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Ecological Modernization – a strategy enabling 
economic growth to become environmentally 

sustainable? 
Core elements of the theory:
• Solutions to environmental problems can be found

within the context of capitalist growth society
• Capitalism in its present form is limited by the 

capacity of the natural environment to absorb the 
effects of economic growth and to supply necessary 
resource inputs

• Capitalism must therefore undergo a process of 
transformation if it is to be sustainable in the long 
term

• Decoupling of  economic growth from resource 
consumption and environmental load 
(”dematerialization”) are key elements in this 
process of transformation 



Urban densification as 
ecological modernization

• Limit the losses of surrounding 
natural and agricultural areas

• Reduce the amount of travel, car 
dependency and energy use for 
transport

• Reduce energy use in buildings
• Limit the consumption of building 

materials for infrastructure and 
buildings

• Maintain the diversity and 
possibilities for choice among 
workplaces, service facilities and 
social contacts



Inner-city densification is particularly 
favorable to reduce car driving



Why does the amount of car travel depend more on the 
distance of dwellings and workplaces to the main city 

center than to local centers?
• People do not necessarily choose the closest

facility, but rather they travel a bit further if they 
can then find a better facility. This is especially 
true for workplaces.

• Employers do not favor job applicants from the 
local neighborhood but recruit the most qualified 
ones

• Travel distances therefore depend more on the 
location of residences and jobs relative to large 
concentrations of facilities and potential workers

• People who live close to the city center have a 
large number of facilities within a short distance 
from the dwelling and therefore do not have to 
travel long, even if they are very selective about 
the quality of the facility

• Since travel distances are often short, inner-city 
residents carry out a higher proportion of trips by 
bike or on foot

• The city center has the highest accessibility by 
transit and the lowest accessibility by car



Oslo as a case of eco-modernization in 
urban development



The urban containment policies of Oslo and other Norwegian 
cities have saved land and reduced the amount of car travel



Limits to the densification strategy
• Some green areas are lost even if most of the 

densification is channeled to gray areas
• The most environmentally friendly densification 

possibilities will gradually be exhausted
• Many of the urban transformation sites have been 

made available due to relocation of industries 
(and thereby of environmental impacts)

• Insufficient to avoid increasing the environmental 
load – sustaining the present level will in many 
cases give continually increased environmental 
degradation

• If growth in the total building stock is to be curbed, 
construction of new, more environmentally 
efficient buildings should be combined with 
demolishing the environmentally most 
unfavorable parts of the built environment

• Rebound effects



Why do we so rarely speak about the need 
to curb the growth in consumption?

• Keynesian demand-stimulating economic policy has been 
the traditional social-democratic strategy for improving the 
material standard of living among the least affluent groups of 
society

• But the rise in total volumes of consumption that this implies is 
environmentally unsustainable

• Measures to curb luxury consumption (such as maximum limits 
to the size of dwellings) would be a strong disincentive against 
the economic competition on which capitalist society is based.

• Zero- or negative growth is at odds with capitalism’s inherent 
growth imperative – could this be the reason why  
mainstream economists insist on the possibility of ‘decoupling’ 
consumption growth from environmental degradation?

• Combining environmental and social sustainability appears 
to be an almost impossible task within the confines of 
capitalism, be it in its neoliberal or in a more Keynesian form.
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