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Abstract 

This study aims at substantiating the hypothesis that the renewable energy industry 

(REI) is becoming a significant factor for economic growth in the United States. The 

study also assesses various aspects of the relationship between economic growth and 

ecological degradation, and looks at different ways that the economic system can adapt 

to the needs of the natural environment in order to make growth sustainable. It further 

evaluates the usefulness of three different approaches; limiting growth, piecemeal fixes 

to damaging economic practices, and removal of the connection between environmental 

degradation and economic growth, and evaluate whether these measures, despite their 

good prospects, might still have unwanted consequences to the natural environment. 

The ―great unasked question‖1 in the debate pertaining to the environmental crisis, 

namely the issue of consumption, is also addressed. I look at the various ways of 

limiting consumption and assess their potential for success based on the pathological 

instincts that make consumption more than just the act of buying things. 

Green products and green technologies are offering ways to remove the connection 

between environmental degradation and economic growth, but are these items really 

environmentally benign? This question is a red thread throughout the thesis, and is also 

applied to my case study from Iowa. Iowa has over the past decade become a national 

leader in renewable energy, ranking among the top three producers of wind generated 

power, and the state is also home to a substantial biofuels industry. This development is 

the result of strategic planning from the state government, and makes it a valid 

assumption to think that the Iowa economy is becoming more ecologically benign. 

However, Harvey Molotch‘s growth machine theory suggests that government is in fact 

controlled by local growth coalitions which sole aim is economic growth. The 

coalitions‘ relentless pursuit for economic growth makes environmental concerns 

secondary. I therefore draw up five criteria for what an ecologically prudent economic 

growth model would look like, and look for traces for how the growth machine in Iowa 

is undermining the realization of this model, while also looking for signs that the Iowa 

economy could be moving in the direction of an ecologically sound economy. 

 

                                                           
1
 (Guha, How Much Should a Person Consume 2006, 123) 
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Chapter 1. Introduction 

The topic for this thesis emerged as a result of my own mixed feelings towards ―green 

technology‖ as a means to check the pending climate change. On the one hand I 

welcomed these innovations; time is pressing and people slow to change. On the other 

hand I cannot help but object to the contempocentrism and anthropocentrism that 

hallmark modern society. In order to gather a deeper understanding of the mechanisms 

that steer the direction of economic growth and environmental policies I therefore chose 

to evaluate the different options that exist; from small changes that can make economic 

growth more benign, to theories that suggest a complete systemic restructuring.  

The state of Iowa presented itself as a great case to study what seemed to be a green 

economy in the making. Iowa has over the past decade become a national leader in 

renewable energy, ranking among the top three producers of wind generated power, and 

the state is also home to a substantial biofuels industry. This development is the result 

of strategic planning from the state government, and makes it a valid assumption to 

think that the Iowa economy is becoming more ecologically benign. And as my case 

study from shows, wind power technology has provided a successful way to extract 

renewable energy at minimal cost to the environment. At the same time the study shows 

that Iowan production of biofuels is partly the cause of an increasing dead-zone in the 

Gulf of Mexico. Ideas of green consumption and green technology are therefore double 

edged swords that need to be applied with caution.  
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1.1. Organization of the Thesis 
The remaining parts of the study are organized as follows: 

Chapter 2 introduces the hypothesis and the central questions of the study. It also 

includes the main literature pertaining to economic growth and ecological degradation. 

In addition it presents Harvey Molotch‘s growth machine theory which is used as the 

basis for my case study from the state of Iowa. Finally this chapter lies out and analyzes 

the methodological approach used in the study. 

Chapter 3 offers a brief account of the study of the relationship between 

environmentalism and economic growth since the 1960, before it moves on to analyzing 

the causes and effects of economic growth and environmental degradation. This 

discussion is divided into three overarching segments: number one looks at various 

ways that economic growth can prevent or mend the damages it has been causing the 

environment. The second part addresses governmental and corporate responsibilities on 

the road to a green economy, and the last part addresses an issue that is complicating the 

attempts to move towards an ecologically benign economic growth, namely the question 

of consumption.  

Chapter 4 presents the case study from Iowa. The chapter addresses the failure of the 

federal government to develop an ecologically sound economy, and the local and 

private initiatives that have come as a result of the lacking interest from the central 

government. I then give a brief account of the Iowan economy through factors that 

affect the decisions of the growth machine. The chapter then goes on and presents the 

taxonomy of the growth machine and how it is working in Iowa. Based on the previous 

analyses in my study, as well as the assumptions of growth machine theory, I identify 

criteria that will make the basis for what I choose to call the ecological prudent growth 

model (EPG). Returning to the study of Iowa I then assess how the growth machine is 

undermining the realization of the EPG, and also look for signs for a beginning 

movement towards ecologically sound economic growth. 

Chapter 6 presents the main findings and concludes the thesis. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology and Theoretical Foundations 

2.1. Thesis Topic and Hypothesis 

The topic for this thesis is the modern economic system and how it stands in 

relationship to the pending environmental crisis. The first part of the study focuses on 

how this relationship will or should develop, while I in the latter part of the study 

analyze the development of the renewable industry sector in Iowa to see if it is bringing 

about an ecologically prudent economic growth. 

The general hypothesis under scrutiny is that the renewable energy industry (REI) is 

becoming a significant factor for economic growth in the United States. On the 

background of this assessment I ask the following question: is the increased market 

share of biofuels, wind energy and other green products making the economy green? 

Several theories suggest that the problematic relationship between economic growth and 

the natural environment can and will be eliminated by the workings of market 

mechanisms, and by the nature of green products it is a reasonable assumption to think 

that they confirm these hypotheses.
2
 However, other studies have made the opposite 

conclusion; that green products are only fueling consumption that appears to be green, 

but really is not.  

If the latter category of scholars is right; what changes are required for the modern 

economic system to arrive at an ecologically benign growth regime? To address this 

question I have chosen to focus on the possible directions that the modern economic 

system can move to become ecologically benign. Economic growth is by many seen as 

the main perpetrator behind the environmental crisis, but is that to say that a limitation 

of growth necessarily will result in a sounder environment? Or are the technologies that 

are generated by economic growth able to fix the problems they are causing? A third 

option is also available; and I ask if and how it is possible remove the connection 

between the ecology and the economy? The answer to these questions provide a 

background of the social, political and corporate conditions that shape the connection 

between economic growth and ecological damage, which again can indicate whether it 

possible for a new economic model to replace the most prevalent feature of the modern 

economic system, namely the growth imperative.  

                                                           
2
 (Solow 1956)(Pilzer, Unlimited Wealth 1994) 
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To test my thesis I look at the renewable energy industries in Iowa which have 

expanded drastically over the past years, today being among the nation‘s leaders in 

these sectors. Prior studies have indicated that coalitions of local elites and local 

government, termed growth machine by Harvey Molotch, effectively stand in the way 

for attempts to green the economy, because the sole aim of these coalitions is to 

generate economic growth, making the environment a secondary concern. However, if 

Molotch‘s‘ evaluation is correct, then a green accumulation base, represented in Iowa 

by the renewable energy industry, would eliminate this problem of the relationship 

between the growth coalition and the ecology. And if this is the case, can we say that 

the modern economy has is adopting an ecologically prudent growth model that 

replaces the power of the growth machine? Or has the renewable energy been integrated 

to fit the growth imperative the way Molotch warns about, so that the economy will 

only remain ecologically sound if it makes economic sense for the growth coalitions? 

2.1.1. Literature Review 

The literature on the effects of economic growth on environmental degradation includes 

academic articles, reports and policy recommendations. The literature mainly provides 

theoretical and philosophical solutions to this dilemma and I therefore choose to 

structure this section as follows: First I present an overview of the main findings on the 

connection between economic growth and the ecological crisis, and how the 

relationship between these two can best be herded.  Secondly, and based on these 

findings, I review the literature in order to develop the main question of this thesis.  

2.1.1.1. Ecology and Economy – Three Perspectives and a Complicating 

Factor  

Literature addressing the relationship between economic growth and ecological 

degradation is roughly divided into three different schools of thought. The first group is 

hallmarked by its faith in progress and technology‘s ability to fix any negatives it is 

causing. These theories in general follow Robert Solow‘s exogenous growth model3 

which shows that technological innovation provides ways of circumventing resource 

scarcity. 4 The models are based on neoclassical assumptions of the market as a self 

                                                           
3
 The model is also referred to as the neoclassical growth model or the Solow-Swan growth model. 

4
The beginning of this idea emerged in the 1950s with Robert Solow’s model as an attempt to replace 

the Harrod-Domar model which stated that economic growth exists in equilibrium between capital and 
labor. These two factors fluctuate slightly and secure steady growth until the economy reaches a point 
where there is no more capital or labor to invest. The economy has then reached what the H-D-model 
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correcting system, and they presume that technology will eliminate limits to growth and 

that pollution will decrease without abatement specific technology.5 Paul Zane Pilzer 

claims that ―advancing technology constantly changes our very definition of ―physical 

resources‖ as new ones are discovered‖, whereby technological development has 

created a new alchemy where scientific innovation allows us to circumvent resource 

scarcity, as well as uneven distribution of material goods.6   

A continuation of this tradition exists in what is referred to as Environmental Kuznets’s 

Curve literature (EKC literature). These studies show that growth does not have to be 

limited in order to save the natural environment, and are based on the EKC model 

which shows that ecological degradation is reversed once a society reaches a certain 

income level, and then declines proportionally with expanded growth.7/8 Technological 

progress is of key importance to keeping economic growth alive and also to put a cap on 

many of the ecologically damaging processes that technology itself is causing. 9 

Economic growth will thus in time solve the crisis of resource scarcity and degradation 

in developing countries, while economic growth and human well-being can continue to 

develop in industrialized countries.10 Ecological modernization allows some green 

objectives to enter into the political discourse when they do not threaten or better 

support the state imperatives of accumulation and legitimacy. 11 Daniel Esty and 

Andrew Winston urge the use of market mechanisms to make corporations greener, and 

identify several steps that businesses can take to adapt their company‘s production to 

obtain what they call an eco-advantage. By being one step ahead of environmental 

regulations and executing ecological responsibility, companies can avoid large costs due 

to restructuring,12 simultaneously avoiding ecological degradation and allowing 

continued economic growth. Some theories also warn against trying to limit growth 

because such measures will create economic insecurity among people, and financial 

                                                                                                                                                                          
calls a steady state. Solow’s model included technological advancement as a factor, concluding that 
progress had removed limits to growth, making it possible to circumvent the steady state. 
5
 (W. A. Brock 2004, 6) 

6
 (Pilzer, Unlimited Wealth 1994) (Pilzer, God Wants You to be Rich 1997, 16) 

7
 (Brock og Taylor, Economic Growth and the Environment - A Reveiew of Theory and Empirics 2004) 

(Grossman og Krueger 1994, 18) 
8
 The EKC is further described in the later chapter A Changing Climate for Green Growth? 

The Study of Environmentalism and Economic Growth since the 1960s on page 19 
9
 (Grossman og Krueger 1994) 

10
(Sachs 2008) 

11
 (Barry Vol. 1, Nos. 3/4 2007)  

12
 (Esty og Winston 2009) 
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instability is believed to cause ethnic hostility and also have other negative effects on 

human interaction.
13

 Progress is therefore a matter of maintaining a healthy society and 

social harmony. Progress and technological innovation are deemed success factors by 

this group, as it is for the next school of thought to be presented. However, while the 

first group poses a great faith in the market‘s ability to regulate itself, this next 

collection of scholars believe that government involvement is necessary to spur and 

steer the direction of green technologies and ecologically benign growth. 

This second group is thus part of a trend that reflects optimism for the opportunities that 

arise from cooperation between government and business, articulated here by Thomas 

Friedman who says that with all the green inventions that are turning up around the U.S. 

it seems like the country is ―primed for a green revolution.‖ But, he says, the 

government has to take an active part in order for these innovations to become a 

significant component of the market. The government should support basic research so 

that investors who see commercial opportunities in green innovations can pursue their 

goals with a decreased risk of investment.14  The political administrative system (PAS) 

can also contribute by enhanced regulation and by offering economic incentives for 

companies to engage in voluntary abatement programs.
15

 That the programs are 

voluntary should however not prevent the government from being exceedingly involved 

in their execution; a study from the University of Pennsylvania shows that voluntary 

corporate environmentalism has limited effect, and though environmental initiatives that 

spring from corporate social responsibility (CSR) usually have clear initial gains, these 

positives gradually diminish because the programs tend to lose momentum over time.16 

Other similar studies correspond to these findings, concluding that voluntary efforts 

have little effect ―where there is a clear desire for major change in behavior‖ and 

recommend these programs only as temporary resolutions when regulation seems 

premature or lack political support.‖17 

A third group of scholars argue that the future of our global environment is dependent 

on a limitation of economic growth. This group opposes growth for several reasons; the 

least fundamental deem that the traditional paths to environmentalism, like 

                                                           
13

 (B. M. Friedman 2005) 
14

 (T. L. Friedman 2009) 
15

 (Peterson, McKinstry Jr. og Dernbach 2008) 
16

 (Morgenstern, Pizer og eds. 2006) 
17

 (Borck og Coglianese 2009)  
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technological fixes and conservationism, are not working well enough,18 while other 

more radical views object to economic growth due to its negligence of ―real values‖ 

such as kinship, safety and solidarity.19 Common to all is the notion that economic 

growth does not equal social or individual well-being, and these scholars either suggest 

changes to the current system, or a completely new and alternative system, both which 

promote the well-being of people and nature. James Gustave Speth welcomes continued 

growth for the ―bottom billion‖20 in the form of what he calls ―good growth‖ which 

provides humans with pleasure, engagement and meaning. However in affluent 

countries like the U.S. growth has gone beyond this point and the question needs to 

change from if we can grow to if we should grow. Speth says that in the United States 

social development has been on hold, meaning that America‘s affluence is not being 

transferred to neither environmental nor social performance.  Robin Douhitt says that 

―Results indicate that deviation from average peer expenditure patterns is important, but 

that spending less than average, holding income constant, improves perceived life 

satisfaction.‖21 The question that Speth and Douhitt ask is whether ecologically 

damaging growth can be defended on the grounds of its benefits to humans, or whether 

a new index for welfare than the gross domestic product (GDP) is needed. Speth is 

citing Daniel Kaneman who says that ―as societies grow wealthy differences in 

wellbeing are less frequently due to income, and more frequently due to factors like 

social relationships and enjoyment at work‖22 and if this notion takes precedence over 

the less genuine happiness that the economy brings, then we might reach a level of 

sustainable growth. 

An issue that affects and complicates all of the aspects above is that of consumption. 

Within the two first schools of thought consumption is a topic that for the most part left 

out of the equation, because it is believed that technology and progress no longer makes 

the interaction between humans and the natural environment a zero-sum-game.
23

 The 

development of clean technologies and increased resource efficiency has made 

                                                           
18

 (Speth 2008, 116) 
19

 (Hamilton 2003) This is also the essence in Harvey Molotch’s growth machine theory, the machine 
being an unconscious instrument which, regardless of negative consequences, works only for 
accumulation of wealth.(Molotch, JStor 1976) 
20

 (Collier 2007) 
21

 (Douhitt 1992) 
22

 (Speth 2008, 143,) 
23

 (Pilzer, Unlimited Wealth 1994) 
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restriction of consumption redundant
24

 and the focus should rather be aimed at 

developing such instruments further. These assessments are deeply contested by the 

third direction of scholars who believe that the earth has a limited number of resources 

and the hyper consumption that hallmarks the industrialized world is depriving others 

from their fair share of the cake. In addition the earth has s to absorb the waste products 

from human activity, so even if it should turn out that resources are not limited, there is 

still a problem of how this waste can be disposed.
25

 These are issues that could 

potentially be solved through legislation, but the problem of consumptions goes deeper 

than the fact that people buy too many things, and the question of consumption should 

therefore go deeper than just improving it.
26 

Consumption is closely attached to 

emotions, and ―beyond meeting basic needs, consumption brings us pleasure and helps 

us to avoid pain and, worst of all, boredom and monotony.‖
 27

 In addition ―personal 

insecurities and social pressures lead people to come more attached to material goods‖ 

and all these positive feelings complicate the issue of limiting consumption far more 

than it does to mandate green producerism. Despite the joy shopping brings, the 

happiness that consumption is short lived, both because it a ―false‖ feeling and because 

the highly sophisticated strategies of the advertising business is working to create a 

constant flow of constructed needs. More and more people are becoming aware of this 

relationship; however the control over their choices is largely constrained by the larger 

system of the growth imperative
28

 and Speth concludes that there is a need to ―create 

social environments where overconsumption is viewed as silly, wasteful, ostentatious.‖ 

29
 

2.1.1.2. Why the Economy Should Embrace the Ecology 

Considering the empirical evidence and argumentation in the texts presented above I 

draw the following conclusion about the relationship between ecology and the modern 

economy: the modern economic system, with its relentless focus on growth, is the most 

likely culprit behind the pending climate change. Secondly, no alternative system is at 

present a viable replacement for the capitalist economy, thus the primary aim in further 

studies of this relationship must be to look for changes that can happen within this 

                                                           
24

 (W. A. Brock 2004)(Esty og Winston 2009) 
25

 (Singer 2002, 34) 
26

(Mason 1981) 
27

 (Speth 2008, 156) 
28

 (Hamilton 2003, 8) 
29

 (Speth 2008, 163) 
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system. It is of course possible, like the Solow and EKC literature above assumes, that 

the economy in time will be able to grow without causing environmental degradation, a 

conclusion that, if agreed upon, would suggest that we should encourage growth to 

expand even faster than it does. But can we trust that these conclusions are right? I 

believe that we should not; the counterevidence convincingly argues that the EKC has a 

limited reach. In addition and perhaps more importantly: if it turns out down the line 

that the EKC did not model the development correctly we will have a problem that is 

beyond repair. That is a risk we cannot afford to take, but as noted initially the current 

economic system has no real contenders, therefore a more ecologically benign growth 

will have to evolve inside this system. Is that at all feasible? Assuming that the answer 

to that question is yes, what should the alternative look like, and what changes will have 

to be made?  As a starting point we should be looking for signs of change that are 

already emerging and assess the possibilities of these changes to contribute to the 

necessary transformations, like the status of the ―green market‖ and the development of 

so-called green products. 

Though the sentiments vary, most of the literature above concurs to the statement that 

growth is the number one common objective in today‘s world. However, the emerging 

markets of green products and renewable energy industries (REI) could be signs that an 

alternative and ecologically benign growth is in the making. The REIs have an inherent 

potential for doing away with the connection between economic growth and ecological 

degradation, but are they aptly fit to complete a task of radically changing that 

relationship? If it turns out that they are not, other alternatives will have to be 

considered. Knowing that growth is the cause of most of the damage to the environment 

then a limitation of this activity seems like the straightforward answer to generate the 

change that we need. However, limiting growth might have much more severe 

consequences than just limited purchasing power and reduced tax revenues. When the 

economy takes a hit these are threats that can potentially cause social unrest and 

hostility, and must be included in the equation when limitation of growth is discussed. 

At the same time studies show that the impacts of climate change also will have severe 

negative effects on human interaction, so how then do we weigh the consequences of 

these outcomes against each other? This dilemma forms a catch22, thus we should also 

ask if it possible to be ahead of the game and dam up for these negative upshots. Today 

a country‘s per capita general domestic product (GDP) is used as a determiner for 
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human welfare in that country, but is economic growth really a prerequisite for human 

wellbeing, and further: is wellbeing a requirement for ecological awareness? The 

answers that come out of such though experiments are, on the face of it, often unlikely 

and ostensibly impractical, but their value lie not so much in their practical application, 

but in the thought processes they trigger – which again can open new discursive paths. 

This study thus also includes theories that work with these far-reaching approaches to 

make available a new set of takes on how the future of our economic system might 

materialize. 

All of the above questions are important both for the short term and in the long haul, 

and they deserve extensive attention from a broad range of scholarly disciplines. 

Interdisciplinary research is also important to create a coherent approach; the Ecological 

Economics Journal says that ―integration [of economics and ecological studies] is 

necessary because conceptual and professional isolation have led to economic and 

environmental policies which are mutually destructive rather than reinforcing in the 

long term.‖30 I have applied economic as well as social theories to this study and from 

the sum of these theories I am left with one overarching question; what changes to the 

modern economic system are required to arrive at an ecologically benign growth 

regime? 

2.2. Basis and Background for the Case Study 
My case study assesses the renewable energy industry in Iowa to clarify the conditions 

under which this relationship can lead to a functional green economy. To generate 

explanations and predictions concerning this issue, I draw up the relationship between 

the growth interests and environmental impact, and analyze the how the growth 

machine is working in Iowa, using growth machine theory. I utilize economic and 

philosophical theory to shed a light on possible consequences of limiting versus 

maintaining growth. In the following section I briefly explain the growth machine 

theory and outline its main theoretical assumptions. 

2.2.1. The Growth Machine 

The theory of the growth machine was introduced in Harvey Molotch‘s now infamous 

1976 article ―The City as a Growth Machine,‖ and though Molotch primarily focuses on 

                                                           
30

 (Howarth 2010) 
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the metropolitan regions, the growth machine power structure can be found in all 

regions that endorse the growth imperative.
31

 The growth machine theory poses that 

economic growth in cities is controlled by coalitions of property dependent interests.  

These local elites engage in local politics in order to structure political institutions and 

governmental agencies so that policies ally with the interests of the coalition members. 

In that way economic expansion in a region functions like a growth machine. The level 

of involvement from the growth coalition is so far-reaching that Molotch poses that 

every city is in fact an instrument for these coalitions‘ interests. Growth is the main 

imperative of these partnerships and all other concerns become assimilated to fit the 

strategy of the machine, or, should they fail to adapt, fade out and disappear. The 

relentless focus on growth renders all other concerns secondary, and growth coalitions 

are for that reason often criticized by environmental groups for ignoring 

environmentally damaging practices for the sake of economic gain.  

In a country like the United States, with a strong tradition for local self governing, 

growth coalitions constitute an important part of the power base and decision making 

bodies within a region. The members of the coalition come from a wide set of 

backgrounds and do not necessarily share the same value system outside that one 

common goal, however their mutual interest in growth make them, together with local 

politicians and bureaucrats, a strong group that effectively promotes and controls 

regional expansion.  Growth coalitions are also dependent on corporate coalitions for 

success. Capitalist corporate coalitions expect growth from production, while the 

members of growth coalitions make money from rent, i.e. rent and sale of land, or their 

members are in other ways dependent on growth within the region. New corporations 

that settle in the area bring about increased activity and as a result further rent income 

for the local elites. However, because a growth coalition is bound to a geographical 

space, its power is comparatively smaller than that of the corporate coalition. The 

corporate coalitions have no specific interest in promoting growth in a particular 

locality, and can and will move its production if conditions become unfavorable. In that 

way the accumulation imperative of the growth coalitions, despite their almost 

uncontested authority in the local community, is dependent on the good will of 

corporations that settle in the area. Its authority to give tax breaks and relax 

environmental regulations in favor of the elites and corporations makes the government 
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an important collaborator for the growth coalition, but the relationship is not a one-way 

stream of give and take. The collaboration also benefits the government; Molotch notes 

economic growth is the only area of interest where government and business 

communicate in accordance with each other.
32

 The promise of new businesses can for 

instance help the government maintain legitimacy through the promise of growth and 

jobs to the region. It is therefore in the interest of the local governments to function as 

ambassadors for the coalitions, and support them in their attempt to attract buyers and 

renters. This collaboration also contributes to creating an image of a tight-knit 

community, an attractive feature for potential investors.  

The local media is another actor that can contribute to this perception. Due to its image 

as an ―unbiased‖ voice in the fight between different interests, media therefore also 

constitutes an important factor in the growth machine. But the image of the press as an 

unattached player is however a not correct; Molotch argues that the different media 

sources function as statesmen for growth, because the newspapers‘ and local stations‘ 

existence is also dependent on a stable group of customers. This is contrary to the 

common perception of the media as a perpetrator for ecological awareness, however 

these sentiments are for the most part limited to support in editorials and do not prevent 

the news media to ―promote growth-inducing investments in their region.‖
33

 These 

―positive media frames‖ can contribute to concealing truth about an issue, and also to 

legitimize potentially damaging effects of growth.  

By applying the quantitative and qualitative measurements in Molotch‘s theory, I will 

be able to identify the different interest groups that are active in Iowa and to identify 

their patterns of interaction in the growth machine. This will also help me determine if 

the expanding alternative energy industry is undermining the power of the growth 

imperative.  

2.2.2. Choosing Iowa 

The aim of this thesis is to see if a new and ecologically benign growth can develop 

within our current economic system, and through empirical work it is possible to come 

to an assessment of the green producerism and the renewable energy sector‘ success in 
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causing such a turn. The state of Iowa does in that regard pose a great object to study; 

the state has over the course of a few years multiplied their energy output from 

renewable sources, and is at present covering 20 % of its electricity needs by wind 

power, while in addition biofuels and photovoltaic energy contribute significantly.
34

 

Commenting on this development Governor Chet Culver said: ―This is an industry 

which barely existed a generation ago; but now, nine international companies have 

made Iowa their home, producing towers, turbines and blades, and more than 200 Iowa-

based businesses are in the supply chain.‖ These numbers, along with a large array of 

empirical evidence, makes it safe to say that much of the state‘s basis for economic 

growth lies in the alternative energy sectors, in addition estimates show that as much as 

¾ of Iowa‘s terrain is eligible for wind turbines leaving great room for further 

expansion.
35

  

The state government has taken a leading role in generating this development by 

sponsoring invention and attracting foreign investors to the region, leading to a diverse 

body of small and large scale renewable related businesses. Economic growth and 

ecological awareness are often seen as two issues that stand in stark opposition to each 

other, but contradicting this assessment Iowa‘s Governor Culver has said he “believe[s] 

what is good for the environment can be, and should be good for the economy and for 

job creation”
36

 and in this regard Governor Chet Culver has also emphasized the 

importance of a mix of local and foreign entrepreneurs, displaying the transnational 

character of the Iowan economy.37  

The success of the renewable energy programs in Iowa seems to have come as a result 

of the focus on energy efficiency, job creation and growth and, to a lesser degree, its 

benefits to the natural environment, Culver‘s words: ―good for the 

environment…should be good for the economy.‖ By apparently separating the issues of 

energy use and climate change and instead focusing on economic prosperity and thrift, 

it is possible to get support also from the relative high number of people that are 

skeptical of climate change. The Iowan approach is therefore likely to yield valuable 
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insights that will be of great importance to answer the question of how we can develop 

an ecologically benign economic growth.
38

  

2.2.3. Qualitative interviews 

I performed three qualitative interviews with activists and employees at environmental 

NGOs and one with representatives from the local administration. Because my thesis is 

trying to detect a beginning movement towards an ecologically benign growth, I needed 

informants who had detailed information about the development of the renewable 

energy industry (REI) in Iowa and who could inform about the elements that constitute 

collective action. The NGO informants were chosen on the background of their 

participation in the coalition of environmental organizations; the Iowa Environmental 

Council. In addition I set criteria of for my informants‘ long term involvement in the 

field, and a high level of participation in the organization, as I found theses informants 

to give more reliable information than members with an arbitrary involvement, or those 

who are merely ―check book members‖. I interviewed the energy program director, 

development director and communications director of the IEC in addition to the director 

and staff members of the Iowa Citizens for Community Improvement.  

A few things might have weakened the value of the information I have collected; the 

NGO representatives I interviewed all worked for organizations that are members in the 

Iowa Environmental Council, which might have made the information less diverse than 

if I had interviewed unattached groups. The interviews were also performed in slightly 

different ways. The IEC directors were interviewed individually, while the three 

representatives from the CCI were interviewed as a group. The interview with the local 

administration was performed ad hoc, as I made a phone call to ask one question and the 

person arranged a phone conference between me, him and two of his colleagues right 

then and there.  

Still, I do not believe that any of these aspects have had any major impact on the 

information, as the IEC consists of a very diverse group of member organizations that 

do not necessarily have the same agendas or opinions on all environmental issues. Two 

of the interviewees mentioned the diversity among the IEC member organizations 

specifically, and I believe that this supports my conclusion. Nor do I deem that the 
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variation in conditions for the interviews have had a major impact on the results; there 

seemed to be coherent opinions within the groups whether they were interviewed 

together or separately.  By the time of the unplanned phone interview I had already 

gone through the questions with the other groups, and I knew the questions and the 

interview guide well, including their strengths and weaknesses.  

The Iowa Office for Energy Independence (OEI) was one of the institutions that 

attracted my attention in the preparation for my case study, and I revolved many of my 

questions around this government project. It turned out however that when I asked my 

informants about the OEI they had little knowledge about the project; one person 

actually had no knowledge about it. The same person said that the governor‘s office did 

not always distribute information about new initiatives widely, and the OEI ―might be 

one of those [governor Culver‘s] initiatives‖.39 In retrospect I see that I should have 

followed up this statement with a question that could have revealed if it was a result of 

my informant‘s personal attitude towards the governor, or if the governor‘s office uses a 

strategy that limits the spread of information about its projects. Because I had assumed 

my sources‘ knowledge about the OEI, I had prepared many of my questions to relate to 

that particular project. Because my questions were open- ended and the OEI is an 

institution that deals with the larger issue of energy independence, I was able to 

rephrase my questions quite easily during the interview. Instead of asking about the OEI 

in particular, I changed the focus to energy independence in general, and the impact it 

would have on the use of natural resources and the economic development of Iowa. The 

surprising discovery that the OEI was unknown to most of my informants was also a 

valuable finding, and contributed to my study of the growth machine in Iowa. 

Looking back I also see that a weakness of my case study was the lack of interviews 

with people from the renewable energy industry itself. This has left my analysis of their 

part in the growth machine to be drawn from the documents that I have collected online, 

and information I could draw from the interviews I performed with others. I have been 

able to collect a large amount of information from various sources; the companies own 

homepages, media coverage, campaign funding records and through reports and 

commentaries from environmental NGOs in Iowa. I therefore believe that I have been 
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able to eliminate most uncertainties this shortcoming could have caused and trust that 

my analysis is based on correct and sufficient information. 

2.2.4. The Local Media – Tracing the Growth Imperative in the Des 

Moines Register 

In order to identify the qualitative characteristics of the media‘s role in the growth 

machine, I chose to focus on the largest newspaper in Iowa, the Des Moines Register 

(DMR). I decided to center my attention at the DMR for several reasons; Molotch 

identifies it as a problem that most metropolitan areas only have one major newspaper 

and the DMR fits that description. The limited size of my paper also made it necessary 

to perform a rather strict selection of sources, and instead of several media I chose to 

compare DMRs opinions pertaining to growth and renewable energy, and how they 

weigh against each other in the paper‘s editorials and business section respectively. To 

get an impression of the opinions over time, I made my selection from papers published 

between November 2008 though the end of April 2010. The choice to use a newspaper 

instead of local TV or radio stations in my study was made in order to make my source 

more easily available in Norway. Due to the strong influence of TV and radio, there is a 

risk that I might have lost especially due to the declining reading base of printed media.  

These figures do not in the same way apply to local news papers as to larger actors like 

the New York Times, Washington Post etc, and in my view the DMRs body of readers 

is. Based on Molotch‘s theory I also concluded that any local media will have similar 

interests in local growth due to their heavy reliance on money from advertisisng. 

Because Molotch theory suggests that local media will have a dual role; ecological 

consciousness in the editorials and promoter of economic growth throughout the paper, 

I chose to search the editorials and the business section of the paper for certain key 

words and detect the angle of the paper to see if the promotion of growth is becoming 

―ecological all over‖. I chose my search words so that they would bring up articles that 

would include Molotch‘s theory about growth and the topic of renewable energy 

sources. The search words I used were: 

 Jobs 

 Energy 

 Renewable 

 Environment 

 Growth 

 Future 

 Bio fuels 

 Wind 
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 Sustainable development  Economic development 

To reveal if such duality exists in the Des Moines Register (DMR) I used framing 

theory, a theory commonly used in communication studies to reveal media biases.40 

Framing theory has been criticized for lack of a coherent theoretical model and a joint 

agreement on content. This flaw is apparent in the theory‘s lack of quantitative 

measurements, and the utilization of the theory has therefore mainly been issue specific. 

Attempts have been made to concretize factors that identify framing; Dietram A. 

Scheufele has made a list of signs to look for. The list specifies five measurements: 

social norms and values, organizational pressure and constraints, pressures of interest 

groups, journalistic routines, and the journalist‘s ideological or political orientation.41 

Scheufele‘s list functions well as a guideline in my search for a media bias in a state that 

has been highly progressive in promoting energy independence and of initiating 

renewable energy projects. My study shows that the Des Moines Register‘s attitude 

towards the renewable energy sector differs in the paper‘s business section compared to 

in its editorials. This observation will help determine the DMR‘s place in the growth 

machine, as papers apparently are promoting ecological awareness and responsibility, 

but function according to Molotch as key ―helpers‖ in the growth machine. 

2.3. Terms and Central Concepts 

2.3.1. Renewable energy industry (REI) 

Renewable energy (RE) includes hydro, geothermal, solar, wind & biomass. When I 

refer to the renewable energy industry in this study, I refer to large scale commercial 

production and sale that is meant to provide a viable replacement for non-renewable 

energy. Energy sources like solar photovoltaics (PV/PVE), wind power and biofuels are 

examples of sources that are utilized also at a small scale as hobby based projects. 

Unless otherwise specified these non-commercial actors are excluded from my 

definition. 
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2.3.2. Ecological Awareness 

Ecological awareness means awareness of the vulnerability and limits of the natural 

environment, as well as of the interdependence between mankind and its surroundings. 

Ecological awareness also takes for granted that behavior reflects those factors. 

2.3.3. Modern Economy 

By modern economy I am, like Speth, referring to the broad sense of the term as a real 

system of political economy, not its idealized form. Modern economy here includes 

several economies that share the common characteristics of private ownership, 

competitive markets, consumer society and materialistic values, they have corporate 

interests at their core, and an administrative state that for various reasons supports and 

promotes the system. Terms like liberal economy, capitalist economy etc. are also used 

throughout the thesis in reference to modern economy as it is described above. 
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Chapter 3. A Changing Climate for Green Growth? 

3.1. The Study of Environmentalism and Economic 

Growth since the 1960s 

My study falls into a research tradition that emerged in the 1960s, when scientists and 

scholars started sending out warnings about an impending environmental catastrophe 

and targeted economic growth as the culprit. Extensive scientific research followed that 

tried to analyze the relationship between economic growth and the environment.42 The 

studies resulted in a large and diverse body of research that theorized about this 

correlation. From early on many of the parties were in fierce opposition to each other, 

and the participants belonged mainly in one of the following positions: as radical 

supporters, conditional supporters, weak antagonists, or strong antagonists.43 The results 

of the early studies thus varied greatly based on these opposing points of view. The 

theories all identified the mechanisms that control growth and the environment, but 

failed to provide empirical evidence to support their hypotheses. Thereby this early 

research was mostly inconclusive and did not manage to bridge the gap between the 

various fractions in the debate.   

A promising development came when computer technology which entered the field in 

the 1970s and 80s, allowing scientists to make advanced mathematical predictions about 

the speed and direction of environmental degradation. Economists soon adopted these 

methods and started incorporating ecological factors into their calculations. The 

combination of economy and ecology made it possible to develop economic models that 

could include the impact of growth on the environment, but due to the complexity of 

ecological problems, as well as the complexity of the economic variables, the 

mathematical models yielded highly uncertain results. Sander M. de Bruyn refers to a 

study by Nancy L. Stokey from 1998 where Stokey analyzed these early computer 

models based on their methods and conclusions, from which she concluded that the 

predictions the models had produced were a matter of mathematics and therefore greatly 

inadequate for real use. 
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By the 1990s science had begun finding methods that made empirical evidence 

available to support theoretical models that attempted to determine the connection 

between the economy and the ecology. J. O‘Connor‘s theory on the ―second 

contradiction of capitalism‖ (SCC) treats the environment as an economic resource and 

predicted a self-obliteration of capital‘s conditions for production, and that this would 

lead to underproduction through which the capitalist system would destroy itself.44 One 

of the most popular models proved that environmental quality declined with the rise of 

economic growth, but that negative trends shifted once society reached a certain level of 

affluence. A model of this relationship was made by converting the Kuznets Curve, 

originally designed by Simon Kuznets to explain patterns of social inequality, and 

replacing the factor of ―inequality‖ with ―pollution‖. In the Environmental Kuznets 

Curve (EKC) correlation is shown as an inverted U-shape where pollution reaches a 

peak and then declines as the income per capita increases. (Figure 1) 

Today, the EKC continues to be popular among economists, and reduction in ecological 

degradation does follow the curve in some areas; in the United States the GDP has 

increased by 195 % since 1970 yet emissions from the six largest pollutants has 

decreased by 53% in the same period.45 Several similar findings have been taken into 

account for the validity of the EKC and the model has been used extensively by 

adherents of economic growth. The curve has proved valid on problems of air and water 

pollution46, but the ecological footprint (energy, land, and resource use) has not 

diminished with increased income levels. 

Advocates of the model explain this break in 

logic as the society still being on the rising side of 

the curve, and that continued growth is necessary 

to move to the opposite side. New economic 

models are thus still developed from the EKC, 

remaining positive about the self-correcting 

mechanisms of the market.47 The EKC literature 

does of course not stay uncontested; several studies 
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criticize it for its lack of usefulness and its failure to provide evidence only for 

fragments of the larger picture of environmental problems. The model is also decried 

because even if its assumptions proved to be right, most countries in the world are still 

far from the tipping point of the curve. To meet this criticism some EKC studies include 

globalization theories such as time-space compression into their model, claiming that 

the curve is flattening out because developing countries have access to new technology 

at a much earlier point in development than what industrialized countries have had.48 

Many agree that this is a positive and probable assessment; however it does not change 

the fact that, for instance, GHG emissions will continue to rise for years to come, 

causing the global temperature to exceed beyond recommended levels long before the 

economies of these countries reach the downward turn of the curve.49  

3.2. The Question of Economic Growth 
Since the early 20th century a country‘s economic growth has been measured from its 

gross domestic product (GDP), and there has been an assumption that the per capita 

GDP stands in correlation with standard of living. Consequently the notion of economic 

growth as something inherently positive has been widely assumed. The goal of neo-

classical economic research has therefore been to find methods for securing long-term 

economic growth while understanding how to deal with, and preferably avoid, short-

term recessions. This again has limited the economic sector‘s focus on alternatives to 

growth, and as James Gustave Speth puts it: ―promoting growth [has become] the most 

widely shared and robust cause in the world today‖50 [sic].51 The issue of a green 
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 In early economic development, growth was defined by the ability of the economic system to increase 
access to these benefits (monetary wealth, territory, slaves etc.) It was important to maintain growth, 
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the Roman Empire and similar states where resource scarcity ultimately led to collapse; the economies 
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economy and a sustainable future is much more complicated that the question of a yes 

or no to continued growth and the analysis that follows explores the mechanisms behind 

economic growth and the pros and cons of limiting it.  

3.2.1. The Issue of Economic Growth 

As an outsider to the world of economics, it has been a surprising discovery to find that 

the necessity of continued growth is hardly, if really at all, questioned in mainstream 

economic theory. Is it an unattainable idea that an economy can be thriving without 

perpetual growth? An economist has a professional interest in people‘s welfare, but is it 

possible that something besides economic growth can provide a sense of cumulative 

personal welfare? Is it in any way an achievable task to convince people that economic 

development has reached a point where it no longer makes sense to continue? These 

questions can be summed up as follows: is it possible to change the current economic 

system so that it becomes ecologically sound, consequently making the economy 

―green‖? If yes, how can it be done? And if not, what are the consequences?  

Let us start with the first scenario and what needs to be done. There are three ways that 

economic growth can meet and heal the harm it has caused the environment; number 

one: economic growth can be restricted, two: the human practices that are causing harm 

can be fixed bit by bit and as they come, and third; by removing the connection between 

economic growth and environmental degradation – such as by manufacturing green 

products.
52

  

3.2.1.1. Limiting Economic Growth 

In the first option ―economic growth can be restricted‖ the debate stands between two 

opposing views: the first include those who believe that growth is a zero sum game 

                                                                                                                                                                          
with modern economics and Smith is thus regarded as the father of free trade. Smith criticized the 
mercantilist system’s use of gold as a means for foreign trade, and suggested that the metal should be 
valued in the same manner as other commodities. By separating currencies from physical and limited 
resources, growth could expand efficiently and, with mutual trust and benefit, eliminate the idea of 
trade as a zero-sum game.  In sum Adam Smith’s theory comes down to this: division of labor increases 
productivity, which again lowers prices. Lower prices make goods available to larger groups of people, 
and increase the market base; this cycle is generated, repeated and increased by consumption. It was 
Smith’s idea that the invisible hand of the market would function as a control mechanism that would 
secure benefits for the society as a whole, even if the act of consumption had no such agenda and was a 
result of the individual’s selfish actions. The idea of the invisible hand thus become one of the keystones 
in free-market thinking, and even though the concept has proven to have a malign effect on many areas 
of society, adherents of Smith’s theory blame these failings on government regulations that do not allow 
the market to be as free as Smith intended.  
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where the gain of one person or group will have to be matched by a loss of another, the 

second of those who believe in positive sum growth53, i.e. growth where both parties 

receive gains that are above zero. Regardless of which stance one takes on this matter, 

most agree that there is a certain level of connection between the modern economy and 

many of the ecological problems that we experience today. Not everyone is concerned 

with about this connection however; advocates of modernization theory like the EKC 

model will claim that market mechanisms in time will fix these damages, and many also 

warn about the severe and conceivably unintended consequences of restricting growth. 

This group‘s logic includes a popular counter hypothesis/argument which poses that 

economic expansion ―fosters greater opportunity, tolerance of diversity, social mobility, 

commitment to fairness, and dedication to democracy.‖54  By limiting growth we risk 

creating societal unrest and antagonism. Benjamin Friedman poses in his book ―The 

Moral Consequences of Economic Growth‖55 that limiting growth is a threat to 

democracy: ―in some countries where there is now a democracy it is still new and 

therefore fragile‖ and the prospects of slow or negative growth will threaten these 

democracies‘ existence. Friedman does not see this problem as just being limited to 

budding democracies; he continues by borrowing the words of economic historian 

Alexander Gerschenkron ―even a long democratic tradition does not immunize a 

country from becoming a democracy without democrats‖56. Friedman is thus posing that 

continued growth is necessary to maintain social stability also in countries like the 

United States  As evidence he points to the upsurges of ethnic hostility in the late 1980s 

and early nineties which he claims were confluent with the slow growth that started in 

the United States in the 1970s.57 It seems probable that economic uncertainty can create 

a fear of ―your gain being my loss‖, and it is also true that protests like the ones to 

which Friedman is referring are radical and pushing the limits of political discourse. On 

the other hand they are also manifestations of the tradition of democracy and freedom of 

speech, and I find it unlikely that they will destabilize the American society in a manner 

where its political administrative system collapses.58In addition I find it theoretically 
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questionable to make moral collapse a matter of absent financial security alone, but can 

concur to its relative importance and I find it interesting to engage in a thought 

experiment where we assume that Friedman‘s assessment is correct. 

3.2.1.2. Arguments against Linking Environmentalism to 

Modernization/Growth 

If we use Benjamin Friedman‘s model to make a prediction about the consequences for 

environmentalism if growth is reduced, we have to assume that continued growth is a 

necessary for moral and social stability. We then need to picture that advocates of zero-

sum growth have ―won‖, and that in order to reverse ecological degradation policies 

have been implemented that have significantly reduced the annual growth in the GDP. 

What would then become the consequences for the environment and environmental 

ethics in the U.S.? Helen Fein has done extensive studies on human interaction in 

situations where stability and security are threatened.59 Fein believes that people react 

and interact with each other from individual universe(s) of obligation which she 

describes as the ―range of persons and groups toward whom basic rules or 'oughts' are 

binding [and] by whom we can be held responsible for our actions.‖60 Fein‘s theory is 

anthropocentric, yet one can imagine that the natural environment also has a place in 

such a universe, and where it is positioned – core or periphery – will determine the 

effect limitations to growth will have on the development or sustainment of ecological 

awareness. Paired with Friedman‘s theory Fein‘s model makes it likely to assume that in 

a time of economic downturn the environment will be moved away from the center of 

this universe, resulting in a feeling of reduced environmental responsibility. Yet other 

directions for development are also possible. The above conclusion is drawn from the 

assumption that moral is a full stomach phenomenon and with this logic the feeling of 

obligation towards the environment would likely be located away from the core in a 

financially unstable climate. Yet examples of the opposite can be found; Ramachandra 

Guha criticizes a similar theory from Lester Thurow which assumes that environmental 

                                                                                                                                                                          
via a series of locally and nationally-coordinated protests. The protests were partially in response to 
several Federal laws: the Emergency Economic Stabilization Act of 2008 the American Recovery and 
Reinvestment Act of 2009,

 
and a series of health care reform bills.

 
The movement has been accused of 

racial hostility after incidents of racism at several of their rallies. However, as Freidman is being criticized 
for in regards to his other examples, it is also here hard to determine whether the protests came as a 
result of the economic recession or if it is an embodiment of the racism that exists separate from the 
country’s financial situation.  
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concerns are dependent on a stable and good economy. Guha points to his native India 

where people have protected and preserved the natural environment independent of 

economic factors.61  Guha‘s comment is appropriate and interesting; it is obvious that 

―concern for the environment‖ exists independent of financial status. His statement is 

also supported by other studies which show that people in developing countries often 

are good at environmental management.62/63 

As shown Guha and Friedman both pose valid arguments for why environmentalism 

should or does not necessarily have to be linked to economic growth: Friedman‘s theory 

can be interpreted as a warning against doing so, while Guha‘s example shows that the 

two can exist independent of each other. The first closes the door to any questions of 

limiting growth, while Guha opens the door to a different take on environmentalism 

than what is common in countries with a modern economy, namely an ecology that is 

detached from financial issues. This take on ecological awareness poses an approach 

that deserves closer attention, and I return to it in a later section when I discuss the role 

ethics can have in supporting a sustainable economy.64 Before doing so, let us go back 

to the list presented in the beginning of this chapter and look at the second way through 

which economic growth can restore and prevent further damages the natural 

environment.   

3.2.1.3. Piecemeal Fixes to Environmentally Degrading Practices  

The previous section theorized about restriction of growth, but the economy also has 

other ways to adapt to the needs of the natural environment, and the following segment 

looks at the application of technological solutions for reducing or eliminating the 

damaging effects of human practice. I assess economic theory‘s reasoning for how and 

why the modern economy will benefit the environment and consequently the reasoning 

for why it should continue to grow.  
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3.2.1.4. The Relative Fix of Technology 

It is suggested that economic growth can mend the harm it is causing by the application 

of technological remedies. By targeting environmentally damaging practices, market 

mechanisms can be used to eliminate the problems they are causing. This approach is 

applauded and encouraged by economists as well as policy makers, and has its basis in 

economic growth theory and the notion that technological development will make us 

able to utilize resources that have formerly been unavailable. Technology will then 

bring about a more economic resource use and in turn make growth sustainable.  

This idea is one of the founding principles of the neo-classical growth model, known 

from the work of Robert Solow. Within this line of reason growth is in itself inherently 

good. Thus the continued expansion of it is not put into question, and models based on 

Solow‘s theory and the Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) are being used to justify 

the promotion of continued growth: Brock and Scott have developed a model designed 

to show that economic growth ultimately is of benefit to the environment.  They state 

that ―ongoing technological progress in both goods production and pollution abatement 

are together responsible for the three most salient features of the growth and pollution 

data: declining emissions to output ratios; pollution abatement costs that are roughly 

constant as a percentage of national output or manufacturing value-added; and a general 

tendency for the environment to at first worsen but then improve as income levels 

rise‖
65

. Their thesis is backed by other research: a study performed by the National 

Bureau of Economic Research (NBER) finds ―no evidence that economic growth does 

unavoidable harm to the natural habitat [but that] air and water quality benefit from 

economic growth once some crucial level of income has been reached.‖66 

Based on their applied variables these extensive studies performed from the EKC thesis 

are undoubtedly correct in their assessments. But the models are not valid as 

determiners for a general conclusion about the relationship between the environment 

and economic growth; the findings based on the EKC are issue specific and do not 

function as a coherent methodological whole. Most EKC-based studies draw their 

empirical data from measurements of ambient pollution such as air quality and water 

contamination, excluding variables such as resource exhaustion and transformation from 

domestic production to import: when countries reach a certain level of income they start 
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importing goods that they formerly produced more resource efficiently themselves, 

removing the pollution problem locally but increasing the output globally.67  Even if the 

model proves to eventually become all encompassing, it is likely that the natural 

resources we now have at our disposal will be gone by the time we get on the right side 

of the curve. Such is also the problem with the conclusion of the NBER study as their 

quantitative data is limited to ambient pollution levels and thus leaves out a large part of 

the problem. Robert Solow‘s model says that technological inventions, before labor and 

capital, are the reasons for long-term economic growth. Later analyses of this model 

have shown that the reality is different, and that as little as 15 % of growth came as a 

result of growth in productivity, while 85 % is attributed to labor and capital.   

Developing new technology to fix problems caused by old technology can to an extent 

adjust failures in the natural system. But as we see in the case with corn for fuel, 

ecological problems are often too complex to be fixed by technology, and such 

piecemeal approaches might lead to a worsening of the situation, like the biofuels 

production in Iowa that is expanding the dead zone in the Gulf of Mexico.68  These 

concrete issues are important, but behind them lay a fundamental problem: applying 

technological solutions does not fix the systemic failures that allowed the damage to 

happen in the first place. In Iowa biofuels mitigated the effects of the high gasoline 

prices, but it did nothing to solve the problem of ever-increasing energy demands. And 

the atmospheric temperature controlling mechanisms that are damaged by greenhouse 

gas emissions will not be restored to their full capacity even if CO2 emissions were to be 

reduced to a pre-industrial level – nor can the atmospheric layers be fixed by 

technology. 

Perhaps the most significant dilemma pertaining to the application of piecemeal 

technological fixes is the risk that it will create a sense of being exempt from 

responsibility, that it is possible to continue with business as usual. The latest report 

from the U.S. Energy Information Administration predicts that the average energy use 

per person will decline in the U.S. through 2035 due to structural changes and efficiency 

improvements. There will also be a sharp decline in energy use from manufacturing. 

However the overall consumption rises and that fact is what calculations should be 
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based on;  if people are given a false notion that technology has solved the energy 

problem then they will have no incentive other than to carry on with business as usual. 

3.2.1. Removing Connection between Economic Growth and 

Environmental Degradation 

In alternative three, economic growth is separated from ecological degradation, i.e. the 

first no longer affects the latter. Neoclassical theory assumes that it is in the nature of 

business firms to maximize profits and operate competitively in markets,69 which means 

that other goals are secondary to, or dependent on their ability to boost the corporate end 

result. This narrow-minded focus is, as shown above, the primary problem in the 

relationship between the economy and the ecology.. To resolve the conflict of interest, 

modern day economists advocate environmental economics as an answer to the market‘s 

incapability of caring for the environment – by applying microeconomics to the 

environment, environmentalism in turn becomes consistent with our market-based 

economy. The role of the consumer is in that respect high up on the agenda, often 

heavily criticized (and rightly so) for being a perpetrator for climate change. The issue 

of consumption is consequently of paramount importance and a positive turn in that 

direction is that ecologically sound products constitute an increasingly significant part 

of the market: renewable energy is becoming commonplace, and food chains like Trader 

Joe‘s and Whole Foods, leading merchants of organic groceries, are experiencing 

increasing interest for their products. This is a positive trend indeed, however 

consumers so far do not have democratic accessibility to these products; their choices 

are largely constrained and shaped by a larger system of corporate power and political 

force, propelled and amplified by the advertizing industry. Consequently the chief focus 

should be the source of these damaging practices; without green producerism there can 

be no green consumerism.  

One thing becomes evident when we look around today: as consumers we are 

bombarded with products that claim to be green, and if someone mentions the word 

―green,‖ everyone nods meaningfully as though they know what ―green‖ stands for. But 

what does it really mean? Unless we manage to clearly identify the parameters for what 

constitutes ―green‖, the responsibility to make ecologically sound decisions remains 

with the consumers. I have in this paper defined ―green‖ as businesses or products that 

in all parts of the production chain utilize raw materials and methods that are in 
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compliance with ecological sustainability. In order to make products that fit this 

principle, standards for green have to be institutionalized through regulations that are 

actual, meaning that they cannot be corrupted by the bonds between government and 

corporations, and anticipated, meaning that the environmentally damaging practices 

should be expected to become regulated, and financial consequences from attempts to 

manipulate ecologically sound processes or products should be anticipated.  

The report ―The environment as a factor of production: the effects of economic growth 

and trade liberalization” has concluded that ―economic growth and trade liberalization 

decrease the degradation of natural resources if and only if producers internalize their 

stock feedback effects on production.‖70 This conclusion corresponds with results from 

other similar studies71 and should be the basis for developing regulations that can 

remove the connection between economic growth and ecological degradation. Through 

a combination of sticks and carrots, governmental directives can make environmental 

management a positive-sum game for producers, as well as for the environment. Two 

options are in that regard available and should be applied in concert: number one is the 

use of economic incentives, and two is the use of enhanced producer responsibility 

(EPR).  Economic incentives are most favored by environmental economics; Speth 

quotes economist Paul Portney who says that ―market approaches are now the default 

position in environmental policies.‖72 These incentives can be used to spur research and 

development in green technology and production, and, for instance, the negative 

sounding ―polluter pays principle‖ can, through the use of market mechanisms, be 

articulated more positively as ―pollution-prevention pays.‖ The United States has also 

been leading in using regulations that use economic incentives.73 Economic rewards 

have proven to be effective, and the U.S. Energy Information Administration predicts 

that tax credits will continue to encourage the installation of renewable technologies. 

Their May 2010 report uses two different cases to forecast the future of energy 

consumption: a reference case and an extended policy case. The reference case shows 

that if the tax credit program for renewable resources is ended as planned, the total 

installed PVE74 capacity reaches 9.5 gigawatts in 2035. In the extended policy case PVE 
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technology is predicted to grow to 60.5 gigawatts in 2035, granted that the system of tax 

credits is continued indefinitely.75 These calculations undoubtedly speak in favor of a 

continuation of economic incentives, but knowing the nature of the growth machine76, it 

is important that these inducements are accompanied by requirements for enhanced 

producer responsibility.  

The close connection between government and the corporate world (such as politicians‘ 

dependency on campaign funding) creates a risk of the economic incentives being 

manipulated by corporate interests.77 EPR will help balance this flaw in the system; 

corporations should expect to be held responsible for environmentally damaging 

practices, and not to be exempt from responsibility from new laws by a grandfather 

clause or similar exceptions. EPR should also include an obligation from producers to 

inform customers about potential hazards related to their products. Such requirements 

do of course already exist for most products, but the extent and accessibility of 

information should be made more easily understandable and accessible. In addition they 

should include a change from the current situation where producers seem more eager to 

tell us what is not in their products; the food industry enthusiastically tells us that their 

products are ―fat free‖, ―low-on-carbs‖ and with ―zero trans-fat‖, but fail to inform us 

what they have replaced these ingredients with.  The same sort of strategy, popularly 

termed ―green washing,‖ is also used in the marketing of green products. Such 

manipulation can only be eliminated through disclosure of production processes, as well 

as stringent demands for truthfulness in advertizing.  Together these two measures, 

economic incentives and EPR, should leave no room for projecting quasi-green products 

as ways to save the world.   

3.2.2. How Can Support Be Mustered for a Sustainable Economy? 

Returning to Guha‘s example of an environmental ethics arising among the Indian poor, 

what can we learn from this way of relating to nature? The differences in the Indian and 

American realities make Guha‘s comparison somewhat vague; the Indian farmers 

protect the natural environment in plots of land, known as sacred groves owing to 

religious traditions of nature worship.78 This kind of environmental protection is 

opposed to modernized societies‘ relationship to nature in which ―the earth and all that 
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is therein is given to men for the support and comfort of their being.‖79   The sense of 

responsibility for the environment take different forms dependent on the economic 

system and in regards to the modernized economy Thurow‘s theory seems to relate 

better to the practice and problems of environmental protection in industrialized 

countries. What is interesting about the Indian farmer‘s take on nature is however that it 

presents an alternative to the modern approach to nature. America is not going back to 

peasantry, but an environmental ethics could  be developed from other sources and the 

Indian approach might provide some new insights. In 1868 Inspector Officer of Forests 

of India Dietrich Brandis, who had come to India four years prior to serve for the Raj, 

wrote a proposal for forest management in the British provinces. He based his plan on 

established Indian forestry traditions while attempting to adapt them to fit the demands 

of the British rule. Brandis suggested that forests could be managed in a parallel 

administrative system, where community leaders and the Forest Department in concert 

could tend to both local and British needs. His plan would provide several necessities 

for free to villagers: wood for various agricultural equipment, wood, grass, etc., for 

building maintenance, and areas that had not been closed for regeneration would be 

available for grazing.80 Brandis projected the system to be self-supported and the 

proceeds would be returned to benefit the community. That way the areas not included 

in the state forests, which were used for commercials purposes, could be conserved 

through local control and for local benefit. The proposal was not agreed to by the British 

due to the emerging theory of the ―Tragedy of the Commons,‖81 but Brandis‘ scheme 

still remains interesting as a way through which an environmental ethics could support a 

sustainable economy. The essential features that are transferrable from Brandis‘ idea are 

two-fold:  first is the idea of providing basic necessities for free, and the second is the 

role and responsibilities of the local community. For now let us focus on the first issue; 

providing basic necessities for free.   

A group consisting of researchers at the Philosophical Institute at the University of 

Notre Dame (ND) has brought a similar idea into the debate of how economic growth 

can exist in partnership with ecological sustainability. The group‘s overarching task was 
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to detect the roots of the ecological crisis, and, like many other similar studies. Their 

study  also concludes that the problem is primarily of economic origin.82/83 Despite this, 

the group does not regard a restriction of growth as an obvious solution to the problem; 

instead they share Benjamin Friedman‘s concern about the social consequences of 

limiting growth. But where Friedman fails to follow up, the ND group continues 

―[because] the consequence of continuing current practice is just as severe.‖ Their study 

―Unearthed - The Economic Roots of our Environmental Crisis‖84 attempts to suggest 

viable solutions to this issue, and how these can be implemented into the modern 

economic system. As a solution to the predicted problem of moral downfall  the ND 

group suggests that the dilemma could be done away with if basic human needs such as 

clothes, shelter, and food were treated (and provided) as basic human rights – not as 

commodities that presuppose an income to be acquired. What the ND group suggests is 

thus a partial limitation of growth, or more correctly – to undo the commoditization of 

certain aspects of the market removing them from the realm of economic competition. 

By making these commodities available to everyone, the insecurities that Friedman 

believes will lead to moral and systemic collapse could in theory be eradicated.  The ND 

group uses the current recession as a contemporary example of a possibility to 

implement these changes: ―If the recession ends with a return to the pattern of 

continuing growth that many mainstream economists hope for, our environmental crisis 

will continue to worsen. But if we treat the recession as an incentive to find a way of 

doing business that respects the needs of ordinary people, the biosphere will benefit 

along with humanity at large.‖85 By removing the insecurity of mere survival it would 

be possible to avoid economically founded moral negatives. 

It would of course require enormous political will to make the necessary changes to the 

American system– not to mention changes in the country‘s mainstream social discourse, 

which tends to disapprove of any suggestion that resembles socialism. Even so, or 

perhaps exactly for that reason, theorizing about these alternatives is important. A 

planned economy the way the ND group portrays it will not have to turn into a 
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command economy like the one we know from, for instance, the former USSR.86 The 

Soviet economy kept everything out of competitive markets, while a system that 

adopted Brandis‘ and the ND group‘s suggestions possibly could create a stable base 

where people‘s feeling of security would be less dependent on the overall economic 

growth. Thus despite the radical nature of these proposals, I believe they are of 

importance to answer the question of the future of the sustainability of the modernized 

economy.  

Brandis‘ second proposal was to divide responsibility for the local environment between 

the overarching bureaucracy and the local community. By distributing management 

responsibility to the locals, this tactic was hoped to trigger a moral responsibility for the 

local environment. This is important also today, but what is even more interesting about 

Brandis‘ suggestions is that today initiatives like these are believed to be essential to 

restore the ―environmental legitimation crisis‖ that Marshall and Goldstein say stands in 

the way for the government to reach a functional environmentalism.87 This is a topic that 

deserves more attention though, and I return to this discussion in the chapter The 

Democratic Climate and the subsection Distrust. For now I return to the issue of economic 

growth, raising the question of if and how the connection between economic growth and 

environmental degradation can be removed.And if this is to succeed what will have to 

be the role of producers?  

3.3. The Democratic Climate 
The measures I have mapped out for the road to an ecologically sustainable economy all 

require rather extensive government involvement, because along with James Speth I 

also believe that ―a reliable green company is one that is required by law to be green.‖88 

We are not alone: many scholars, reporters, and scientists dealing with environmental 

issues call for government involvement in order to solve our environmental problems. 

Thomas Friedman even suggests that the United States become China for one day 

(though not for two).89 But are they asking too much? Is it possible to pass efficient and 

sufficient environmental regulations within the United States governmental system? If 
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not, what can be done about it? Does the environment really need the government? This 

section looks at the limitations for the government to pass efficient environmental 

legislation and review some of the underlying causes for these inadequacies. I also 

consider the effectiveness of voluntary environmental programs and efforts to 

encourage corporate social responsibility in order to test what I have concluded so far: 

that government action is essential for a coherent environmentalism. 

3.3.1. The American Way + the Chinese Way = a New Way? 

President Barack Obama and Chinese president Hu Jianto have both promised to make 

serious efforts to halt green house gas emissions. Their engagement is needed: the U.S. 

and China are the world‘s top two CO2 emitters, and any efforts to improve the global 

situation will have to include this pair.90/91 However there is a problem: Obama‘s power 

and authority to follow up on his promises are limited, as was the case for his 

predecessor. George W. Bush received harsh criticism for not signing the Kyoto 

protocol, but in reality it did not matter – Congress would in all probability have voted 

against a U.S. commitment to the agreement.92  

Another important factor is that a large percentage of American voters are skeptical of 

the anthropogenic origins of the emerging climate change93, and consequently some 

politicians will be afraid to lose votes over this matter. In other words, Obama and the 

United States have a democratic challenge, a predicament far from Hu‘s reality in 

China. In 2008 Chinese authorities banned the use of plastic bags, helping them reduce 

the country‘s oil consumption by five million tons annually.94 This constitutes a 

significant cutback, but perhaps the most interesting thing about this directive is not the 

actual reduction in oil consumption, but the way regulation was imposed. Unlike the 

case of  American authorities their Chinese colleagues did not have to worry about 
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campaign donations or workers losing their jobs. Instead they made their decision based 

on an assessment that the regulation would benefit the whole of Chinese society, and 

then imposed the new directives without further ado. 

I will not go into a discussion about alternatives to democracy – Winston Churchill said 

―democracy is the worst form of government, except for all the others‖, and I am fairly certain 

that the cons of the Chinese model outweigh the pros . Still there is no doubt that today‘s 

American democratic practice makes the introduction of new environmental regulations, 

especially at the federal level, a complicated and slow endeavor. The next section therefore 

evaluates alternatives to legislation as a means to green the economy. 

3.3.1.1. Corporate Greening – Voluntary or Mandated? 

Encouraging corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a way through which a democratic  

government, in order to play to the moral consciousness of corporate leaders, attempts 

to create change without mandating it. As corporations are taking on the challenge of 

greening their businesses, it has become close to unthinkable for American companies 

not to have a green strategy.95 In Green to Gold Daniel Esty and Andrew Winston have 

made a handbook for how ―smart companies [can] use environmental strategy to 

innovate, create value, and build competitive advantage.‖96 The reward for the 

companies is what Esty and Winston call an eco-advantage: by driving an 

environmental mindset deep into the core of corporate strategy, companies can meet the 

demands of the growing body of concerned customers while also being prepared for 

increasingly strict environmental regulations. Their book is an A-Z guide for small and 

large companies, and if corporations were to follow the advice from these two authors, 

the world would take a giant leap forward in solving our environmental problems.  

As of today CSR is a voluntary endeavor from corporations, which makes its 

implementation something that for the most part happens when it makes economic 

sense. This means that corporations, contrary to the advice from Esty and Winston, are 

likely to only make fractional changes to their production and strategy. In many 

instances corporations make some changes to some parts of their practice, while 

simultaneously trying to circumvent regulations and/or move production to countries 

with more lenient regulation enforcements. An example of this contradictory practice 

can be found in the case of America‘s largest company Wal-Mart. Wal-Mart improved 
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its ―environmental reputation‖ significantly after it removed traditional incandescent 

light bulbs from all their stores in what the New York Times called ―the environmental 

movements dream.‖97 Wal-Mart explained their program as wanting to influence 

customers to consume less energy – and the result of the effort was considerable: the 

energy savings from all the fluorescent light bulbs eliminated the need to build 

additional power plants meant to supply 450,000 homes with energy. Though this is a 

significant and impressive move on Wal-Mart‘s part, but on the flipside the Wal-Mart 

case also displays the problem with voluntary environmental programs: when the 

companies themselves can choose where they want to focus their effort, they tend to do 

so when it is positive for their bottom line. Lee Scott, CEO of Wal-Mart, told his 

executives that the company‘s environmental efforts would maintain Wal-Mart‘s 

―license to grow‖, admitting that there was a second agenda behind the apparently noble 

wish to lower the nation‘s energy consumption.98 The building of a new Wal-Mart is a 

major intervention to the natural environment and the store‘s water needs alone can alter 

the local environment significantly. Plans to build new Wal-Marts are therefore 

increasingly met with protests from local activists, but the number of local governments 

voicing objections to Wal-Mart expansion plans is also on the rise.99 The logic behind 

Wal-Mart‘s ―light bulb project‖ was thus to maintain the ―social license‖ that would 

grant it continued access to expand in the market. The dilemma is therefore, as evidence 

shows, that  voluntary efforts like these rarely change things for real or for the long 

term; economists at Resources for the Future conclude that the effect of voluntary 

environmental initiatives is limited and ―[t]herefore […] find it hard to argue for 

voluntary programs where there is a clear desire for major change in behavior.‖ 100/101 

This again means that efforts similar to Wal-Mart‘s, despite the positive effects they 

might have, only show parts of a large and complicated picture and that their endeavors 

do not contribute to a categorical establishment of an ecological growth regime.  

We therefore end up where we were at the end of the last section: environmental 

legislation is a key factor if success is to be achieved. However this conclusion does not 
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help in solving the challenges inherent in the American democratic system, and it is 

important therefore to detect the deeper lying reasons behind these problems.  

3.4. Distrust and Legitimacy  
Regulation is one thing, but how can the system be made legitimate in the people‘s 

eyes? In a country with a democratic tradition that favors a minimalistic governing 

body, ideas of increased government involvement can be hard to sell. Still nearly 

everyone, except the most hard-headed adherents of orthodox laissez faire, recognizes 

the need for government intervention in the market, in various segments and for various 

reasons. Over the past century there has been an increased dependency on the 

government, yet the United States continues to be the most ―anti-government‖ among 

the occidental countries, a trend that seems to hold up. In 1964 76 % of Americans 

responded positively to the question ―How much of the time can you trust the 

government to do what is right?‖ At the time, exposure of government double standards 

led to an American identity crisis in the mid-1960s, and has since resulted in a steady 

increase in cynicism towards Washington.102 The stark distrust started out among the 

radical Vietnam protesters, and environmental and other social movements followed. 

Since the Reagan era this antipathy has also been increasingly dominant on the right 

side of politics, and resentment towards the government thus seems to influence the 

climate of opinion on both sides of the political divide. In a Washington Post-ABC 

News poll conducted in February of 2010, 71 % of the participants said they disapprove 

of the way the U.S. Congress is doing its job.103  

For the past several decades partisanship has also grown deeper between the parties‘ 

representatives and among the people in general. In the Senate filibusters, which used to 

be a last resort in issues of particular dispute104, have become common in the legislative 

branch, and instead of a simple majority, new legislation must oftentimes muster a 

supermajority (60 out of the 100 votes). In a way it shows the Senate works as the 
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―cooling chamber‖ it is meant to be, but the strong partisanship is increasingly being 

accused of halting decision making in order to ruin things for the other party.   

Seymour Lipset and Thomas Friedman both see mistrust in government as one of the 

biggest problems for American democracy.105/106It seems a valid concern, as the 

suspiciousness towards elected representatives reduces the government‘s ability to make 

major decisions unless in times of severe crisis. This constitutes a stern predicament for 

environmental regulation, because despite the severe and urgent nature of climate 

change, its consequences are still abstract and do not yet constitute a tangible threat in 

the way that, for instance, the attacks of September 11, 2001 did. Yet not everyone 

agrees that this is a serious problem, and, for lack of a similar illustration pertaining to 

environmental regulation, I use this example from the Economist:  In the article “What’s 

Gone Wrong in Washington,” the Economist‘s journalist claims that the situation in 

Washington, D.C., is in fact not all that bad, and uses the TARP bill that saved the 

banks during the financial crisis as an example of major initiatives that have been 

approved.107/108 The Economist‘s examples, Bush‘s TARP bill, and the later stimulus bill 

passed under the Obama administration, do not provide evidence that D.C. is 

functioning well. Instead they are evidence of what Friedman and Lipset propose: an 

urgent and major crisis is needed to bypass partisanship in the governing bodies, and as 

a consequence the democratic principles of the U.S. Constitution are not allowed to 

function properly. This, on the contrary cannot be said about the process of 

environmental regulation, so democratically speaking the unhurried pace on these issues 

can therefore be considered to be a good thing.  

An article by Brent Marshall and Warren Goldstein titled Managing the Environmental 

Legitimation Crisis brings together the issues of environmentalism and distrust in the 

government and its institutions.109 Marshall and Goldstein claim that the legitimation 

crisis of the government and its environmental institutions (particularly the EPA) has 

come as a result of the lack of authenticity in the calls for public involvement and 

proposals. Opinions voiced and decisions made at public hearings have, according to the 
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authors, largely been ignored when the proposals did not fit the predetermined agenda 

from the government.  This strategy, the authors say, has led to public apathy and 

feelings of uselessness, and the perceived arrogance from the government has lessened 

its ability to put any clout behind calls for ecological awareness. To this assessment it is 

appropriate to add a note about the changed nature of the environmental organizations 

since the 1960s – the environmental movement was once a counterculture that aroused 

the enthusiasm of the general public, however the professionalization of the 

environmental organizations have made them more like ―pocketbook organizations‖ 

with a professionalized core of working ―activists‖. Consequently this group, which 

could have been a counterweight to the government‘s ineptness, is therefore instead 

under criticism ―for taking the same organizational forms as business and government.‖ 

110  

Some groups are however trying to mend the gap between the government and the 

people. From the 1990s there has been a movement to ―redesign government‖ which 

advocates an inclusive, long-term commitment in ecosystems management that is based 

on interactive collaboration, open communication, and shared leadership between 

governmental institutions and the public. Their scheme carries great resemblance to the 

strategy that Dietrich Brandis proposed to British officials in India close to 150 years 

ago111, and by way of authentic collaboration it will, if it succeeds, undoubtedly be a 

victory for restoring the trust in government locally while at the same time protecting 

the environment. On the downside the strategy bears in it the possibility for creating too 

narrow of a focus on harms to the local environment, and the not-in-my-backyard 

attitude that is the hallmark of many local movements could then possibly prevent or 

exclude concerns for large scale issues such as GHG emissions. While many of the 

issues that need to be addressed are of global character, they still/dodemand a much 

wider perspective. In creating an ecological awareness, this kind of involvement is also 

valuable, but the problem is that it creates awareness locally,  yet there is still a risk that 

it will not affect the sense of a global environmental responsibility that is required. 

Therefore, protests should include a wider objection than out-of-sight-out-of-mind.112  
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3.4.1.1. The State of the Green Nation 

To reduce the damages of manufacturing and other components of economic growth, it 

is possible to combine any of the measures assessed above. However, as we have seen, 

all of these efforts also risk creating new problems among people and in other parts of 

the environment . 

Replacing fossil fuels with renewable energy is a one of the fastest growing ways that 

states use to adapt to a sustainable economy. The case that follows at the end of this 

study gives an example of the comprehensive projects Iowa has introduced to include 

renewable energy into their economy, and most other American states have committed 

to extensive environmental programs that are meant to limit the damages from 

economic growth. The study from Iowa displays some of the less favorable effects of 

these projects; renewable energy is great at reducing the emissions of GHGs and 

therefore functions well in terms of aiding the global environment. However, every 

major renewable energy source has a weak spot: river habitat destruction is caused by 

hydro-derived power, wind power is blamed for avian mortality, solar power is the 

cause of desert overdevelopment, biomass power is responsible for air emissions, and 

geothermal for depletion and toxic discharges. Evidently the local impacts of renewable 

energy production are potentially severe.113 Because economic development (or the fear 

of discontinued growth) is the main motivation behind renewable energy projects, the 

biodiversity in the proximity of production sites risk being depleted for the sake of 

regional economic growth. Whether these ―small‖ local sacrifices have to be made for 

the sake of a greater good is a returning paradox within ecological philosophy. I remain 

inconclusive in this question; a definitive yes or no will probably never be a correct 

answer. What I do believe however is that the goal must be to get to a point where we 

first weigh the different consequences for the environment against each other, and reach 

a conclusion on that issue before we pay too much attention to how it will affect growth.   

James Gustave Speth has specified two ways to make the market more agreeable to the 

environment: ―to transform the market into a powerful instrument for environmental 

protection and restoration and to limit […] the imperialism of the market‖.114 There are 

many positive signs that we are in fact moving in that direction, and my case study from 

Iowa shows that the combination of self-reliance and retracted government has opened 
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the way for a diverse body of local regulations and projects. Also at the federal level 

corporations are feeling the heat. Even though things are moving slowly in Washington, 

they are not standing still, and there are in fact signs that they are also picking up pace. 

The Sarbanes-Oxley Act of 2002 has led to an increasing demand for disclosure in the 

production chain and continues to expand its reach as it is being tried. The act requires 

companies to calculate their potential liability for environmental damage, and there are 

speculations about whether these liabilities in the future will include not just ―on-site‖ 

waste, but also liability for contributing to climate change.115 Because American 

companies are competing internationally, they are also subject to the regulations of 

other countries, and with the increasingly stringent directives from e.g. the European 

Union, American companies will also be at a competitive disadvantage if they are not 

ahead of their game. One of the widest reaching legislations from the EU is the REACH 

bill which requires all companies to register all chemicals that they use. Any chemical 

that cannot be proved to be safe is not allowed onto the market. The U.S. is attempting 

to follow up with a parallel bill: the Safe Chemicals Act of 2010 will place similar 

demands on U.S. companies domestically and thereby grant them easier access to the 

European market. The bill will make companies liable for failure also by their 

international supply partners. Although though China has similar legislation, there is a 

concern from U.S. companies that their Chinese partners will not comply with 

American government standards. This will then mean that companies will think globally 

in every part of production, and though it might not lead to a global environmental 

ethic, it will demand a global environmental responsibility.  

3.5. Complicating Issue – The Problem of Consumption 

This thesis is primarily concerned with the possibilities for developing an ecologically 

prudent economic growth, and believes that the conclusions that have been drawn 

earlier in the study would help establish such a new economic regime. However, the 

United States‘ population of around three hundred million people makes up the world‘s 

most energy demanding group; the average American energy consumption per capita is 

double compared to countries like the U.K. and Germany, and is equaled only by small 

countries like the UAE, Qatar and Iceland. 116 In simple numbers, this means that the 
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United States, containing 5% of the world‘s population, is consuming one quarter off all 

of the world‘s resources, but is the turn towards new production standards starting to 

turn this trend?117  

3.5.1. Positive Trends and their Flipsides 

Over the past decades there has been a significant decline in individual energy 

consumption in the U.S., due to new energy efficiency standards and more economic 

resource use in industrial production. Though the development of directives for 

environmental regulation has been slow in the United States, they have still become 

increasingly strict, and corporations and businesses today face a large and complicated 

set of standards for energy efficiency and pollution abatement. A ―green wave‖ is also 

over us, encouraging consumers to ―buy green‖ and ―act green‖, and seen together these 

occurrences are all signs that we are moving towards a more environmentally conscious 

future. But together these features also sum up what remains the ―major unasked 

question‖; the question of consumption. 118 Of all of the features of ―green‖ mentioned 

above, none are asking consumers to buy less.  

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration residential energy use has 

over the past years declined due to more efficient space heating. However, this gain has 

been offset by growth in square footage and an increased number of household 

appliances.
119

 More efficient use of resources in production has resulted in a reduction 

in unnecessary use of materials, but simultaneously people are buying more things. And 

the world‘s population is booming and the spread of democracy has led to increased 

personal wealth for people around the world. We are about to reach a population of 7 

billion globally; in other words we are more people buying more stuff – and I think we 

need to stop. 

The economic recession that hit the United States in 2008 was a result of two factors: a 

collapse in the subprime mortgage market and a steep rise in energy prices. The 

recession resulted in two things that were of significance to the topic of this thesis. First, 

and due to the increased cost of fuels and the insecure job market, consumption dropped 

drastically, and second the high energy prices120 caused a shift in Washington's take on 
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environmental issues. To help solving these problems and to restore the economy 

stimulus packages were injected into the market, partly to arouse development of green 

industry and green jobs. Using the recession to spur this development was a good 

initiative and in compliance with for instance what the Notre Dame group recommended 

in their study.121 However, the main imperative of the stimulus bill was not to save the 

environment, instead the stimulus packages were meant to refuel the economy by 

spurring consumption. Depending on how one reads statistics, between 40 and 70 % of 

U.S. economy is driven by consumer spending122; and it is safe to say that the system 

that allows this pattern to exist is responsible for the exaggerated energy use that is 

causing the ecological crisis. The success of the stimulus packages will mean that the 

system is still dependent on excessive consumption and the systemic failures that harm 

the environment will continue to be present. Or as the Notre Dame group puts it out, 

―we will still have an economy geared to the profit of a few rather than one serving the 

needs of the many.‖123  

3.5.2. Limiting Consumption 

I cannot help to draw the parallel between the ecological crisis and the history of the 

American frontier. When the western frontier closed, the United States turned its 

expansion outward and continued to conquer the frontier through the resources that 

existed throughout the rest of the world. Today the boundary of the planet itself is 

reached, and we are at what I term the ecological frontier. This means that we can no 

longer expect to find new and undiscovered areas for prosperity124, but need to find a 

way to live with what we have at our disposal, and within the confines of our planet‘s 

geographical space. 

So what can we do to curb the excessive consumption? Economic incentives have been 

used successfully to encourage corporations to take on environmentally friendly habits. 

Can a similar strategy be used for individual consumers? If buying green products 

would e.g. give a tax break, consumers would get an incentive to choose these over their 

damaging counterparts. A way of doing so would be to raise the taxes on luxury goods 
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and ecologically damaging products, and then redistribute this money by injecting them 

into ―green‖ businesses. This could potentially lower the prices of ecological products 

and thereby make them available to a broader group of consumers and gradually replace 

conventional products. 

Increasing the prices of fossil fuels to limit their use would be another measure towards 

curbing consumption. However, this is a measure that would decrease people‘s mobility 

significantly, due to the lacking infrastructure for anything but the automobile. After a 

long history of phasing out public transportation to the benefit of car producers and the 

oil industry125 the lives of most Americans are fully motorized. In 2005 38.6 % of all 

households owned two cars, while 18.3 % owned three. Many of these were SUVs, 

which in 2000 for the first time outsold regular cars, and gasoline prices are 

consequently of vital importance to household economies. In total transportation alone 

constitute 30 % of the total U.S. Co2 emissions, and a cut here would also mean 

eliminating a large part of this pollution problem. Dryzec poses a critique of the 

environmental movements as well as from the government; ―Land use planning that 

would reduce reliance on cars – the kind of structural change that strong ecological 

modernization implies – is simply not on the anti-pollution agenda.‖126 I agree that this 

is an important question, but instead of changing the roads and similar infrastructure, I 

believe that this money is better spent on developing alternative cars and fuels. The 

prices of gasoline could be increased by taxes that could be directed directly at the auto 

industry to spur development of a new generation of environmentally friendly cars and 

trucks. Much of the technology is already there and the auto fleet could fairly quickly be 

replaced by better cars and the inconvenience of high prices and limited mobility would 

thereby be a temporary sacrifice. These are concrete measures that could be taken and 

like I have concluded throughout this study; government involvement would also here 

be required – a comprehensive and true greening of the economy should be politics, not 

just policies. 

On a more overarching level Speth suggests that there are two ways to sustainable 

consumerism: green consumerism or reduced consumption. Green consumerism does 

not require a reduction of consumption in all areas, but encourages the use of green 
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products and it wants corporations to produce them. Green consumerism has much 

potential, but it also has many pit holes, and Speth lists four major concerns that can 

constitute threats to its success. These are the “rebound effect”, privatization of the 

environmental crisis, “greenwashing” and last conspicuous consumption. To this I 

would like to add a fifth dependency on financial situation. Let us start with the last 

issue. Studies show that 61 % of Americans are willing to give significant sacrifices for 

the environment, while at the same time 83 % say that they do not take active steps to 

live green, and only 12 % say that they buy green products on a regular basis. 

According to the 2009 Cone Consumer Environmental Survey as many as 69 % of 

American consumers will ―actively seek opportunities to buy environmentally 

responsible products and will do so if it’s within their budget.‖127 What these statistics 

show is that people are increasingly aware and concerned with products, but because 

green products tend to be higher priced than conventional products green consumption 

seems to become a balancing post in people‘s budgets, i.e. ecologically sound behavior 

is a matter of money. But money can also prove to be a problem the other way around 

from the rebound effect; if consumers save money on energy efficiency and other 

―green‖ initiatives, it is likely that the money saved will be spent on new products. Thus 

the next issue privatization of the environmental crisis is also needs to be kept in mind. 

Individual consumers are (rightly) blamed for much of the problems of consumption, 

but behind them is a larger system that is at the roots of these problems and which 

constantly works to reinforce the pattern of consumption. If left to corporations, green 

products will allow consumption to grow in an upwards spiral and the problem of 

consumption remains, which leads us to the third problem, namely “green washing”. 

There is an enormous potential for manipulating the market of green products, a 

problem that could, as I noted earlier, be solved by enhanced producer responsibility in 

the form of transparency and disclosure. However, this is so far not the case and 

marketing specialists have recognized the increased awareness from consumers who 

want to buy ecological products and live a healthy life style. This demographic group 

has been labeled LOHAS by the advertizing business, short for Lifestyle of Health and 

Sustainability and represents the segment that is targeted especially for green products. 

The LOHAS segment is the group that is closest to living by ecologically sound 

standards, but this group is also signified by a trait that can stand in the way for the real 
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fulfillment of this goal; their focus on personal fulfillment. The LOHAS group is often 

well educated and with a good economy which means that despite their focus on 

sustainability and ecology, they tend to also fall into the segment of conspicuous 

consumers, i.e. consumption that is spurred by ever changing needs for ―variety, fashion 

and luxury.[sic]‖128 These three characteristics are important to consumers because they 

are statements of who you are, and this to me is one of the main obstacles that stand in 

the way of developing a genuine ecological awareness: consumption as a shaper of 

identity. 

3.5.3. Consumption, Identity and Well-Being 

The AMC hit show Mad Men, set in the Sterling Cooper Advertising Agency in 1960s 

New York City, brilliantly depicts the advent of advertising as we know it today. Don 

Draper, the star of Sterling Cooper, explains the business like this: ―Advertising is based 

on one thing, happiness. And you know what happiness is? Happiness is the smell of a 

new car. It's freedom from fear. It's a billboard on the side of the road that screams 

reassurance that whatever you are doing is okay. You are okay‖129 

Don Draper not only describes his profession, he concurrently describes the roots of our 

ecological problem, namely personal well-being as a commodity. Robert Brulle refers to 

Jürgen Habermas who has identified two values that are essential to adapting the self of 

the modern personality to the market: consumerism and possessive individualism. These 

two lead to an ―unending quest for consumption in an anxious search for social status 

[…] where the good life will be found in the next commodity.‖130 Advertising sells 

feelings more than it sells products – contentment through purchases. The result of 

advertising‘s success in making material possessions a yardstick for personal success 

has reduced the significance of the need for the products we buy, where its value now 

resides in the quality it adds to the person who possesses it. This principle is of course 

not new; buying power has at all times enabled people to buy social status; in 1899 

Thorstein Veblen criticized this kind of consumption for being ―largely of a ceremonial 
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character,‖
131

 and thanks to an ―enormous and enormously sophisticated marketing 

apparatus‖132 conspicuous consumption shows no sign of declining. 

That ―consumption‖ connotes such a wide set of issues aside from the actual act of 

buying things makes it a complicating issue on the way to establishing a green 

economy. A question that comes to mind after reviewing the different sides to 

consumption is whether any economic system, however good, will be effective in 

making economic growth ecologically sound, unless it is based on the principles of 

ecological awareness. It is hard to see how; the possessive individualism that 

characterizes the modern self makes it hard to imagine how a genuine environmental 

ethic can develop; environmental awareness requires a willingness to think in broader 

terms than personal well-being, to imagine and take responsibility to avoid future 

repercussions of personal behavior and to appreciate the inherent value of nature and its 

species, not just as means to human ends, but also in a non-utilitarian fashion. A 

functional consumer ethic would therefore involve a new set of parameters for our 

expectations of what constitutes a good life, and as mentioned earlier; though the Unites 

States is not going back to peasantry, the Indian environmentalism that Guha refers to 

may be a guiding light in the way there.
133

 

Chapter 4. Case Study – Renewable Energy in the State of Iowa 

The renewable energy industry (REI) in Iowa constitutes one of the most interesting 

examples of a greening economy in the United States. Iowa has over the past years 

embraced progressive and comprehensive policies to integrate clean energies into the 

state‘s accumulation base, and after extensive efforts to encourage development in the 

renewable energy sector Iowa is today one of the country‘s leading producers of 

alternative energy. These so-called green energies thus constitute an important base for 

economic growth in Iowa and are, as we will see, bringing with them both advantageous 

features as well as inherent problems.  

This chapter first gives a brief presentation of the federal government‘s failure of 

developing an ecologically sound economic growth in the U.S. Next it highlights 

important features in the Iowan economy, such as main industries, unemployment 
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figures etc, in order to identify segments that are of importance to the growth machine. I 

then go on to identifying some of the actors in the growth machine and how the machine 

operates in Iowa. In order to determine whether there is in fact a movement towards an 

ecologically sound growth in Iowa I draw up five criteria for what such a model would 

look like; in sum these criteria form what I choose to call the ecologically prudent 

growth model (EPG). By reviewing some of the causes and effects of the REIs, I then 

look for signs that the growth machine in Iowa is undermining the standards set for the 

model. Last I analyze a case to build a new coal plant in Marshalltown, IA. The analysis  

Last I draw some conclusions about the future possibilities of the EPG. 

4.1. Alternative Energy and the American Economy 

 

4.1.1. History: The Failure of the Federal Government to Develop a 

Sustained Renewable Energy Policy  

American interest for alternative fuels was spurred by the 1973 oil crisis as the incident 

made two things evident: American consumption patterns had made the U.S. critically 

dependent on foreign resources, leading to a second realization; resource dependency 

had become a serious threat to national security.134 To counter this threat President 

Richard Nixon introduced ―Project Independence‖135 which declared that the United 

States would be energy independent by 1980, and in the Nixon years much R&D was 

focused on the search for energy alternatives. His administration was also responsible 

for establishing the Environmental Protection Agency, (EPA) and the 1970s became a 

period of sweeping environmental reform, making the United States an international 

spearhead for progressive environmental policies.136  
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Unfortunately the country did not hold this position for long: by the end of the decade 

American energy consumption had exceeded previous levels, the fear of energy scarcity 

had subsided from public awareness, and the 1980s became a decade where 

environmental organizations were excluded from decision making processes – at times 

experiencing hostile opposition from the Reagan administration.137 Some of the 1970s 

environmental mandates, like abatement of emissions for automobiles, were reversed in 

the Reagan years, and reactions to environmental damage again became remedial rather 

than preventive. Without support from the federal government the United States quickly 

started lagging behind on environmental issues, including the search for alternatives to 

fossil fuels. Refusing to sign international agreements to deal with ecological decline, 

the country fell further behind when other nations started investing heavily in renewable 

energy, and at a federal level there has been limited interest to invest in renewable 

energy to expand the U.S. economic growth.  

The Clinton years offered a swing in the direction of viable American environmental 

politics and the administration appointed several well-known environmental activists 

into its staff and in governmental agencies. The inclusion turned out to be a 

disappointment for many environmentalists as other political concerns often outweighed 

the environmental agenda. Since it took office, the Obama administration has  had 

energy independence and issues of climate change on the table. In his address at the 

Copenhagen Obama said that ―[America] will transform to a clean energy economy... 

We are convinced that changing the way that we produce and use energy is essential to 

America's economic future – that it will create millions of new jobs, power new 

industry, keep us competitive, and spark new innovation.‖ Clean energy is now seen as 

a competitive advantage by the administration and the tone has changed since his 

predecessors were in Rio and Kyoto respectively; Obama continued by saying that 

―America is going to continue on this course of action no matter what happens in 

Copenhagen. But we will all be stronger and safer and more secure if we act together. 

That is why it is in our mutual interest to achieve a global accord in which we agree to 

take certain steps, and to hold each other accountable for our commitments.‖
138

 The 

diplomatic approach is also a move away from the unilateralism that often hallmarks the 
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U.S. in matters of international importance.
139

 Yet, despite the President‘s personal 

commitment and concern about climate change, he has not managed to muster support 

for climate change legislation, and also failed to pass the prestigious cap-and-trade bill.
 

140
 In the midterm elections this November, the Democrats lost Congress to the 

Republican Party, and due to the difference in opinions and the strong partisanship, it 

therefore seems unlikely that any great environmental reforms will pass within the next 

few years.
141

  

4.1.2. State, Local and Private Initiatives 

Despite, or perhaps because of, the lacking interest from the federal government to 

support renewable energy development, the last decade has seen extensive efforts by 

state governments to implement this sector into state economies, with photovoltaic 

energy, wind and biofuels constituting the three largest renewable energy sectors. Also 

at lower administrative levels, as well as in private homes alternative energies are being 

tried out; traveling around in the country meeting with ―green‖ entrepreneurs, venture 

capitalists and university directors, Thomas Friedman commented that he came away 

with a feeling that ―the United States is really primed for a Code Green 

revolution.‖142/143 Several American states are attempting to adopt ―feed-in-tariffs‖ 144 to 

encourage implementation of renewable energy and state administrations are joining 

forces to urge national renewable energy standards.145 Despite lacking federal support 

California now covers 35 % of its electricity demand through renewable energy, with 
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states like Texas and Iowa following alongside: In short it is not unreasonable a 

hypothesis to suggest that the renewable energy sector constitutes an important base for 

economic growth. 

4.1.3. Growth, Energy, and the State of Iowa  

Iowa is a scarcely populated state with a population of under three million people. The 

state has one of the slowest population growth rates in the U.S. and projections from the 

U.S. Census Bureau estimate that the number of inhabitants will remain fairly steady 

over the next twenty years.146 However, as is the trend in most parts of the world, so is 

Iowa is experiencing increased urbanization. The distribution of people thus changes, in 

turn shifting for instance the energy needs from one location to another. As seen in other 

industrial regions manufacturing jobs have been declining drastically in Iowa over the 

past decades, Iowa lost 20.000 manufacturing jobs in 2009
147

, John Deere for instance is 

cutting 1600 people from their payroll148 and the unemployment rate in the state is today 

6.8 %. The drop was rapid; still this number is 2 % percent below the country average 

and in other words closer to the 5.5 % rate that is considered ―ideal‖ in that it secures a 

steady acceleration of inflation. 149/150 Regardless, job insecurity is one of the most 

debated topics of in the media, among people I have interviewed as well as in the 

current gubernatorial election, thus it is no understatement to say that growth is one of 

the most widely shared causes in the Iowa, as it is in the rest of the modernized world. 

Aside from manufacturing, the most important industries in Iowa are meat production, 

corn production and alternative energy. The pork industry contributes 220,000 jobs, 

with an economic output of over $37 billion, generating close to $ 1.2 billion in state 

and sales taxes.151 93 % of Iowa‘s crop harvest constitutes of soybeans and corn 

(40/53%)152. Corn grown in Iowa has traditionally been exported directly out of the 

state, but ethanol plants have enlivened the rural economy by processing the harvest 

locally. The ethanol industry is thereby giving direct payments to land owners and 

investors, and is seen as positive because it helps sustain the overall economic activity 
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in the state.153 The transition from direct export to local manufacturing has made Iowa 

the nation's largest producer of ethanol.  

Alternative energy production is present but still a much smaller part of the economy. 

Numbers from the Iowa Office of Energy Independence show that 2,300 Iowans have 

employment through wind manufacturing, and that the state leads the nation in wind 

generation as a percent of total power: 20 percent of the state‘s energy generation comes 

from wind. More than 200 Iowa companies in 26 counties are supplying the wind 

industry, generating more than $50 million in new revenue for Iowa companies 

annually. Governor Culver‘s $100 million Iowa Power Fund has been the engine for 

growth in this industry and is dedicated to promoting and bolstering Iowa‘s wind 

industry through funding research and development, early commercialization, and 

innovation that will help the market transform to this new industry. Growing interest in 

wind power has also prompted Des Moines-area leaders to consider a uniform ordinance 

to provide consistent regulation of small-scale wind energy turbines in residential areas. 

Inquiries about wind energy ranked in 2008 among the top three requests for 

information fielded by the American Planning Association, a nonprofit organization that 

represents urban planners and community development leaders across the United 

States.154
 

Within Iowa the above mentioned renewable energy industries have thus offered ways 

to circumvent the economic decline that often hit supply regions. Joe Jongewaard, 

Project Manager with the Iowa Department of Economic Development: "We believe 

that there is a huge expansion in manufacturing capacity of wind generation equipment 

and that it's going to happen somewhere in the world over the next 3 to 4 years...Iowa is 

positioned to get more than its share of that expansion. We believe that it's reasonable 

to expect that 10,000 manufacturing jobs could be created in Iowa by the end of 

2014.”155 The lofty goals of State leaders to become a renewable energy leader make the 

Iowa economy an interesting case to study in terms of ―greening of the economy.‖ 

Simultaneously these emerging industries also make Iowa a viable case through which I 

can test if a new ecologically sound growth model is emerging. 
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4.2. Iowa as a Growth Machine  
―I speculate that the political and economic essence in virtually any given locality, in 

the present American context, is growth.[…] growth is the overriding commonality 

among important people in a given locale [and] the very essence of a locality is its 

operation as a growth machine.‖156  

This is how Harvey Molotch introduces his theory of the growth machine and Iowa is 

no exception to Molotch‘s rule; the state economy works also here through the 

interaction between local elites, government and auxiliary players who share a common 

interest for growth.  

4.2.1.1. Local Elites 

According to Molotch‘s theory the growth coalition consists in disproportionate 

numbers of those who have the greatest economic gain from controlling land use. This 

leads to centralized decision making processes where prestigious businesspeople and 

professionals, i.e. the local elites, make mutually beneficial resolutions at the cost of 

other local groups. This is true also in the Iowa economy where major players in the 

energy and agricultural sectors steer much of the development.  

One of the major elites is locals with interests in the pork industry. Iowa is the number 

one pork supplier in the U.S. and thus the pork industry constitutes one of the most 

influential elites in the state. most of this production is concentrated on what is 

commonly referred to as ―factory farms‖; in 2007 each of Iowa‘s pork suppliers owned 

an average of more than 3600 pigs (up from 1400 since 2003) and in interviews for my 

case study, these numbers were brought up by the environmental organizations as a 

major concern.157/158/159/160 A report by Center for Agricultural and Rural Development at 

Iowa State University also states that ―there is a concern that the increased 

concentration of the [pork] industry may be accompanied by an increased risk of 

environmental damage due to manure spills and further degradation of local air quality 

as the result of odor emanating from large-scale hog facilities‖. The report further 
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comments that a problem ―facing both regulators and the judicial system is that little 

information exists on the extent of damages caused by livestock facilities, making 

regulation and assessment of damages in civil suits that much more difficult‖161. Having 

in mind the numbers presented in the beginning of this chapter the inability or 

unwillingness to acquire information about the environmental effects of hog farming 

can rather easily be explained by Molotch‘s analysis of the growth machine can help 

explain why; generating more than $2.1 billion in state taxes and over 200.000 jobs, the 

pork industry is one of the most important areas through which the state government can 

fulfill its two imperatives of growth and legitimation. On the one hand, by failing to 

pass regulation that will prevent environmental damage from hog farming, the 

government risks the environment and loses the kudos of green advocates and the global 

civil society. If, however, the large number of jobs and tax revenues connected to the 

pork industry were jeopardized as a result of environmental regulation the very 

legitimacy of the state government in the eyes of the citizens of the state would be 

called into question.162/163  

 

Of other elites that have grown increasingly stronger are Iowa‘s corn producers, many 

of which have leaped from food to fuel production within a short period of time. The 

change was embraced for its potential to enhance economic growth, ethanol could be 

produced within the state and thus creating a higher direct income for producers and for 

the state. In addition the ethanol production would contribute to energy independence 

and unlike the pork industry‘s detrimental effects on the environment; biofuels would 

also have a positive effect on atmospheric carbon levels. Unfortunately the changing 

nature of the agricultural production soon displayed the risks of linking energy security 

to the threat of climate change. Corn is a highly resource demanding crop that is 

dependent on nitrogen enhanced soil in order to maximize its yield. The nitrogen 

percolates into the earth and is mixed into the ground water. This process is aggravated 

by systems of subterranean tiles and drains — 98 percent of Iowa‘s arable fields are 

tiled — that accelerate field drainage into ditches and local watersheds. As a result, 
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loadings of nitrogen and phosphorus seep into the Mississippi. The contaminated water 

continues to the Gulf of Mexico where it promotes algae growth, starving water bodies 

of oxygen needed by aquatic life, and enlarging the hypoxic ―dead zone‖ in the gulf.164 

But the effects have also been felt locally; the Des Moines metropolitan region has had 

to build the United State‘s largest extraction system for nitrates to clean the city‘s 

drinking water.  

The effects of the agriculture industry are, as shown, potentially severe for the 

environment, yet it is allowed to continue its large scale pursuit for economic growth; 

the industry even receives subsidies to finance their business. This is a strong indication 

that the local elites are hard at work shaping government agencies to make growth 

patterns fit the objectives of the coalition, i.e. it is operating like a growth machine. 

4.2.1.2. Transnational Companies 

The biofuels industry in Iowa is mainly a prolonging of the already existing agricultural 

sector and thus much of this industry is bound to Iowa in geographical terms. Despite 

some foreign investments in the biofuels industry in Iowa, it is somewhat still a part of a 

more traditional trade model, and attached to geographical space.‖165 The opposite is 

true of the wind power industry; wind generated power is the fastest growing renewable 

industry sector in Iowa and it is to a large degree dominated by direct foreign 

investments. This is caused by the transnational character of modern capitalism and the 

effect is reduced accumulation of wealth that the local elites traditionally have thrived 

from, though they of course still benefit from the intensified land use. In his 2010 article 

―Green Economy Is Not Yet Made in U.S.A,‖166 New York Times‘ correspondent Louis 

Uchitelle makes a point of the fact that Europe and Asia have been leading the 

development of renewable technology, and that they are therefore the ones that benefit 

from the tax credits that are given by the federal government. In Iowa Spanish owned 

Acciona and Danish company Vestas are both among the leading manufacturers of wind 

turbines and has assembly plants for wind turbines in Iowa, while the turbine parts are 

produced abroad. These companies benefit, as Uchitelle remarks, from American tax 

credits; in addition the multinational character of production makes the role of the 

government increasingly problematic. Because the companies are TNCs which spread 
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production over several countries, the manufacturing process is no longer tied to a 

single location. If the government wishes to tax ―their‖ company, the corporations then 

have several ways of manipulating their accounts through the various countries it 

operates. Transnational companies are therefore less likely to offset the same tax 

revenues in the manner that for instance the pork industry does. Some states have 

applied what is called unitary taxation, through which companies are taxed based on 

their global economic activity proportionate to the activity it performs within the state, 

though this is not the case for Iowa.167 The foreign dominance of the Iowan wind power 

industry is however diminishing; Iowa based TPI Composites has entered a deal with 

GE Energy to manufacture blades for GE‘s wind turbines and the same is the case with 

solar panel manufacturing for other companies.168 However, rising incomes from 

taxation of the wind power industry are not inevitable; Logan and Molotch note that 

―transnational firms are becoming less ‘American‗, and in other words increasingly 

multinational, with the same benefits from multiple production sites and mail-box 

addresses. 169   

4.2.1.3. The Government 

Much of growth mobilization efforts involve government, and according to Molotch and 

Logan ―local growth elites play a major role in […] scrutinizing politicians and ―watch 

dogging‖ administrative details [sic]‖ and they identify growth, obviously not as the 

only, but as the key role of government.170 Local utilities and land owners are combining 

efforts to create growth through the renewable energy sector, which has been heavily 

supported by the state government which, through its Energy Independence Plan 

aggressively promotes renewable power industries.171  

The mobilized interests for growth and legitimacy are maintained through the 

interdependency between the local government (for campaign funding) and the local 

business people (on lenient taxation and beneficial regulations.) 
172

 It was interesting 

therefore to look at how the campaign funding in the last and current gubernatorial 

elections was distributed among the different energy sectors. When tracing the 2006 

campaign funds of Iowa‘s Democratic Governor Chet Culver there is little that indicates 
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that he has been in great debt to land owners or businesses that would benefit from 

lenient environmental regulations.
173

 Analyzing the numbers more closely, there are 

some signs that this is changing for the 2010 campaign. A small shift is seen in the 

donations from agricultural coalitions which by May 2010 have increased their 

contributions by $40,000, from the $65.000 total in 2006. Another group that Molotch 

points to as an important interest group in the growth machine is realtors, but so far their 

2010 donations are behind $80.000 from last election. The biggest change from 2006 

seems to appear in the cluster of sponsors labeled ―Energy and Natural Resources‖, 

where six months before the election; these donations are already up almost $60.000 

from 2006.
 174

 Due to Culver‘s strong commitment to the wind energy sector this is 

hardly as a surprise, but a closer look at the names behind the numbers show that it is 

the biofuels industry that contributes most of these funds. In addition it is an interesting 

point that their owners/managers belong to the opposite side of the political spectrum.
175

 

There is no contradiction in this, however. The members of the growth machine do not 

need to share the same values in other aspects of life, but are mobilized through the 

common goal of economic growth. The IOEI‘s biofuels strategy emphasizes the great 

number of jobs that the business will supply the region with; however, it seems evident 

that the office is trying to tone down this industry for the future.  

4.2.1.4. Statesmen for Growth – Media and Utilities 

4.2.1.4.1. The Role of the Media 

The media is highlighted as an important aid to the growth machine. ―The metropolitan 

newspaper is the most important example of a business which has its interest anchored 
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 The unitemized contributions only contributed 0,04 % of the total budget, which equaled a little over 
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 What is worth noting is the top three contributors, who donate the lions share in the “Energy and 
Natural Resources” group. Among them is Bruce Rastetter, president of Hawkeye Energy 
Holdings, Iowa's largest ethanol producer and the third largest in the nation. Rastetter was formerly the 
CEO of Heartland, the U.S.’ 13

th
 largest pork producer, and is an advisor to Altenergy. His role in 

Altenergy reveals Rastetter’s close relationship to the number one “energy-sponsor” for Culver’s 
campaign, Russell M. Stidolph. Stidolph is the founder and serves as managing director of Altenergy, and 
together with Rastetter, Stidolph is part of a group of four people who serve as that company’s strategic 
team. (Altenergy LLC 2010) An additional comment can be made about Rastetter: he is a member of the 
GOP (Culver is a Democrat), and it has been speculated if Rastetter will run for the office of governor, 
something that has worried environmentalists because of “his tremendous amount of gravitas on 
renewable fuels and agriculture issues”.  
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in the aggregate growth of the locality.‖176 Media is committed to growth to survive 

because their financial status depends on it, and its emphasis on growth is something 

that (the rest of) the growth machine can unite around. Newspaper editorials have 

typically been supportive of ―the ecology‖, but ―tend nevertheless to support growth-

including investments for their region.‖177 Newspapers tend to support ―good planning 

principles‖ that encourage sustainability, but Molotch warns that these principles should 

not be confused with ―limited growth or conservation‖.  

There is no doubt that renewable energy is high up on the agenda in the Des Moines 

Register, but there is a clear distinction in the focus from the opinions of the editorial 

staff and the business staff. The editorials are, in almost every instance, positive towards 

renewable energy industries and the continued exploration of these opportunities in 

Iowa, i.e. ―supportive of the ecology‖. However, both conservation and ecology is also 

promoted in terms of economic growth and the ―good planning principles‖ that Molotch 

mentions. The business section on the other hand seems to be more directly opposed to 

―green growth‖ through the renewable energy sector. The future of renewable energy as 

a sustainable option for economic growth is questioned and several opinion blogs from 

the business section‘s staff outright warn against the economic disadvantages and 

uncertain future for renewable energy in Iowa. ―It is not clear if the potential growth [of 

green jobs] will ever be a major factor in the state‘s employment‖178. On several 

accounts the business section also emphasizes the reluctance in the rest of the country to 

―think of Iowa and its wind the way the nation for decades has thought of Texas and 

Oklahoma as a source for fossil fuels.‖179 

The duality of the media displayed in the differences in opinion between the business 

sections and the editorials correspond to Molotch‘s theory; and prove that the media 

directly and indirectly are ―statesmen for growth‖.  

4.2.1.4.2. Utilities 

In the growth machine, utilities have almost the same limitations as the local media; tied 

to a single locale they also become ―statesmen of growth‖ because the only way they 

can grow is to widen their customer base. Without new customers they are also unable 
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to prove to investors that they have potential for further expansion, and Molotch say that 

―Overall efficiencies are often sacrificed as a result.‖
180

In Iowa the two largest energy 

utilities are MidAmerican Energy, one of America‘s largest and most aggressive 

developers of wind generated power,
181

 and Alliant Energy-Interstate Power and Light 

Company, also committed to renewable technologies, but as this case shows, Alliant 

still advocates for expanding coal energy production. A third major utility is Hawkeye 

Energy Holdings, Iowa‘s largest ethanol producer.  

In Molotch‘s analysis business councils are controlling politics by large donations to 

election campaigns, as is of course individual companies such as Alliant. Thomas L. 

Aller, president of Alliant Energy is also chair of the Iowa Business Council (IBC), 

which mission is ―to engage the personal commitment of its executive members in 

active leadership roles on major initiatives that offer opportunities to enhance Iowa‘s 

overall economic vitality.‖
182

 Tracing campaign donations for the gubernatorial election 

in 2010 there is little to indicate that the neither IBC nor Alliant fit this description; the 

IBC did not make any campaign contributions and Alliant donated a fairly small 

amount; $1.500 to the Democratic campaign, in addition to Tom Aller‘s private 

donation of $5.000. What is interesting however is that Hawkeye Energy Holdings, 

which ranked among the top three of the ―Energy and Natural Resources‖ contributors 

to Chet Culver in the 2006 election now has switched sides, and in 2010 its president, 

Bruce Rastetter, under the label― Miscellaneous Energy,‖ donated close to $124.000 

making him the number three overall contributor to the Republican campaign.‖
183

 

MidAmerican Energy is also a large contributor and is one of the top donators to the 

Democratic incumbents.
184

 

The facts displayed above reveal that the mechanisms in the growth machine are at 

work, and based on that information we might assume that environmental concerns are 

likely to be sacrificed for the benefit of growth. However, the sources for economic 

expansion are increasingly derived from ―green industries‖ like wind and (to a lesser 

degree) biofuels. The remainder of this chapter therefore attempts to set some criteria 
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for what an ecologically prudent economic growth would look like, and apply it to the 

case of Iowa in order to display its essential possibilities and challenges. 

4.3. What will an Ecologically Prudent Growth Model (EPG) 

look like? 
Economic growth provides great opportunities for those who are affected by it, but that 

fact cannot cover its obvious negative consequences to the natural environment; growth 

affects the air and water quality, as well as decreases biological diversity and destroys 

the aesthetic attributes of natural landscapes. It has been revealed that these ―blows to 

the physical environment‖185 have left most damage where economic expansion has 

been rapid, thus an ecologically prudent economic model will have to have as its base 

―good planning principles,‖ meaning that individual short-term decisions should support 

long-term goals.  

The previous chapters of this study have reviewed impacts of economic growth on the 

environment, and discussed if and how growth can meet and heal the damages it is 

causing to the environment. Reviewing these chapters I conclude that an ecologically 

prudent growth model (EPG) will have to include the following: 1) development and 

expansion of all areas of the economy will have to base decisions on the precautionary 

planning principle which describes a willingness to go into depths to reveal possible 

future negative effects from growth, and then refrain from the economic activity if the 

consequences to the natural environment are uncertain or unacceptable. 2) Corporations 

must be subject to regulations that demand transparency in the entire production chain. 

The transnational character of many companies is a significant limitation to 

comprehensive enforcement of environmental regulations. By making corporations 

carry the burden of evidence for proving that raw materials and pre-manufactured 

components used in production are ecologically sound, government agencies can more 

easily ensure that products comply with the environmental standards in the countries 

where they are sold.186 3) Furthermore, increased producer accountability should be 
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applied through extended polluter responsibility (EPR), also known as the polluter pays 

principle. EPR forms a basis for environmental regulation that can transfer the cost of 

negative externalities187 from the government (and thus taxpayers) to those responsible 

for the pollution.188 4) Strict enforcement of environmental regulations. This latter point 

is central for the EPG, here illustrated by James Gustave Speth in a simple mathematical 

exercise; if 80 % of a problem is dealt with through regulation, and 80% of those 

regulated try to comply, and 80% of these efforts are successful: 0,8 x 0,8 x 0,8 = over 

50% percent of the problem remains unsolved. 189 Thus my next point becomes crucial, 

namely 5) to eliminate the strong connection between government and corporations. As 

Molotch‘s growth analysis shows, the dependency of politicians on donations from local 

elites constitute a significant problem in maintaining a necessary distance to the 

corporate world. Unbiased decisions are crucial when environmental concerns are tried 

against the growth imperative, and EPG will not be a feasible option without this 

prerequisite. 

The five points above outline the possible contours of an ecologically sound operating 

system for growth; in order to make a significant turn away from unsustainable 

economic growth an ecologically prudent growth model will have to be put into 

operation. 190  

                                                                                                                                                                          
environment unless it can prove that the same product, produced domestically, is of better quality. Thus 
WTO regulations render commercial interests to take precedence over environmental protection. 
187

 Environmental costs which are external to the firm. 
188

 J.G. Speth presents an example from Germany that shows how such measures can be extended; by 
shifting tax-burdens from things that the government wants to encourage, such as work and wages, 
onto practices they wish to discourage, such as pollution and energy consumption, thus using economic 
instruments to encourage change. See (Speth 2008, 94) 
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 (Speth 2008, 84) 
190 Can growth be ecological? Is progress always good? Growth is criticized by Molotch in his theory 

about urban development, and it is hard to disagree when we see the detrimental effects to the 

environment; however Molotch’s uncompromising disapproval of growth is limiting his theory into 

being an interesting point of view, but it yields little value in solving the problems it condemns. It 

criticizes without offering any solutions and I therefore believe that the critique does not constitute a 

constructive way of revolutionizing a system that revolves around the growth machine. Molotch says 

that “although they may differ on which particular strategy will best succeed; elites use their growth 

consensus to eliminate any alternative vision of the purpose of the local government or the meaning of 

community.”
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 I do not argue that a system of unlimited growth is constructive, but I will say that 

growth can also bring about solutions. Economic growth has moved away from being an exchange 

between money and manufactured goods; it is all the time more about commoditization of services, 

experiences, adventures. Hence economic growth has the potential of yielding results without depleting 

the remaining natural resources. Intensified resource use also yield larger numbers of items from the 
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4.3.1. EPG and the Renewable Energy Industry x 

The renewable energy industry is, as mentioned, the most prevalent indication of a turn 

towards a greener economy in Iowa. Commercial production is primarily divided 

between biofuels and wind power, but there is also an increasing interest for 

photovoltaic energy; the Power Fund has amongst other things financed a large research 

project at Iowa State University to drive the PVE development ahead.191 Undoubtedly 

the renewable energy forms are ecologically benign compared to their fossil 

counterparts, but how well do they match up to the criteria for the EPG? In many 

regards they do quite well; by replacing gas and coal with PVE, wind or bio power 

suppliers are far on the way at removing the connection between economic growth and 

ecological degradation. As a result these energy forms also fulfill the precautionary 

planning principle that is a prerequisite in the EPG model. By the nature of their 

products REs are also, in theory, exempt from the polluter pays principle as GHG 

emissions are eliminated when REs replace fossil fuels. In many regards renewable 

energy will also remove the need for strict environmental regulations and demand for 

transparency, because they comprise a benign replacement for the products and 

processes that those measures are aimed at. The strong connection between politics and 

corporations should also be less of a worry in this new regime; the government is 

sponsoring corporations to help fulfill energy policy goals, thus corporations are in debt 

to the government and not the other way around. Summed up, the commendable 

features of the REs seemingly prove that Iowa is starting to adopt an EPG economy, yet, 

as I will explore in greater depth below, several factors also speak against this 

assessment. 

4.3.2. Beginning Movements towards an Ecologically Sound Economy in 

Iowa, or, Iowa as EPG case study  

-  An argument can be made that Iowa is on a green path; the state business 

establishment, in collaboration with the state government, has over the course of very 

few years become an authority on wind generated power. However, to become 

                                                                                                                                                                          
same amount of resources. This is of little help if people start consuming twice as many articles as 

before, and it is therefore of vital importance that consumption is limited. But as my previous chapter 

Limiting Economic Growth showed any such attempts must be applied with caution. With careful 

planning growth can be limited over time, but it requires a system that reduces the feeling of insecurity 

for citizens in order to maintain social stability. That way it is possible to move towards a discourse 

where social and ecological responsibility is put before personal or corporate gain.  
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ecologically sound the economy will have to take a turn towards incorporating the 

principles of the EPG into its practices. Are there signs that can tell us if the economy is 

ready for that transition? The following section looks for the answer to this question. 

Concrete measures to green the economy followed the Democratic administration 

entering office in 2007. The administration, led by Governor Culver, established the 

Iowa Office of Energy Independence (IOEI), charged with the task of developing a plan 

for the state to become energy independent.192 One of the most important tools of the 

IOEI is the Iowa Power Fund. The fund has been under critique for its priorities, it has 

for instance not distinguished between foreign and domestically initiated programs, 

however the results are convincing; today Iowa ranks third in the development of wind 

energy among American states, and Governor Culver has declared a friendly, but no 

less real, competition with California and runner-up Texas.  

 A study performed at Stanford University‘s Civil and Environmental Engineering 

Department ranks wind as number one among available energy types.193 The ranking is 

based on assessments of wind generated power‘s benefits and harmful effects. Another 

article by Jacobson, together with his colleague Magdalena Maria, also points to several 

studies which also show that the harm inflicted on wildlife by the turbines is smaller 

than anticipated, and that the net damage is significantly less than with other fuel types. 

The studies do not include the economic prospects of wind energy, but evaluate energy 

production from an ecological viewpoint. The latter study determined the atmospheric 

effects of large wind farms and found that there was a local energy loss in  L1 layer194 

over the wind farms, but it concludes that ―Any heating effects of this energy loss is 

outweighed by the thermal pollution that it will avert when wind farms displace the 

thermal power plants driven by fossil fuels. In sum, the energy losses due to wind 

turbines, while high immediately downwind of a turbine, are quite small when averaged 

over large geographic regions, even if the entire world were powered by wind.”
 195
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distance between these layers can be changed by radiative forcing from wind turbines which again 
alters the L1 net irradiance, i.e. the difference between the incoming radiation energy and the outgoing 
radiation energy in the climate system. (U.S. Environmental Protection Agency 2009) 
195

 (Maria og Jacobson 2009, 836) 
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Other studies also concur with Jacobson's findings, leaving wind energy to be an 

ecologically sound means for economic growth.196 

That Iowa now is one of the leaders in wind generated power is a great step towards a 

more ecologically benign economic growth, and forecasts say that this industry will 

continue to generate jobs and business opportunities for years to come.
197

 Wind energy 

is thus a sector where the government and the corporate world can unite around their 

shared interest for growth without the detrimental effects usually connected to the 

relationship between the natural environment and economic growth. That way wind 

energy fulfills the criteria set for the EPG, even the last of the five which calls for a 

changed relationship between the business world and the government: Figures from 

Governor Culver‘s election campaigns indicate that wind energy makes large donations 

unnecessary; only small contributions come from this sector. The strong focus from the 

government of course lessens the need to use monetary means to generate governmental 

support, but the bottom line here is that the wind energy proves that commercial 

interests can thrive also in a green economy, and without limiting growth. 

4.3.3. How is the Growth Machine Undermining the Realization of an 

Ecologically Prudent Growth Model in Iowa? 

However in the ―real world‖ the mechanisms in the growth machine continue to work as 

they have done, and the wind energy sector is but a diversion from the general pattern of 

economic growth. The study that ranked wind energy as the number one power source 

has bio and fossil fuels at the bottom of the list, yet Iowa continues to promote the bio 

industry as a green industry.
198

 The remainder of this chapter thus looks at the ways the 

growth machine works to undermine these norms.   

Some have called the turn towards renewable energy a ―new gold rush‖ as the region 

increasingly attracted non-Iowans as well as returning natives who wanted to pursue 

business opportunities in alternative fuels. For land owners that interest presented a 

golden opportunity to enhance land value, and for the state government it provided a 

chance to boost the rural economy, in other words: the growth machine apparatus came 

into action.  A rush to fill pocketbooks and state budgets, but the comparison to a gold 

rush can also be extended; the effects to the California environment was devastating 
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when the forty-niners begun their search for gold and a parallel can be drawn to the 

―energy rush‖ in Iowa. In the rush to capture these shares several highly damaging 

consequences of this industry were allowed to develop. Corn and soybeans have 

traditionally been raised for food production, but the rising oil prices, especially from 

2005 and to the 2008 $120-a-barrel peak spurred cultivation for fuel production. In the 

urgency to dam up for high gasoline prices the first standard for EPG, the precautionary 

planning principle was ignored. Biofuels as an alternative to fossil fuels yield great 

environmental advantages in reducing GHG emissions. However, the processes of corn 

production also leave severe marks on the natural environment; there is an extensive use 

of chemicals in corn production, substances that seep into the soil and the corn harvest 

is consequently a threat for bird habitats and local water supplies, but also in more 

distant places like the Gulf of Mexico. In addition to the negative environmental effects, 

biofuels production also has a direct effect on human life; corn is the main dietary 

component for many people around the world and is especially crucial for those living 

in developing countries. 60 % of the world‘s total corn and maize crop is grown in the 

United States, most of which is harvested in Iowa. Corn has traditionally been used for 

livestock feed or exported for food, but the turn to renewable energy sent the prices of 

corn and, as a result of the increased field corn prices, meat skyrocketing, jeopardizing 

the health and wellbeing of people around the world.
 199

  

As we saw in the example above local elites have continued to advocate the 

continuation of bio ethanol production despite the cost to the environment. Documents 

from the Iowa Office of Energy Independence and other state agencies show that there 

is little willingness to admit and react to environmental damage that is caused by any of 

the major industries in Iowa and the size of campaign donations suggest a clear link 

between the two issues.
200/201

In spite of these harmful consequences, local elites, 

together with politicians, continue to promote biofuels from corn as a green and 

sustainable industry. The problematic food issue is being countered by arguments of 

expected increase in production, and the IOEI stresses that fluxing food prices have 

several causes. Protesters that object to the environmental effects of ethanol production 

are being met with arguments stating that many of these damages have not yet been 
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firmly linked to biofuels production, and that production therefore will continue.
202

 As 

noted prior, the biofuels industry is working to create technology that can extract bio 

energy from other sources than the food component of the cob, however that does not 

mean that these parts will seize to be a part of production anytime soon. In fact the logic 

of the growth machine says that it in all probability will not; the new processes demand 

more advanced and expensive technologies, and in addition these technologies are less 

efficient than the production methods that are used today. Another factor is the other 

elites in Iowa; though it has meant an increase in input, the rise in food prices resulting 

from the higher cost of field corn/maize has also resulted in a higher output for meat 

producers, and for instance the influential pork industry is therefore not likely to voice 

any loud protests against the continued production of biofuels.  

Thus the eagerness of local elites and government for growth, combined with the lack of 

precautionary planning principles prior to the process, therefore exemplify how the 

growth machine is undermining the principles of the EPG, this in order to attain short 

term goals of accumulation. The last four principle of the EPG are also be important in 

the continued expansion of the biofuels industry, though it seems like the realization of 

the first three principles; transparency, polluter pays and the strict enforcement of 

environmental regulation are undermined by the very essence of the growth machine, 

and basis for the fourth principle; the strong relationship between corporations and 

government is therefore likely to go unchecked. 
 

4.4. What Can Be Done to Further the EPG Agenda? 
The success of this process is, as I have stressed in the course of my study, dependent 

on political will to implement the five principles of the EPG into the growth strategy. 

Cases like the pork and biofuels industry tells us that there is a long way to go, though 

processes like the Marshalltown coal plant case, evaluated below, provide glimpses of 

hope that it is possible. The framework of the decision in the Alliant case is interesting 

because it seems probable that the Marshalltown decision was made partly to benefit a 

different means for growth than the coal industry. 
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4.4.1. The Alliant Power Case 

In 2008 Alliant Energy and its subsidiary Interstate Power and Light Company (IPL) 

made a case to open a new coal plant in Marshalltown. The case is interesting as an 

assessment of the workings of the growth machine in Iowa; many of the major players 

Molotch identifies as parts of, or auxiliary players to, the growth machine were 

involved, and because the case related to an expansion of fossil energy, it presented a 

way to test if the increased focus on alternative fuels would influence the decision in the 

case, thus perhaps giving an indication about a possible movement towards the EPG.  

The Des Moines Register dubbed it the ―Case For/Against the Plant‖ and the 

negotiations took place in front of the Iowa Utilities Board which‘ mission statement 

presents the IUB‘s role as “a fact-finding body that hears evidence in cases filed before 

it and makes decisions based on the evidence presented in those cases. An advocate of 

neither the public nor the utilities, the IUB is required by state statute to make decisions 

that balance the interests of all parties to ensure the utilities provide adequate and 

reliable service at reasonable prices.‖ In the hearings, Alliant and their supporters met 

with the consumer advocate, who represents Iowan consumers in matters where the 

Iowa Utilities Board has jurisdiction, and Plains Justice, a public interest environmental 

law center.  

In defense of coal, Alliant made a claim that the renewable energy sector would need 

another decade to become a viable option to fossil fuels, and that alternative energy 

production would continue be heavily dependent on electricity from coal for its 

production processes; a refusal to expand in Marshalltown would therefore damage this 

new field economic growth. Daniel Otto, professor of economics at Iowa State 

University was engaged by Alliant and IPL to support their arguments, and stated that 

―Developing reliable energy supplies by expanding base-load electric-generating 

capacity [of coal plants] is important for Iowa to continue capturing growth shares in 

these emerging alternative-energy industries.‖203/ 204 Otto‘s statement should pose a 
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(Des Moines Register 2008)   
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 Population growth was also a topic in the argumentation; Alliant posed that the state’s estimated 
population growth would significantly increase the pressure on the electricity grid, and that a decision 
against building the new coal plant could lead to energy deficiency, which again would pose a security 
hazard for the people of Iowa.

204
 At the basis for Alliant’s calculations was the 1.4 % annual increase in 

energy demand in the country as a whole, and their arguments were thus quickly countered; numbers 
from the U.S. Census Bureau show that Iowa’s population is the slowest growing in the country and it 
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valid argument towards the utilities board decision; the state government has put a lot of 

prestige and money into its visionary energy plan, and though the IUB is ―an advocate 

neither of the public or the utilities,” a decision based on Otto‘s reasoning could pacify 

both interests.  

When the decision was made this also seemed to be the case; the Utilities Board 

approved Alliant‘s application by a 2-1 vote, which on the surface made it seem like 

growth had once again had trumped environmental concerns. But a year later Alliant 

announced that they would not build the plant despite the authorization. In the March 5
th

 

press release announcing the cancellation, Alliant Energy said that ―The decision to 

cancel the project is based on a combination of factors including the current economic 

and financial climate, increasing environmental, legislative and regulatory uncertainty 

regarding regulation of future greenhouse gas emissions and the terms placed on the 

proposed power plant by regulators.” 
205

 The terms the press release refers to required 

Alliant to rapidly increase their energy yield from renewable sources (10 % from corn 

husks and 25 % from wind before the planned opening in 2013, with a continued 

expansion of 1 % annually for the following 15 years) and to bear any additional carbon 

costs if the plant failed to meet future emission standards. In addition the plant was to be 

subject to periodical reviews from the IUB to evaluate possibilities for retrofitting the 

plant for carbon sequestration (CCS). The unsustainable option of coal was not denied 

access to the market, but permission was given with caveats that meant that the Iowa 

Utilities Board‘s (IUB) approval in reality constituted a no. The abolishment of the 

project was therefore a direct result of the limitations the IUB defined, and could 

potentially be seen as a small step towards economic decision making that follows the 

principles of the EPG.
206

 The IUB‘s vision for meeting Iowa‘s electricity needs is to 

ramp up energy-efficiency and generate as much electricity as possible from clean, 

renewable sources, reducing reliance on dirtier ones. This vision, together with their 

ruling, includes several of the standards set for the EPG; through the demands placed on 

                                                                                                                                                                          
would therefore seem unlikely that electricity demands would be on par with the projections for the 
nation as a whole  (Des Moines Register 2008) 
205

 (Alliant Energy 2009) 
206

 Of the utilities board’s three members, two were appointed by Governor Culver and one by former 
Democratic governor, Tom Vilsack. That IUB appointments are made by the Governor’s office would 
indicate a stronger relationship to the government than the IUB mission statement indicates. Ity is 
therefore probable the decision in the case is perhaps an extension of the Democratic administration’s 
focus on renewables.  
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Alliant for expansion of renewable technologies, as well as requiring the plant to 

incorporate CCS when that technology is ripe, the IUB utilized the precautionary 

planning principle, as well as strict environmental regulations (the cost of a transition to 

CCS technology would likely represent a large toll on the company). Alliant would also 

be reliable for any costs that resulted from failure to meet future emission standards; a 

decision that supports both the precautionary planning principle as well as the polluter 

pays principle.   

In sum, the Alliant case showed that it is possible to move growth in the right direction 

when the measures of the EPG are applied. However, the Alliant case is just one case, 

and more will have to come in order to make a comparable study to test this argument. 

Because it is unsure whether the coal case was a single occurrence or a sign of a new 

trend, it is important therefore to look at what needs to happen economically for 

development to continue in this direction? 

4.4.2. Economic Requirements for Continuation of the EPG Agenda 

According to Molotch the job argument is the most commonly used case to generate 

support for growth; corporations use it to expand their business, and job creation is also 

one of the ways through which the government maintains its legitimacy. The coal plant 

was estimated to generate 1500 jobs in Marshalltown and its surrounding area; a 

significant number in a state that had lost thousands of manufacturing jobs the previous 

few years.
207

 However, wind generated power is also estimated to produce several 

thousand jobs in Iowa over the next few years, thus the clean energy sector constitute a 

basis for growth that made it easier for the government to maintain legitimacy despite 

―losing‖ the projected jobs at the coal plant, while at the same time also retaining its 

authority as an alternative energy leader. Job security is, as noted, one of the absolute 

top concerns among people in Iowa, and it is crucial that the renewable energy 

industries (wind at present, but later also other clean technologies) manage to continue 

to generate (safe) jobs for people. Job creation will also be a prerequisite for these 

industries‘ success in continuing to take over market shares.    

Continued focus from the government is also of key importance; the Power Fund has 

been a generator for change and as Thomas Friedman noted, financial support from the 

government lessens the risk for investors who wish to pursue development of new 
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technologies, and this basic research is crucial to make green innovations available to 

the market. In that regard a note must be made about Iowa as it is today and how it will 

be; Governor Chet Culver has been progressive and visionary on behalf of the 

renewable energy sector, and has undoubtedly been genuine in his wish to green the 

economy. In the debates leading up to the November 2010 gubernatorial election, 

Culver‘s republican opponent Terry Branstad announced that he has a different view on 

these issues; he expressed disapproval of the Power Fund aimed at spurring research on 

renewable energy technologies and stressed the opportunities to create jobs in 

traditional energy sectors. Pertaining to the ruling in the Marshalltown plant case 

Branstad reached the same conclusion as I did, saying that ―the board's decision was 

effectively a rejection‖ and that he was ―disappointed that a state agency rejected a coal-

processing plant that could have created jobs in Marshalltown.‖208/209 Branstad was 

elected new governor in the election on November 2nd 2010, and based on his statements 

the continued development of the ―green economy‖ in Iowa can perhaps be expected to 

become less progressive.  

Chapter 5. Conclusion –       

   Prospects for Ecologically Prudent Economic Growth 

The topic for this thesis was to assess the possibilities for arriving at an ecologically 

prudent economic growth, and if this would make it possible to replace the growth 

imperative that hallmarks the modern economy. Throughout the study it has become 

evident that the renewable energy sector is in fact becoming an important base for 

economic expansion, and the state of Iowa where I performed my case study is leading 

in this development. But has it made the economy greener? The answer is both yes and 

no. Iowa has quickly become a leader in wind generated power, today extracting as 

much as 20 % of the state‘s electricity needs from this source. Studies that have 

evaluated the effects of renewable energy sources has ranked wind at number one, as it 

is hardly making any impact on the environment where the turbines are situated, nor do 

the turbine genreate any output that causes atmospheric damages. In that way the 

answer to the question is a yes, but as the study also showed there were several 

limitations to the supposedly green technologies; growing corn is causing widespread 
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damages to the environment by endangering bird habitats and emitting large amounts of 

chemicals into the earth which again jeopardizes local water supplies, while also 

causing great damage as far away as the Gulf of Mexico. The damages thereby 

outweigh the positive effects of reduced GHG emissions, and the question of course 

becomes whether such ―local‖ sacrifices have to be made for the sake of the global 

good. This is a returning dilemma in environmental ethics and has not easy answer; 

however it seems evident that the production of this kind of biofuels should be reduced 

to a minimum while second generation biofuels are being developed. This does not 

seem to affect the decision makers in Iowa however, and because of that I will also have 

to answer ―no‖ to the initial question.  

My study clearly established the presence of a growth machine in Iowa. In order to 

evaluate if and how it was undermining the possibility for an environmentally benign 

growth, I set five criteria for what an ecologically prudent economic growth would look 

like. The model is dubbed EPG (Environmentally Prudent Economic Growth), and its 

five principles are; the precautionary planning principle, demand for transparency in all 

parts of the production chain, to follow the ―polluter pays‖ principle, to execute strict 

enforcement of environmental regulation, and at last to remove the strong connection 

between the government and the corporate world. In regards to wind energy the growth 

machine was indirectly working for the environment; the nature of the product made it 

fulfill the requirements. When it came to biofuels Molotch's warning about the 

unwillingness from growth coalitions to sacrifice economic gain for the sake of the 

environment became evident. Despite its obvious and severe negative effects, the 

growth machine is hard at work to maintain this industry; for instance the third largest 

contributor to this year‘s Republican gubernatorial campaign is also Iowa‘s largest 

producer of biofuels, and there is no reason to believe that the wind energy industry had 

acted any differently if it turned out to be as damaging as the biofuels industry. 

However, that wind is gathering strength as a viable part of Iowa‘s economic growth is 

after all positive; wind is a benign power source and in addition it is providing the 

government with a way to provide jobs for people, while it at the same time can retain 

legitimacy by providing care for the environment. Iowa also has great potential for 

expanding the wind industry, and thereby illustrates how growth can in itself be good. 

But being based on economic principles, there will also be economic requirements for 

the continuation of this sector; the ―job-issue‖ is of great importance to people, and is a 
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requirement for the government to maintain its legitimacy, thus the success of the wind 

energy (and eventually other clean energy sources) will be dependent on their ability to 

expand. Thus, as it is now, the renewable energy sector will not remove the growth 

imperative. For that to happen, there has to be a major change in discourse; growth is 

the most widely shared goal in the world today, and the strong presence of the growth 

machine in Iowa gives no indication that it will seize to be so.  

Based on a wide array of literature and the empirical evidence from Iowa, this study 

concludes that there is a clear and often harmfull relationship between economic growth 

and the natural environment. Assessing three ways thorugh which economic growth can 

prevent or heal the damages it has been causing, the study outlined three scenarios; 

limiting growth, piecemeal fixes to environmental problems, and by removing the 

connection between the economy and the environment. Seen in isolation, limiting 

growth will have a positive effect on the environment, however the uncertainty that 

economic downturn generates among people, might lead to other unwanted scenarios. 

As a solution this study suggests that the insecurity is based on people‘s fear of having 

access to a minimum of income and social welfare, thus if a limitation of economic 

griwth should be used as a tool to mend ecological degradation, a change to the wellfare 

system would have to be a prerequisite. Next, applying piecemeal fixes can be used to 

for instance reducing GHG emissions, and technology offers great ways to mend 

specific problems. But two problems are also connected to this solution; technology can 

not fix the overarching systemic failures that allows environmentally damaging 

practices to go on. As the case from Iowa shows, the technological solution that 

produced biofuels also turned out to be damaging, yet the system allows it to continue, 

nor does a solution to one problem help, if the underlying systems allow ten new ones to 

develop simultaneously. The second problem is that technological solutions make 

people feel relieved from responsibility; if there is a perception that a new technology 

will always come to ―clean up our mess,‖ then people have no incentive other than to 

carry on as usual, and this thesis proposes that there should be an increased focus on the 

damaging effects from consumption, in order for people to see their role in the bigger 

picture. The role of the producer is also important in that regard; and also in the third 

point; removig the connection between the economy and the environment. Here a focus 

on the environmental safety of products and production chainsis crucial; the market for 

green products has great potential for being manipulated, and it is impossible for 
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consumers to make good choices unless producers are held accountable through 

enhanced producer responsibility (EPR). As a way to secure this control, I suggest that 

EPR is imposed thorugh demand for transparency and regulations based on 

precautionary planning principles. The three options that I have layed all have 

waeknesses that could affect their effectiveness when growth mechanisms set out to 

prevent ecological damage.However, applied together they stand a great chance of 

resolving these problems. Thus will not happen by itself though, and will require strict 

enforcement from government agencies. 

To develop an economically prudent growth within the modern economy it is thus 

evident that governmental involvement is a key factor for success. Throughout the study 

I have found no convincing evidence that an ecologically prudent economic growth can 

come about unless it is a result of political will. Several studies showed that voluntary 

environmental programs could work as a beginning for change, but all of these studies 

concluded that regulation was essential for coherent and long-term solutions. There is 

much evidence throughout my study that the economy and society is becoming greener, 

but because this segment is so new and prone to manipulation, the principles of the EPG 

should be a basis for its further development. Governmental support has been at the 

roots of the sweeping change that Iowa has gone through in implementing the 

renewable energy industry into their economy and though it is a small, and yet to be 

confirmed victory, the fact that the Utilities Board in effect could say no to the 

construction of a new coal plant in Marshalltown shows that the government might also 

regain some of the power that now resides with the growth coalition. 

These examples display successful intervention of government, and such victories are 

important because they show that it is possible to save energy, save the economy and 

save the environment at the same time, and such successes are of key importance in a 

country with a stark distrust towards the government. A survey made in February 2010 

revealed that 71 % of the American people did not think that Congress was doing a 

good job and with that starting point it is hard to convince people to make a collective 

effort. The failure of creating enthusiasm for environmental issues is addresses in a 

study by Marshall and Goldstein, where they conclude that the governmental 

institutions have failed to muster support from the government on environmental issues 

because of their lacking will to include the public, The study also claims that even when 

these institutions have asked for a public opinion, these outreaches have been mainly 
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mockery, and suggestions would be ignored if they did not fit the predetermined 

agenda. The study further suggests that if the government would genuinely involve the 

public in decision making processes, it could restore its legitimacy, and as a 

consequence make its power work better for the public and the environment, and be less 

tied to corporate interests. This way of making the community involved is known from 

India, and though the Indian and American cultures are very different, a new angle like 

the Indian is perhaps what industrialized countries need to in the long run become 

genuinely ecologically aware. 



This study has answered the questions it set out to do, however there is an 

inexhaustiable well of topics that need to be examined further. One of the topics that 

this study only touches upon is that of how to develop an environmental ethic. The 

study has shown that much can be done by applying technology and government 

regulation, however these measures do little to change the problems that lie at the roots 

of the environmental crisis. In order for these problems to be solved it is important that 

ecological awareness is incorporated into the economic system, and the only way that 

can be done is if the demand from ecologically aware and frustrated customers use their 

collective power to demand this change. 
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