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Decoupling wealth
from resource use 
is at the core of our
Panel’s agenda. 

And is at the core
of the Green Week’s
Resource Efficiency
campaign
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• Text
 

will
 

go here

Our first 
Decoupling 
Report  was 
presented this 
month in New 
York.

And the 
Decoupling work 
goes on. 
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Dr. Ashok Khosla and I share 
the honour of co-chairing the 
International Resource 
Panel, (formerly known as 
International Panel for Sustainable 
Management).

The Panel was set up in 2007 by UNEP, 
generously supported by the EU and several 
countries. It held its first working session in 
Rome, 3 years ago.
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First Panel Reports on

• Biofuels: October, 2009
• Metals: 1 in 2010, 1 in 2011
• Impacts: first in 2010
•.Decoupling: first in 2011
• Water: first in 2011?

Visibility is growing. 
A million downloads at least.
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Why Decoupling?

1. 7b people want decent life styles;
2. Today‘s ‚decent lifestyles‘ are far too resource 

intensive; we would need 3 – 5 planets Earth to 
accommodate 7 billion of them;

3. Decoupling is technically feasible;
4. Decoupling can be made politically attractive.
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Resource challenges requiring decoupling are 
• energy, 
• minerals, 
• water, 
• and land
At the IRP we address them all, perhaps 

neglecting energy a bit (because everyone 
else addresses energy).
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What is meant by Decoupling?
It is decoupling (1) well-being from GDP; (2) GDP from resource 

use, (3) resource use from environmental impact

3 aspects of decoupling

‚beyond GDP‘
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Relative versus absolute decoupling

Picture from Mark Swilling
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Figure 2.2
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The ideal curve of decoupling is the Kuznets curve 
of local pollution. (A very convenient paradigm, 

serving for lots of excuses!)
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But: CO2 intensity and GDP so far go hand in hand!
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So one big task will be creating the Kuznets Curve

„rich and 
carbon free“
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… and then assist developing countries to „tunnel 
through that curve“, short-cutting the dirty hill!

„rich and 
carbon free“
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Also DMC (Domestic Material Consumption) goes with GDP
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Also here, we should create the Kuznets Curve
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… and assist developing countries to tunnel through
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Let me now mention some of the contributions of 
the International Resource Panel.

These two pictures you have already seen
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Similarly, our Panel 
Report on environmental 
impacts of consumption 
and production, May, 2010,

shows ….
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… that higher  
expenditures (for food, 
mobility, clothing etc.), 
mean bigger carbon 
footprints.

Again: no real 
decoupling so far.
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Two metal reports, on Metal Stocks in Society, 2010, 
and Recycling Rates …

… also 
contain 
depressing 
results, 
such as …
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that specialty metals have recycling rates below 1%!



RE.gif

… and that at a time 
where OECD 
countries complain 
that China is not 
exporting enough of 
their treasures of  
Rare Earths

(97 % of Rare Earths 
mining yields is in China)

Source: Maren Liedtke and Harald Elsner. 2009. Seltene Erden. Commodity

 

Top News #31, Hannover.
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The Panel looks forward to its first 
report on sustainable water 
management. But here again, I fear 
serious research will tell us that 
water consumption goes with GDP, 
i.e. little decoupling.

Source:  C. Hagelüken, 
Umicore
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Well, some decoupling is actually happening. But, 
except for pollutants, mostly „relative decoupling“.

Source: Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (2004)

Netherlands: 
Absolute reduction

 of waste, relative 
decoupling

 
of CO2

 emissions



RE.gif

Even on material resources, our first decoupling 
report shows some relative decoupling 

GDP grew faster than global material 
extraction in these four categories
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And a modest reduction of material intensity
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Source: 
http://ec.europa.eu/pblic_opinion/flash/fl_316_en.pdf

A recent Eurobarometer study shows that Europeans 
believe that we can become more resource efficient!  



RE.gif

To move from the slightly depressing fact finding job, 
let me now turn to a more radical agenda. 

I sense we are heading for major disruptions unless we 
go for a truly fundamental transformation.

I also sense that Europe and East Asia can become the 
leaders in that transformation and will gain enormous 
strength in the process.
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Why am I talking about major disruptions?
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. 

Presently we are destabilizing Greenland! 
(Freshwater coverage during Summers 1992 and 2002)
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Sea level rise can take catastrophic speed! 
(after Michael Tooley. Global sea-levels: floodwaters mark sudden rise. Nature 342 

(6245), p 20 - 21 1989) 
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If the Greenland ice disappears, half of Bangladesh 
would be drowned
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Asian growth zones 
– mostly at the sea 
shore!
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Fukushima:  nuclear cannot be the answer
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•Reduce carbon intensity of energy

•Reduce energy intensity of wealth

•Reduce wealth

Three options exist to respond to the 
CO2 challenge:
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Conventional answers look like this:

80% less carbon per unit of energy

10% less energy per GDP

10% less wealth.
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I prefer a different carbon strategy

30% less carbon per unit of energy

65% less energy per GDP

Perhaps 5% less GDP
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I therefore prefer a different carbon strategy

30% less carbon per unit of energy

65% less energy per GDP

Perhaps 5%* less GDP

*but this modest figure 
only holds if we really 
think and act big on 
efficiency!  
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To convince you that thinking and acting big 
on efficiency is possible, 

… I am proposing to you a question from a 
freshman‘s class of physics.
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Imagine a bucket 
of water of 10 kg 

weight 

How many 
kilowatt- 

hours 
do you need to lift 

it  from sea level 
to the top of   

Mount Everest? 
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(Under ideal conditions) 

the answer is: 
One quarter of a 
kilowatthour!

(knowing that one watt- 
second is one Joule or one 
Newton-meter; ¼ kwh is 
900.000 watt-seconds)

1 kwh
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Factor Five is a book documenting that technologies and 
policies are available for a five fold improvement!

December, 2009 March, 2010 October, 2010 
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Let us run through some examples of the 
„Factor Five“ revolution.
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Amory Lovins’ “Hypercar”: 
1,2 l/100km 

Today’s fleet
5-12 l/100km
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“Passive houses”: a factor of ten more heat efficient
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Refurbishing existing buildings
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LED replacing incandescent bulbs: a factor of 10

Philips 7W  Master  LED
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From Portland cement to geopolymer cement
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From sprawl &12 lane highways to high density cities
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From rotten trains to high speed trains

Amtrak Shinkansen
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Seasonal diets, organic farming, a little less beef
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From using water once to purifying (recycling) it
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From flood irrigation to advanced drip irrigation
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From excessive mining to the “cyclical economy”
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Specialty metals recovery isn‘t hopeless: they come in families 
opening avenues for recycling.

Source:  C. Hagelüken, 
Umicore
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This was a little window opened to the new 
world of a five-fold increase of resource 
productivity.
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The 6th Kondratiev needs a 
new understanding of productivity

Old :

Increasing 
labour 
productivity

New :

Increasing 
resource 
productivity
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Labour productivity increased twentyfold 
since 1850. After learning about the Factor 

Five opportunities, we can‘t consider it 
utopian to think of resource productivity 

increasing fivefold in 50 years and perhaps 
tenfold in 100 years!
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Labour productivity rose in parallel with labour costs
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Prices of industrial

 

commodities

 

& energy, in constant

 

dollars

On the other hand, for 200 years resource prices were falling.

The recent price rise continued after 2004 (the end of this picture) 

2000- 
2004
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To copy the success story of labour 
productivity in parallel with labour 

costs, energyenergy and and otherother resourceresource pricesprices
couldcould bebe movedmoved up in parallel up in parallel withwith 

documenteddocumented resourceresource productivityproductivity gainsgains..

Some adjustments for the poor and for 
industry are conceivable.
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High energy prices need not hurt the economy. 
Japan blossomed during the 15 years of highest 

energy prices.
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Who would win, who would lose?
(1. inside countries)

Winning: green business including recycling, 
renewable energies, water purification, high tech; 
crafts; science; education; communication; 
railroads; consultants (not all!); culture. 

Losing: heavy transport, heavy industry, mining, 
urban sprawl development, wasteful consumers.
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Who would win, who would lose?
(2. among countries)

Winning: Europe, Asia, developing 
countries poor in natural resources. 
(i.e. some 90% of the world population)

Losing: the usual suspects (next picture)
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Red are the high  CO2 emitters.
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(Not speaking on behalf of the resource Panel) 
I foresee, at the horizon, an alliance between 

Europe and Asia, (plus most of the developing 
countries), representing some 90% of the world 

population, on

• real climate policy;

• cyclical economy, 6th Kondratiev;

• ecological price policies.
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Obviously, such considerations are far beyond 
the scope of the International Resource Panel.

What the Resource Panel can do is

•• showingshowing thatthat massive massive decouplingdecoupling isis doabledoable,,

•• considerableconsiderable policypolicy changeschanges areare unavoidableunavoidable,,

•• notablynotably regardingregarding thethe pricingpricing of of resourcesresources..

That‘s the scope of the Decoupling 2 Report.
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Thank you for inviting me and the 
International Resource Panel 
to the Green Week!
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Thank you for inviting me and the
International Resource Panel 
to the Green Week!

And thank you for listening!
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