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A World Where Skyscrapers Grow Faster Than Trees 

Introduction to economic growth 

Economic growth is defined as the change in “a country's total output of goods and 

services” (Merriam-Webster) or the annual rate of increase in real gross domestic product 

(GDP). With these numbers falling and the risks of recession and unemployment growing, 

political leaders, economists, and corporate figures are driven to find ways of stimulating 

economic growth. In such tumultuous times characterized by issues such as financial uncertainty 

entailing economic slowdowns, how do society’s policies and philosophy on economic growth 

connect to the world we live in, and how much growth is too much? Our group project questions 

the purpose of growth on local and global scales. The desire for growth and the need for 

environmental and social responsibility has created a dilemma within global culture. By 

considering this issue on microeconomic, municipal, macroeconomic, and global scales, we 

analyze the positive and negative aspects of growth through various disciplines and speculate 

what the future may hold. In addition, we propose possible solutions as to what can be done to 

address this issue.  

 

Microeconomic growth of business 

Small companies shape the future of their industry and social branding as they grow and 

develop. While not all businesses can find success those that do become of major significance. 

TOMS Shoes, for example, did not exist in 2006, but in just seven short years, the company has 

grown to become an international operation (Woods, 2013). This once small business, based in 

Santa Monica, California, set out not only to sell shoes, but for every pair sold, give one pair 
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away to people in developing countries who would not be able to afford shoes otherwise. In this 

way, organizations can partner with charities or other programs to appeal to the socially-

conscious youth of today.  

Growing a business is not always successful, however, and it often carries a great deal of 

risk. In contrast to the success of TOMS Shoes, Wise Acre Frozen Treats (WAFT), based in 

Maine, fell into debt after the loss of a single investor. Initially successful, the business grew too 

quickly and without a business plan for the loss of capital the company destabilized. WAFT 

became unable to pay their bills as purchases of expensive machinery for the production of 

frozen treats cost the company too much. With no profit being made during the first years of 

operation WAFT had no liquid funds to fall back on. As a result, the company did not recover 

(Picariello, 2010). A similar circumstance is that of car manufacturer Toyota, that when 

expanding into North America, rushed production and the result was numerous “safety recalls” 

and bad press for the company. CEO Akio Toyoda (2010) issued the statement: “We pursued 

growth [greater than] the speed at which we were able to develop our people and our 

organization”. In pursuit of growth, both Toyota and WAFT put themselves in situations where 

their sustainability was threatened. Toyota however, because of its scale as a major international 

corporation, was able to recover. 

 

Macroeconomic growth of business 

The power, global scale and market dominance of a company often ensures its success 

and further growth. This reality has significant implications for small companies as small-

capacity businesses are often unable to compete in markets with larger corporations. Entire 
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towns may find their family businesses, which are often the lifeblood of the community culture, 

disappear because a catch-all company such as Walmart forces them out of business (Berg, 

2012). This may be because consumer culture values cheap prices and availability of mass-

produced goods over quality or the personal services and friendship associated with small 

business. This global consumer culture creates constant pressure for companies to expand within 

their market and beyond.  

 

Local and national connections to growth 

In many parts of the world, the activities of transnational corporations go beyond 

competition with local business and have significant impacts on local livelihoods and the 

environment. The business interests of extractive industries, for example, are often seen as 

invasive and neglectful by local people, a neglect fuelled by the drive for profit and growth. In 

Greenland, a self-governing territory within the Danish Realm, London Mining, a British 

company with Chinese backing, plans to develop an iron ore mine near the capital Nuuk. Not 

only will this mine generate a net present value of US$2.37 billion (Lyall, 2012), with the iron 

ore being sold to China, but Greenland sees the extraction of sub-surface resources as a means to 

achieve financial—and possible political—independence from Denmark. However, the lifestyles 

of local people may be negatively affected, as 60% of Greenland’s total employment income 

comes from the fishing industry (OECD, N.D). There is also no guarantee of jobs for local 

residents in the extractive industries as this project aims at recruiting several thousand Chinese 

workers to for the construction and operational phases. These are all realities Greenland must 

face in order to grow from its satellite state into a world player. 
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Achieving autonomy and becoming a global player in energy and natural resources is a 

great concern to Greenland’s Premier Kuupik Kleist, who recently declined the European 

Union’s request to restrict the mining of rare earth deposits (EurActiv, 2013). Kleist hopes 

mining will be a principal source of Greenland’s future revenues to ease dependence on 

Denmark, yet many worry about the influence of foreign companies. The concern that large 

corporations exploiting natural resources will in turn negate the social and economic security of 

Greenland is reflected in the belief of opposition leader Aleqa Hammond that “big companies 

will take advantage of [Greenland’s] small work force and demand new prices, of course, 

because they want as big profits as possible” (IceNews, 2013). Mikkel Myrup, who is chair of 

Avataq, a Nuuk-based national environmental group, is especially critical of the politics behind 

the way that London Mining and other foreign companies, such as the aluminum manufacturer 

Alcoa have entered into partnerships with the Greenland government. Myrup points out that 

government and industry talk about these partnerships being important to create a sustainable 

society. He argues that they do not act in the interests of civil society and the environment 

(Myrup 2012), an issue that is often the product of a desire for growth.  

When such invasive business came to rural India, the effects on culture were incredibly 

pronounced. Critics and activists argue that, in just ten years, the billion-dollar agricultural 

biotechnology company Monsanto drove two hundred thousand Indian farmers to suicide 

through a monopoly on crops, whose prices caused the farmers to fall into crippling debt 

(Renton, 2011). While Monsanto argues that its genetically modified crops enhance agricultural 

production, the far-reaching social and cultural impacts have been far more damaging than the 

benefits the enhanced crops provide. In a culture where debt is the biggest dishonor, the 
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irresponsible and neglectful actions of Monsanto are yet another example of how a larger 

company’s drive to exploit and outcompete local business and has significant impacts on local 

livelihoods and the environment. 

 

Technology and the environment 

But not all of the economic situations in India are negative. The government has taken a 

role in pushing for more environmentally sustainable practices. President Pranab Mukherjee 

issued a statement on the “need to usher in a culture of social responsibility in the governance of 

Indian companies" (Ians, 2013), supporting the deliberation to repair the poor environmental 

reputation of Indian industries and create a sustainable future. This kind of pressure from the 

government is essential for pushing industrial activity to react to environmental issues. Three 

thousand kilometers away, Saudi Arabia, a country built on its massive oil exports, announced 

plans to be “100% powered by renewable and low-carbon forms of energy” (Harvey, 2012). The 

plan utilizes a shift of technological innovation, from oil and gas technologies to renewable 

technologies, to set the country up for a future of growth not dependent on oil.  

The call for renewable technology can be heard in Canada as well. Locally, Edmonton 

and Alberta face many challenges and opportunities to grow. Oil being Alberta’s most profitable 

resource, is the driving force of the provincial economy (Mech, 2011). The oil sands come under 

fire for their terrible environmental record, stemming from a lack of proper purification and 

carbon-trapping technologies, and pressure from a new, more environmentally minded 

generation (Foster, 2013). Some cleaner technology is making its way into the Alberta oil sands, 

such as ultrasonic heating to clean heat exchangers and enhance their efficiency (Keiser, 
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Phillion, Smith & McCartney, 2011) or large-scale carbon-capture programs (Vanderklippe, 

2012), but in reality there is not much actually being done. Neither have been implemented at a 

large scale, which hinders environmental efforts. According to a Clean Air Strategy Project 

report (2008), despite the advances in oil technology, carbon emissions in Alberta are still 

expected to rise well beyond 300 megatons by 2020, far above the national average. However 

Alberta still stands to remove its ‘dirty oil province’ image by following the lead of countries 

such as Saudi Arabia and using new, cleaner technologies to prosper.  

 

Government growth and culture 

Governments, who are expected to create regulations that reduce risks, are under similar 

corporate motivations, and for good reason. In the City of Edmonton’s strategic plan “The Way 

Ahead”, for the years 2009-2018, it is detailed that economic growth in Edmonton has lowered 

unemployment rates, increased average income, and improved quality of life. All of this has 

made Edmonton a more popular destination to live and work, reflected in the way population has 

seen a growth of 10% in the last five years, primarily from immigration. This number is 

significant as total Canadian population growth has only increased approximately 1% per year 

(Statistics Canada, 2000-2012). An increase in activity means that there is a need for more 

infrastructure and municipal programs that are expensive investments often reliant on future 

growth. This creates the need for sizeable economic decisions, which becomes contentious as 

taxpayers may express concern about how they believe their money should be spent. For 

instance, the decision to build a new downtown sports arena has been a topic of considerable 

debate. It poses a significant financial risk (as seen by the recent threat of a National Hockey 
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League lockout—meaning no venues to generate profit) whilst also potentially offering means of 

growing Edmonton’s downtown (Ramsay, 2013). Such expansion requires growth of the 

workforce, and immigration has been Alberta’s main technique of attracting labour. The question 

of immigration and cultural diversity also raises the question of societal cohabitation. 

Demonstrated by the local government just recently beginning to realize that integration and 

naturalization of immigrants to an Albertan lifestyle is just as important and sensitive a process 

as accepting the immigrants in the first place (Poirier, 2004). These are not quick fix labourers 

the province intends to kick out, but also the consumer and taxpayer for generations to come. 

The fact that Canada as a whole relies on immigrants to sustain its population and economy 

means that these immigrants are the root of Canada’s future. 

Growth establishes a stronger infrastructure, attracts migrants, and boosts employment 

(Danev, 2009) but the advancement of economic prosperity usually entails the replacement of an 

antiquated system—much like in west China. The government plans to destroy the village of 

White Horse to make room for high-rise buildings and modern infrastructure, thus bringing 

China’s economic success to the hinterland. In a BBC television documentary (Carrie, 2010), 

Xiang Caiguo, the village’s Communist Party secretary says that “you must sacrifice a little self-

interest…and obey the policy"—a policy to which local farmers are not readily willing to 

succumb to. One farmer explains that he will have “no means of making a living”, proving that 

there is a conflict between human rights and the political desire for economic growth. 

Government failure to support the opinions of their constituents when faced with the issue of 

growth is also seen in Brazil, where aboriginal cultures diminish under the pressure of 

government-sanctioned development in the rainforests. One such culture, the Amazonian Awa 



Student Sample 8 

  

 

 
8 

 

tribe, have seen their numbers dwindle to barely 355 members (Chamberlain, 2012). Not only 

are the Awa driven from their tribal lands by industrial expansion into the Amazon rainforest, but 

gunmen are hired to hunt them, further reducing their numbers. Here in Canada, the government 

profits heavily from mining, logging, and oil on lands to which the First Nations claim the rights. 

Because they receive close to no profits from the exploitation of the land, the tribes that live in 

industrially developed areas are among the poorest in Canada. Protests, such as the ‘Idle No 

More’ campaign, ongoing around Canada, are attempting to open dialogue between First Nations 

and the government on these issues (Gordon, 2013).  

 

National spending          

Yet, countries themselves have issues with their financial security. With Canadian debt 

over one trillion Canadian dollars (Thompson, 2013), American debt sitting well above sixteen 

trillion American Dollars (Hall, 2013), and the recent debt crisis in Europe, high deficit has come 

under growing scrutiny. However cutting spending on maintaining infrastructure or essential 

services often only leads to further economic recession (Tyson, 2013). Instead the hope is that by 

governments contributing to the economy they will find themselves in a situation prosperous 

enough to recover.  

The discussion about growth and environmental and social responsibility is made even 

more complex by how it is related to the quality of life within a country. As a result of the global 

recession, “poverty reduction gains will be substantially lower” in developing countries 

according the Australian government (Smith, 2009). When there is growth within a country, 

there is an increase in goods and services which promotes living standards. Macroeconomic 
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growth also stimulates employment. This is seen with the sustained growth in the United 

Kingdom’s economy between 1993-2006, which increased total employment from 25.3 million 

to 29 million over the same period (Riley, 2007). Similarly, Alberta’s 1.7% employment growth 

forecasts in 2013 are congruent with the 3.1% economic growth forecasts (Toneguzzi, 2012). Yet 

growth still maintains many negative characteristics such as inflation risks, regional disparity and 

environmental impacts which culminate in inequalities of income and wealth. In the United 

States between 2009 and 2010, the top 1% of income earners obtained 11.6% of income and 

capital gains, while the income of the other 99% only grew by 0.2% (Saez, 2013). The social 

disparity that a desire for economic growth sometimes generates, even on a macroeconomic 

level, reinforces the need to implement strategies that lead to a balance.  

 

Looking to the future and finding answers 

 Growth is a complex issue that transcends business, government, and society. There is 

overwhelming evidence that there is a point where growth must slow down or stop to avoid 

damage to other businesses, society, or the environment. When the drive for economic growth 

and prosperity begins to negate the environment and society, it is necessary to instate methods to 

minimize these impacts. Taking all of this into consideration, a balance can be achieved through 

implementing policies and institutional frameworks that promote social wellbeing and 

environmental consciousness while not depreciating development. In situations of expansion and 

development, it should be made mandatory that through public hearings, the opinions and 

perspectives of those involved are considered and a concerted effort made to reach consensus.  
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Although envisioning a solution may be straightforward, exercising policy into action 

tends to be a difficult process as seen with the failure of US climate legislation (Council on 

Foreign Relations, 2013). A more integral part of the solution is overcoming the inconsistency 

between envisioning and executing. Transforming competing responsibilities into collaboration 

towards global, environmental and social responsibility will allow for regulatory competence. 

The resulting effect would provide a direct method for balancing growth. Even people with no 

federal power can create large-scale and wide ranging change. In Canada’s provinces, for 

example, one of the most simple and effective ways is to email or phone the local Member of 

Legislative Assembly (MLA), who, if enough people express concern over the issue, may bring 

it up at discussion in legislative assemblies. In this way, the work of a few constituents can 

influence an entire city, province, or country. Similarly, online petition sites like Avaaz.com and 

Change.org can put the issue on the desk of politicians, with many signatures gathered due to the 

internet’s accessibility. While creating the initial support for the petition amongst many others 

would be difficult, the recognition of hundreds of signatures could take the issue to federal 

levels. In school, drives and fundraisers can spread the information about the plight of small 

communities and cultures in the face of rampant development, and the need for newer, cleaner 

technology in industries. Creating social pressure will influence government regulation which in 

turn creates sustainable practices. The key to creating such pressure is to keep issues such as 

global warming at the top of the list with rallies, petitions, and spreading the word. Just having 

these issues in the spotlight could push policy-makers and companies to act. Unfortunately, this 

is just a temporary fix. The real problem is in the unmediated growth. To fix this, we as a 

species, must find means of uniting and restructuring. If that were easily possible, we would live 
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in a world in which economic growth could be balanced on microeconomic, municipal, 

macroeconomic, and global scales, to create a sustainable future.  
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