a more safer, 

renewable and sustainable economy by formulating policies in all areas which directly 

and indirectly influence the natural capital.  

 

It is now clear just how unsustainable our current use of resources has become and to 

make matters worse, we continue to increase our resource use as every year the global 

population increases. If the current trends continue we will need another earth to 

support our life.  

  

																																																								
10 GABRIEL GORDON – HARPER, The Transition To A Green Economy, The SAIS Europe Journal, (February 
03, 2020 02:17 PM) http://www.saisjournal.org/posts/the-transition-to-a-green-economy 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

• Streamlining products which are pumped into the market by establishing 

common standards with good quality in order to prohibit products of less 

quality to enter into the market which would reflect in less natural capital being 

exploited.  

 

• Pricing natural resources based on amount of pollution exerted, raw materials 

exploited and services provided; directly under taxes rather than imposing 

penalties. This would yield the twin benefits of both responsible actions on 

the part of resource utilizes and polluters and raises capital on order to fund 

the transition to a green economy. These Green Taxes have also been termed 

as ‘Pigovian taxes’.11 The ideal Pigovian tax, on efficiency grounds, reflects the 

exact cost of pollution.   

 

• Restricting exploitation based on the criteria established by the local 

communities due to the logic that, “no one other than themselves will be able 

to look after their own interests in the best way possible both environmentally 

and economically”. In order to control exploitation, governments and 

consumers should prohibit and refuse respectively products which are 

procured illegally. 

 

• Give more incentives and exemptions to business which employs green 

technology in order to encourage new business ventures and facilitate the 

transition for existing businesses  

  

																																																								
11 R. KERRY TURNER et al, Environmental Economics 166-167 (Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1994). 
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