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What is Deliberation?

In a deliberation, people gather to discuss possible
approaches to complex problems.

Participants bring their unique values and goals,
recognizing how each person’s experience may inform
their analysis of approaches to a problem.

Deliberation is not about finding a “solution,” but
rather exploring various potential strategies, weighing
costs and benefits, and building connections with
other participants.
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About this Issue Guide

Environmental challenges raise fundamental questions
about what it means for the world to truly thrive, from
meeting basic needs to ensuring long-term well-being for
people and ecosystems. This guide explores competing
perspectives on how to balance environmental protection,
economic growth, community decision-making, and just
transitions. It is designed to encourage thoughtful
discussion about how societies can navigate tradeoffs and
define a thriving future in a complex and changing world.

The four approaches summarized here reflect different perspectives on how to respond to
environmental challenges and what it means to build a world that thrives. Each approach
highlights distinct priorities, values, and tradeoffs. In practice, communities, governments, and
institutions often draw on more than one approach, combining strategies to respond to
changing environmental conditions, economic pressures, and social needs. Environmental
decision-making evolves as new scientific knowledge, technological developments, and social
priorities reshape how societies understand sustainability, development, and well-being. As
these changes occur, long-standing assumptions about growth, environmental protection, and
equity are often reconsidered. In a time of environmental uncertainty and global change, it is
especially important for societies to reflect carefully on how they define and pursue a thriving
world. Across contexts, communities and decision-makers face shared questions, even when
their answers may differ:

e What does it mean for people and the planet to truly thrive?

* Who gets to thrive? How should we weigh the well-being of people alongside plants,
animals, and other species now and in the future?

e Should we prioritize immediate human needs and economic opportunity or long-term
sustainability? Who gets to decide?

* What role should economic growth, jobs, and stability play in creating a thriving world?

¢ Who should have the power to make decisions about land, resources, and development?

e How can communities become more resilient while also being treated equitably?

e What does a “just transition” look like? Should transitions toward sustainability happen
quickly or gradually, and who bears the costs and risks of those choices?

The development of this guide involved research into policy analysis, reviews of news sources
and social media, and analysis of scholarly research. Several perspectives could be identified
on the question of sustaining a thriving world; four are presented here. Considering these
approaches together can help participants better understand the complexity of the issue and
reflect on what matters most as we work toward a thriving future for all.




Introduction

What makes a thriving world?

People have different ideas about what it means for the
world to thrive. Some believe protecting nature should
come first, focusing on reducing pollution, conserving

resources, and protecting wildlife. Others argue that SELE-ESTEEM
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These perspectives shape how people answer an important question: what does a thriving
world look like, and how do we balance the trade-offs? Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps
illustrate the distinction between different perspectives on how we foster a thriving world.” A
planet that provides food, water, shelter, safety, and even healthy ecosystems may be
habitable, but thriving involves more than survival. Higher-order needs such as belonging,
dignity, cultural expression, and purpose depend on economic security as well as healthy
social and ecological systems. From this perspective, several conditions shape not just
whether people can live, but how well they can live. In this sense, thriving can be understood
by having the conditions to reach each of these levels. These ideas about human well-being
have developed throughout history alongside broader theories of progress and its
challenges.

Ideas about what it means to thrive have shifted significantly over time. In pre-industrial
societies, economic life was largely organized around agriculture, and widespread rural
poverty and unstable growing conditions pushed many people to seek new opportunities.
The Industrial Revolution promised a better life through wage labor, technological
innovation, and urban growth. In places like Britain and the United States, industrialization
became synonymous with progress and national strength. Yet the rapid move to cities also
produced overcrowding, unsafe working conditions, polluted air and water, and stark class
inequalities.? These social and environmental costs were often framed as temporary or
necessary sacrifices on the path toward prosperity.




This reinforced a broader belief that economic
growth should come first, with social and
environmental concerns addressed later.
Technological innovation was widely celebrated
as progress, and scientific expertise often
supported industrial expansion. By the late
1960s and 1970s, however, this assumption was
increasingly questioned. Environmental
movements along with other forms of labor
organizing, and community-based activism

challenged the idea that environmental and social harms were acceptable or temporary
costs of development.® Rachel Carson's book, Silent Spring, drew attention to the
biodiversity and health tradeoffs of pesticides, while Wangari Maathai's Green Belt
Movement in Kenya (pictured above) helped communities plant millions of trees to address
deforestation and improve livelihoods.*

Alternative voices and priorities continued to surface over time, including arguments that
environmental quality, worker safety, and human well-being were central to what it meant to
live well. A green movement strengthened in Europe, fueled by the 1972 United Nations
Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, which represented growing global
concern of environmental issues such as deforestation, pollution of air, water, and oceans,
depletion of natural resources, and nuclear testing, and led to the founding of the United
Nations Environment Programme.® Around the same time in the United States, policies such
as the Clean Air Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act reflected early attempts to
integrate environmental protection, labor rights, and community well-being into governance.®
Then, in the 1980s, the concept of a just transition emerged from U.S. trade unions
highlighting that shifts to cleaner energy or sustainable economies should support workers
and also protect communities, local economies, and cultural traditions.’

Building on these earlier ideas, society's
understanding of what it means to thrive
continued to change moving into the new
century. While economic growth remains
important, challenges such as climate
change, social inequality, and ecological
limits highlight that additional strategies
are needed to support communities and a
thriving world. New approaches focus on
innovation, sustainability, resilience, and
just transitions, aiming to simultaneously

World leaders meet during the 1972 UN Conference ] ) ]
on the Human Environment in Stockholm, Sweden. balance environmental health, social equity,
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These approaches recognize that new technologies, including artificial intelligence (Al), can
both create new environmental challenges and offer tools for solutions.? International
agreements, such as the 2015 Paris Climate Accords, which was one of the most complex
international negotiations in modern history, demonstrate how different perspectives and
priorities had to be reconciled.

Sustainability has been defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” The UN'’s Sustainable Development
Goals, adopted in 2015, recognize that environmental, social, and economic challenges are
connected and must be addressed together. These goals, along with national and local
sustainability initiatives, reflect both these tradeoffs and attempts at their integration,
acknowledging that thriving communities depend on protecting ecosystems, supporting
economies and ensuring access to basic needs for all people.’ The SDGs provide a shared
framework to guide decisions and actions. They help ensure that when tradeoffs happen—
such as between economic growth and environmental protection—important priorities are not

overlooked.
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Despite growing agreement that environmental health, economic stability, and social well-
being are interconnected, people continue to disagree about how to balance these priorities.
Different approaches emphasize different values, risks, and opportunities. Some prioritize
rapid innovation and economic expansion, while others focus on ecological protection,
equity, or community leadership. Each approach offers potential benefits but also involves
tradeoffs or drawbacks. No one approach is “right”. This issue guide helps us explore
several approaches to fostering a thriving world, highlighting the values behind them and
the tensions we must navigate.




Approach 1: Protect the
Planet’s Life-Support System

This approach argues that a habitable planet is one where all living things - humans,
animals, and plants - can thrive, with access to the planetary resources needed for current
and future generations. However, a range of ongoing human activities is threatening
Earth’s long-term ability to support life. The good news is that many of these threats can
be reduced through smarter laws, cleaner technologies, and changes in how people
produce and consume goods.

Clean air and water are fundamental to life, yet nearly the entire global population (99%) is
exposed to unsafe air quality.” Pollution from burning fossil fuels in transportation,
industry, and energy production releases greenhouse gases such as carbon dioxide and
methane, as well as particulate matter and other pollutants that form smog. Exposure to
air pollution is linked to respiratory diseases like asthma, various cancers, and
neurological conditions such as dementia."* Acid rain affects the chemistry of lakes,
rivers, and streams, killing fish and vegetation and disrupting ecosystems.' Reducing air
pollution requires limiting emissions from factories, vehicles, and power plants and
transitioning to cleaner energy sources like wind and solar power.

Water quality is also under threat

Where Most People Are
Affected by Rising Sea Levels
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due to rapid expansion and
underregulated industrial activity,
agriculture, and military
operations.'* Addressing this
water pollution is essential to
reduce waterborne illnesses and
save millions of lives and billions
of dollars in medical costs and
lost economic activity."
Governments and communities
can protect water by regulating
industrial waste, reducing
agricultural runoff, improving
wastewater treatment, and using
water more efficiently.




Human-caused climate change further threatens Earth’s ability to sustain life. Rising
temperatures, disrupted rainfall patterns, and more frequent and intense extreme weather
events such as floods, droughts, wildfires, and hurricanes affect access to food, water, and
shelter. In fact, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change estimates that 3.3 t0 3.6
billion people live in areas highly vulnerable to climate. For example, sea level rise is
expected to damage infrastructure, contaminate freshwater sources, destroy coastal
habitats, and displace communities.

By 2050, up to one billion people could be living in low-lying coastal areas at risk of
permanent displacement. In the US, one in six threatened or endangered species is already
vulnerable to rising seas."® To address these growing risks, countries around the world have
adopted the Paris Agreement, committing to limit global temperature rise to 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels through climate mitigation, that is, reducing greenhouse gas emissions
from human activities. Countries with the resources to do so are also developing climate
adaptation, strengthening human and natural systems to better withstand climate impacts.

Economic development, population growth,
deforestation, mining, industrial agriculture,
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destroy wildlife populations.

Environmental degradation also increases the risk of disease outbreaks. The World Health
Organization estimates that in the 21st century, approximately 75% of emerging infectious
diseases have originated in regions experiencing habitat destruction, land-use change, or
removal of natural buffers.?’ Climate change is also expanding the range of mosquito-borne
diseases such as malaria, putting new populations at risk.?' Preventing future outbreaks
requires protecting natural habitats, reducing pollution, and planning communities in ways
that limit the risk of disease transfer between humans and wildlife. Together, these threats
emerging from current activities raise urgent questions about how societies should act to
protect all life on Earth. This approach prioritizes protecting the planet’s life-support systems
to ensure that current and future generations can thrive.




What Should We Do?

1. Enshrine protections for nature in legal systems and strengthen regulations.

Legal protections can recognize the rights of nature and make harming the environment
illegal. Communities can strengthen enforcement of protections. Ecosystems, species, or
natural features such as rivers and forests can be given legal standing, allowing them to be
defended in court. Rights of nature initiatives have expanded globally under Indigenous
leadership, challenging anthropocentric (human-centered) worldviews.

2. Reduce consumption of natural resources.

Human societies depend on limited resources, which are both renewable, such as water and
forests, and nonrenewable, such as critical minerals, oil, and natural gas. However,
extracting and using these planetary resources without care, limits, or attention to inequities
often causes environmental harm and threatens human thriving and biodiversity.

3. Transition energy systems to renewable sources.

According to the UN, the energy sector, specifically the use of fossil fuels, was the leading
contributor to greenhouse gas emissions in 2023. Large-scale adoption of renewable energy
sources such as wind, solar, hydroelectric, and geothermal power is needed to avoid the
most severe impacts of climate change and reach the required net-zero emissions by 2050.

4. Set goals that preserve ecosystems and foster conservation of species.

Protecting biodiversity requires setting clear conservation and restoration goals. These
goals aim to halt biodiversity loss, restore ecosystem function, and place nature on a path to
recovery for the benefit of both people and the planet.? In 2022, countries participating in
the Convention on Biological Diversity agreed to protect 30% of Earth’s land and oceans and
restore 30% of degraded ecosystems by 2030.

5. Prioritize adaptation to climate change.

The climate impacts of past practices will continue beyond any new reduction of global
emissions.? Thus, thriving societies must learn to live with and respond to climate change.
Adaptation strategies include regenerative approaches to actively restoring and improving
ecosystems through nature-based solutions, strengthening infrastructure, and, in some
cases, relocating communities.*

6. Increase environmental education.

Addressing environmental challenges requires an informed public. Environmental literacy
helps people understand how human actions affect Earth’s systems and enables
communities to evaluate evidence-based solutions.? Investing in environmental education
can cultivate current and future generations of environmental stewards.

Sustaining a Thriving World | Issue Guide
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@Tradeoffs and Drawbacks

1. Legal change is uneven and uncertain.

Environmental protections based on legal reforms depend heavily on political will and
enforcement. International environmental law lacks strong enforcement mechanisms, and
adoption of rights-of-nature frameworks varies widely across countries and regions. Progress
may be slow, inconsistent, or reversed due to political shifts.

2. Development that prioritizes the planet may conflict with immediate human needs.
Transitioning industries and energy systems can be socially and economically costly.
Converting energy grids, transportation systems, and industrial processes requires time,
resources, and political commitment. Critics argue that focusing too heavily on environmental
goals that protect the planet may divert attention from urgent human needs such as poverty
reduction, economic development, and access to basic services.

3. Responsibility and cost-sharing for climate change is unequal.

Climate mitigation and adaptation require significant financial resources, raising difficult
questions about who should pay. Industrialized countries have grown to their current status
through decades of fossil-fuel industrialization, are currently emitting the most greenhouse
gases, and have the greatest capacity to contribute resources in the fight against climate
change. Meanwhile, developing countries often face the most severe impacts of climate
change. Disagreements persist over whether wealthier nations should bear greater
responsibility and how financial burdens should be distributed fairly.

4. Prioritizing sustainable industries and phasing out environmentally harmful industries has
economic consequences.

Industries such as oil, gas, mining, and industrial agriculture provide jobs and revenue for
many communities and governments. Phasing out these industries will significantly affect
economies around the world. For example, global efforts to cut back on oil consumption and
transition to renewables could drastically reduce revenues for oil-producing nations, increasing
poverty and instability if economic alternatives are not developed proactively.”®

5. Change is uncomfortable and will be resisted.

Efforts to protect the planet’s life-support systems require significant changes in how
individuals live, how businesses operate, and how governments set policies. These changes
can be uncomfortable, costly, or perceived as threatening to ways of life, sparking resistance.




Approach 2: Prioritize
Economic Growth and Stability

Historically, economic expansion has been paired
with remarkable improvements in human well-being,
from rising life expectancy to the reduction of global
poverty. Supporters argue that during early
industrialization, corporate growth and capital
accumulation generate jobs, wages, and new markets
that lift people out of poverty and create opportunities
for economic stability. In this view, when corporations
expand, investment increases, employment rises, and
individuals gain the chance to improve their standard
of living. Other goals, such as environmental
protection, can then be better served.
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From this perspective, prioritizing economic growth and technological innovation is not
merely compatible with human flourishing but essential to it. Societies that secure reliable
energy, infrastructure, and material stability are better positioned to invest in research,
strengthen institutions, and respond to large-scale challenges. Rather than framing
development as a threat, this approach treats prosperity as the engine that generates
solutions. Economic stagnation, by contrast, is seen as weakening social systems, limiting
opportunity, and reducing the capacity to address future risks.

The Environmental Kuznets Curve is often referenced, which suggests that pollution
increases during early industrialization but declines once societies become wealthier and
invest in cleaner systems, as seen on the next page.?’ As societies become wealthier and
more stable, they are better equipped to address large-scale challenges through innovation
and institutional capacity. From this perspective, limiting development is risky because
constraining growth could reduce opportunity, slow poverty reduction, and destabilize
societies that depend on expanding markets and employment.

Some prominent political leaders argue that environmental goals should not come before
people’s needs. They criticize approaches they see as “putting the Earth above people,”

saying that humans have the right and responsibility to use natural resources to improve life,
not to treat nature as something that can never be utilized.?® Blocking resource use because
of emissions concerns ignores human creativity and slows down development in ways that
hurt working families while giving more power to the government, as carbon emissions will
happen regardless.?




Income Inequality

Recent policy proposals reflect this view RRRES S S p—
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regulations, expanded energy production,
and a stronger focus on economic growth
as the path to national stability.*
Essentially, maintaining everyday comfort
and meeting economic needs matter more
than making major lifestyle changes.
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Technology is central to this approach, and innovation flourishes best in environments with
fewer regulations and greater market freedom. Grounded in a long-standing belief in human
ingenuity, this perspective argues that technological advancement expands what societies
can achieve and drives long-term prosperity. Innovation strengthens energy systems,
increases productivity, and improves global living standards, creating the stability needed to
address a wide range of challenges.®

Although climate change is a serious concern, this approach maintains that it is not the only
or even the primary global crisis facing humanity. Poverty, energy insecurity, public health
threats, and geopolitical instability also demand urgent attention. For this reason,
proponents argue that economic growth and technological innovation should remain the
priority, since they expand society’s capacity to address multiple risks at once. Artificial
intelligence is already being used to monitor methane emissions, detect leaks, track
deforestation, and optimize power grids.** Historical trends suggest that growth and cleaner
outcomes can coexist: between 1990 and 2020, U.S. GDP grew by around 110 percent while
emissions declined by approximately 15 percent.*

At the global level, development is closely tied to environmental improvement. Over 80
percent of people in low-income countries lack access to clean air, safe water, and healthy
land, and economic growth expands the institutional and financial capacity to address these
conditions.** Meanwhile, global investment in clean energy reached $1.8 trillion in 2023,
driven largely by economic growth and market expansion.® Together, these patterns show
that strong economies are better equipped to confront environmental challenges while also
reducing poverty and strengthening global stability.

In sum, the world should focus on expanding prosperity, investing in technology, and
building resilient, advanced societies. The tools to protect the planet do not emerge from
limitation or fear, but from confidence in human capability, investment in innovation, and a
continued commitment to growth.




@&What Should We Do?

1. Strengthen the economy.

The first priority should be focusing on the economy. This means creating jobs,
supporting businesses, improving infrastructure, and increasing productivity. A strong
economy raises wages, attracts investment, and provides governments around the world
with the money needed to fund schools, healthcare, and research. When people have
stable jobs and reliable income, societies are better able to handle challenges of all kinds.

2. Invest in technology and innovation.

Governments and businesses should invest in scientific research, artificial intelligence,
modern energy systems, and new industries. Innovation helps companies work more
efficiently, lower costs, and create better products. It also improves living standards and
keeps countries competitive in the global economy. Some new technologies can also
reduce pollution as a side benefit. The main goal, however, is to expand economic
opportunities and strengthen long-term prosperity.

3. Keep everyday life affordable and stable.

Restrictions on industry or rapid economic shifts can raise prices for food, housing,
transportation, and utilities. This approach argues that maintaining affordable goods and
services is essential for social stability and economic security. The future depends on
bettering everyday life for workers, small businesses, and consumers.

4. Make regulations support growth, not block it.

Regulations should protect public welfare, but they should not unnecessarily slow down
new projects or business expansion. Streamlining permits and encouraging private
investment can help modernize industries and strengthen economic performance. The
goal is to create conditions where businesses can innovate, grow, and contribute to
national prosperity.




Tradeoffs and Drawbacks

1. The environment could get worse before it gets better.

Weakening environmental protections can allow pollution and climate risks to reach
dangerous levels before solutions arrive. Companies might take advantage of looser
rules, causing harm to public health, water, air, and land. Those most vulnerable to
climate change could face the greatest and longest-lasting consequences.

2. Big companies may benefit more than local communities.

Economic growth does not always help everyone equally. Large companies may gain
the most from looser rules, while local communities see fewer benefits. New factories
or resource projects can create jobs, but they can also cause pollution or health
problems. If profits are not shared or reinvested in communities, a few companies end
up with most of the power, while ordinary people and the environment may suffer.

3. Short-term growth could create long-term problems.

Rapid growth without careful planning can hurt both communities and the environment.
Systems built today can lock societies into ways of doing things that are hard and
expensive to change later. Focusing only on short-term profits or comfort may create
bigger problems for the future. For growth to work, it has to be managed responsibly
and with long-term thinking.

4. Slower growth does not mean failure.

GDP and fast expansion are not the only ways to measure success. Quality of life,
equity, and resilience also matter. From this perspective, focusing only on fast growth
can overlook other ways society can prosper and meet people’s needs.

5. Technology has the potential to help us solve problems, but it is not guaranteed.
Technological innovation can support economic growth and help address
environmental challenges, but there is no guarantee it will solve them. New technologies
may take time to develop, be too costly to scale, or create unintended consequences.
Relying too heavily on future breakthroughs can delay necessary changes in policy,
behavior, and consumption, while environmental harm continues.

Sustaining a Thriving World | Issue Guide
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Approach 3: Center Local
Community Decision-Making

This approach says that a livable and flourishing planet depends on giving communities
real power over decisions that affect their land, jobs, and way of life. It views local and tribal
communities as key decision-makers in environmental and economic issues. Supporters
believe policies work best when they are shaped by the people who feel their effects every
day, rather than being set only by distant governments or large institutions. From this point
of view, sustainability is not just about protecting nature, but it is also about who gets to
make decisions and who deals with the consequences.

Supporters also point out that communities are not all the same. A policy that works in a
big city might be harmful in a rural farming area, a tribal nation, or a town that depends on
fossil fuel jobs. When policies ignore these differences, they can hurt local economies,
weaken cultural traditions, and repeat past patterns where outside groups took resources
without including local people in decisions. This approach focuses on community
sovereignty, meaning the ability of local and indigenous governments to protect jobs, set
land-use and environmental rules, approve or reject major projects, and make sure
communities benefit from development on their land.

An example of local sovereignty is Acequias in the Southwestern U.S. These
centuries-old, community-managed irrigation systems are collectively
governed by local members for water distribution, maintenance, and use.
Supporters of the New Mexico Acequia Association hold signs that read “El
Agua es la Vida / Water is Life.” Source: New Mexico Acequia Association, n.d.




In the past, many communities have felt that environmental policies were done to them
instead of with them. Fossil fuel regions going through energy transitions, Indigenous
nations facing mining or land development, and rural communities dealing with renewable
energy projects often say they are left out of decision-making. Research shows that when
people do not have real consent or veto power, projects can feel unfair and lead to
resistance instead of cooperation.*® Because of this, community decision-making is seen as
important not only for fairness, but also for making policies last and actually work.

Community sovereignty, including tribal sovereignty, is also closely connected to identity
and culture. Jobs and systems such as farming, fishing, oil & gas, and mining are not just
sources of income, but they are also central to community self-determination. One example
is the Dakota Pipeline, a large oil pipeline that was strongly protested by the Standing Rock
Sioux Tribe.*” The dispute highlighted conflicts over tribal sovereignty, environmental risk,
and federal infrastructure approval processes, becoming a national example of tensions
between local consent and energy development.

This approach does not oppose or support environmental protection. Instead, it says
environmental goals should be reached through local decision-making that respects
consent, culture, and community control. For example, the Land Back movement in the
United States returns ancestral lands to Native American tribes and recognizes their
experience as long-time land stewards.*® One of the longest-running protest sites for
Indigenous Peoples' rights is the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra, Australia, which was
established in 1972 outside the Old Parliament House in response to the Prime Minister
deciding that Aboriginal Peoples would have to lease land from the government, and the
state would control mineral rights of ancestral territories.*

Supporters of this approach believe
economic development is possible, as long
as it helps communities thrive instead of
causing harm. In this framework, a
flourishing planet is one where
communities have real power over their
land, resources, and futures. This approach
also does not reject economic
development, if done in a way that brings
thriving and not harm. A flourishing planet,

supporters argue, is one where The 50th anniversary of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy
communities retain meaningful power over in Canberra. Source: Common Ground, 2025.

their land, resources, and futures




&What Should We Do?

1. Protect communities' livelihoods and cultural industries.

Protect the jobs, traditions, and industries that shape local life. Farming, fishing, water-
sharing systems like acequias, and long-standing energy or mining work are more than
just jobs—they are part of a community’s identity and history. Policies should help these
livelihoods continue or adapt, instead of forcing communities to abandon them with one-
size-fits-all rules.*

2. Expand local authority over land use and environmental policy.

Give local governments more power to make decisions about land use and
environmental protection. Communities should decide what kind of development they
allow and what environmental standards fit their needs. Some may choose strong
protections, while others may accept more risk to protect jobs or lower costs. Supporters
say local control leads to more realistic and enforceable policies.*'

3. Require community consent before major energy, environmental, or infrastructure
projects.

Large energy, environmental, or infrastructure projects should not move forward without
clear community approval. Public votes, meetings, or agreements with local or tribal
governments give communities real power over decisions that affect their land, health,
and future. This helps ensure projects reflect the will of the people most impacted.

4. Guarantee direct community benefits from resource development.

When resources are used on community land, local people should receive clear benefits.
These can include shared profits, local jobs, community ownership, or funding for
schools, healthcare, clean water, and infrastructure. Seeing real benefits helps
communities better weigh environmental and economic tradeoffs.*




Tradeoffs and Drawbacks

1. Local choices may preserve harmful or declining industries.

Local control can allow industries that harm health or the environment to continue.
Protecting dangerous or dying industries may delay necessary change and lock
communities into unsustainable paths, making future transitions more difficult and
costly.®

2. Communities have unequal power and capacity to manage complex environmental
challenges.

Not all communities have the same resources, expertise, or time to organize. Some have
skilled staff and funding to advocate for and manage clean water, air quality, or climate
risks, while others do not. Without support from higher levels of government, local
decision-making may fall short on challenges like climate change or extreme weather.*

3. Community-level decision-making can create inconsistent environmental protections.
When each community sets its own standards, protections can vary widely. Pollution or
resource extraction may simply move from one place to another instead of being reduced.
This lack of coordination can make broader environmental progress harder to achieve.*®

4. Power imbalances within communities can undermine fair representation.

Local control does not always mean equal voices. Powerful groups, such as industry
leaders or wealthy landowners, may dominate decisions to capture benefits for
themselves. This can silence low-income residents, Indigenous communities, or those
facing health risks, reinforcing inequality instead of reducing it.

5. Community decision-making may still not address the needs of the most vulnerable.
Even when decision-making is local and inclusive, the needs of the most vulnerable may
not be fully met. Communities may prioritize broadly shared benefits over targeted
support for those facing the greatest risks, such as low-income residents, marginalized
groups, or those most affected by environmental harm. Without intentional efforts and
additional resources, some people may continue to face disproportionate burdens despite
more localized control.
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Approach 4: Slow Transitions and
Prioritize the Most Vulnerable

This approach prioritizes slowing the pace of economic and environmental transitions,
arguing that the world should not rush toward goals if doing so harms the very people and
places we want to protect. This perspective, often called a just transition, puts two things
first: (1) protecting vulnerable people whose jobs, health, or cultures depend on industries
in decline, and (2) avoiding sudden shocks to local economies and environments that
create new harms while trying to fix old ones.

Scholars of just transition emphasize that climate policy is not only about achieving
decarbonization, but about how that transformation unfolds. A just transition must
integrate climate, energy, and environmental justice, ensuring fairness in both outcomes
and processes.*® Scholars also stress the importance of temporality, arguing that
transitions unfold over time, and effective policy must account for differences in
community capacity, governance structures, and social vulnerability.*’

Underlying this approach are the two closely related concepts of procedural and
distributional justice. Procedural justice focuses on how decisions are made, who
participates, whose voices are heard, and who holds power over transition pathways.
Distributional justice asks who benefits and who bears the costs of environmental change.

Together, these concepts ground the meaning of “just.” A transition cannot be considered
just if affected communities, including workers, suppliers, communities, and consumers,
are excluded from decision-making or forced to absorb disproportionate costs, as pictured
in the figure on the top of the next page. Renewable energy projects can cause resentment
when communities feel decisions are forced without their meaningful participation.

Workshop on advocating for a just energy transition in Africa, organized by the
Southern African Faith Communities’ Environment Institute (SAFCEI) and Natural
Justice. Source: Natural Justice, 2024.




Workers Suppliers

Supporting suppliers in Understanding the
taking account of spillover effects for
social impact on the communities,
path to net zero, respecting rights
strengthening local around impacts and
supply chains, applying involvement, focusing
labour, human rights on vulnerability,
and environmental due enabling innovations
diligence along the such as community
supply chain. energy.

Source: Making Transition Plans Just (Grantham Research Institute, 2022)

For Indigenous communities in particular, advocates argue that just transitions must
include respect for tribal sovereignty and Land Back claims. Without sovereignty-centered
governance, climate transitions risk reproducing colonial dynamics under the banner of
environmental progress.*®

The Climate Action Network (CAN) B
International launched the Just Transition . N ®
Rising campaign to support communities - 1
and workers whose lives and livelihoods
are directly impacted by the transition away
from fossil fuels. The campaign operates
on the premise that justice must lead
emissions reduction negotiations between
countries at the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change’s (UNFCCC)
annual Conference of the Parties (COP).* Source: Climate Action Network of South Asia, n.d.

At the heart of this approach lies a central dilemma: How can societies reduce
environmental harm while protecting workers, communities, and cultures and without
repeating the injustices of past economic transitions? Supporters of just transitions argue
that ignoring this tension risks political backlash, social instability, and the erosion of public
trust. Rather than treating justice as a secondary concern, this approach insists that the
pace, process, and distribution of change are as important as the environmental outcomes
themselves.




What Should We Do?

1. Set phased, legally binding transition milestones.

A just transition requires a timeline that balances urgency with stability. Short-term goals
should focus on planning, community protection, and prevent sudden closures. Long-term
commitment would plant full decarbonization and remediate legacy environmental harms.
Each phase should include public accountability reports to prevent political backsliding.

2. Create a “Just Transition Fund.”

This fund would pay for training programs, relocation support, healthcare services, mine
or plant cleanup and small business development.*® Without guaranteed long-term
financial support, transitions risk reproducing extractive inequalities.”’

3. Initiate environmental cleanup and health protections up front.

Immediate environmental repair protects communities that have carried the health
burdens of extraction. Requiring companies to post remediation bonds ensures cleanup
funds are set aside before shutdowns and prevents companies from abandoning sites.
Communities near extractive industries face long-term respiratory, water quality and
cancer risks, making health screenings and long-term monitoring essential.*

4. Implement targeted economic diversification.

Economic diversification ensures communities do not move from dependence on one
extractive industry to another. Targeted investments should build on local strengths like
ecotourism, sustainable agriculture, forest stewardship, or community manufacturing.
Small business tax credits and start up grants can help locally enterprises keep wealth.

5. Enable monitoring, transparency, and measurable metrics.

Transparent monitoring systems are critical to evaluating whether a transition is genuinely
just. Annual public dashboards can track job creation, job losses, cleanup milestones,
health outcomes, and spending. Independent oversight bodies prevent corruption.
Transparency builds trust and provides early warning signs to correct injustices.

6. Stop elite interests from taking priority.

Renewable energy projects can cause resentment when communities feel decisions are
forced without participation.> This exclusion is not accidental but structured, specifically
in places shaped by colonial land dispossession or corporate dominance.**
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Tradeoffs and Drawbacks

1. Slower climate progress vs. social protection.

Moving slowly allows time for retraining, infrastructure development and community-driven
planning, but it may also delay emissions reductions. Critics argue that phased transitions
extend the lifespan of polluting infrastructure and increase long-term climate risks, from
extreme weather to ecosystem collapse. The tradeoff is political, ethical, and affects future
generations.

2. Political conflict arises when resource constraints expose who bears the cost of a just
transition.

Funding a just transition is expensive, and debates over who should bear the cost often
generate political conflict. Retraining programs, small-business support, environmental
remediation, and long-term health monitoring all require sustained funding. When costs are
put on taxpayers in unaffected regions, public support for climate policy can diminish, and
the corporations responsible for pollution attempt to avoid accountability altogether.>

3. There will be uneven outcomes across time and space.

Even when just transition policies are well intentioned, they can unintentionally deepen
regional inequalities if resources are not distributed equitably. Wealthier or politically
influential regions often attract new investment, retraining programs, and infrastructure
more easily, while rural, remote or historically marginalized areas struggle to diversify their
economies. Research on energy transitions in American coal communities shows that
without deliberate equity-based planning, benefits tend to flow toward areas that already
have economic and political advantages.®®

4. Potential to reinforce existing power structures and inequality.

Just transitions risk reinforcing existing power structures rather than dismantling them. If
decision-making authority remains concentrated among corporate actors, large
landowners, or political elites, transition policies can reproduce the same inequalities
created by extractive economies. Research shows that local elites may capture transition
benefits like development contracts or land access, while workers, Indigenous
communities, and low-income residents remain excluded.®’
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	Introduction
	These perspectives shape how people answer an important question: what does a thriving world look like, and how do we balance the trade-offs? Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs helps illustrate the distinction between different perspectives on how we foster a thriving world.1 A planet that provides food, water, shelter, safety, and even healthy ecosystems may be habitable, but thriving involves more than survival. Higher-order needs such as belonging, dignity, cultural expression, and purpose depend on economic security as well as healthy social and ecological systems. From this perspective, several conditions shape not just whether people can live, but how well they can live. In this sense, thriving can be understood by having the conditions to reach each of these levels. These ideas about human well-being have developed throughout history alongside broader theories of progress and its challenges.
	Ideas about what it means to thrive have shifted significantly over time. In pre-industrial societies, economic life was largely organized around agriculture, and widespread rural poverty and unstable growing conditions pushed many people to seek new opportunities. The Industrial Revolution promised a better life through wage labor, technological innovation, and urban growth. In places like Britain and the United States, industrialization became synonymous with progress and national strength. Yet the rapid move to cities also produced overcrowding, unsafe working conditions, polluted air and water, and stark class inequalities.2 These social and environmental costs were often framed as temporary or necessary sacrifices on the path toward prosperity.
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	This reinforced a broader belief that economic growth should come first, with social and environmental concerns addressed later. Technological innovation was widely celebrated as progress, and scientific expertise often supported industrial expansion. By the late 1960s and 1970s, however, this assumption was increasingly questioned. Environmental movements along with other forms of labor organizing, and community-based activism
	challenged the idea that environmental and social harms were acceptable or temporary costs of development.3 Rachel Carson’s book, Silent Spring, drew attention to the biodiversity and health tradeoffs of pesticides, while Wangarĩ Maathai’s Green Belt Movement in Kenya (pictured above) helped communities plant millions of trees to address deforestation and improve livelihoods.4
	Alternative voices and priorities continued to surface over time, including arguments that environmental quality, worker safety, and human well-being were central to what it meant to live well. A green movement strengthened in Europe, fueled by the 1972 United Nations Stockholm Conference on the Human Environment, which represented growing global concern of environmental issues such as deforestation, pollution of air, water, and oceans, depletion of natural resources, and nuclear testing, and led to the founding of the United Nations Environment Programme.5 Around the same time in the United States, policies such as the Clean Air Act and the Occupational Safety and Health Act reflected early attempts to integrate environmental protection, labor rights, and community well-being into governance.6  Then, in the 1980s, the concept of a just transition emerged from U.S. trade unions highlighting that shifts to cleaner energy or sustainable economies should support workers and also protect communities, local economies, and cultural traditions.7
	Building on these earlier ideas, society's understanding of what it means to thrive continued to change moving into the new century. While economic growth remains important, challenges such as climate change, social inequality, and ecological limits highlight that additional strategies are needed to support communities and a thriving world. New approaches focus on innovation, sustainability, resilience, and just transitions, aiming to simultaneously balance environmental health, social equity, and economic stability.8
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	These approaches recognize that new technologies, including artificial intelligence (AI), can both create new environmental challenges and offer tools for solutions.8 International agreements, such as the 2015 Paris Climate Accords, which was one of the most complex international negotiations in modern history, demonstrate how different perspectives and priorities had to be reconciled.
	Sustainability has been defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”9 The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, adopted in 2015, recognize that environmental, social, and economic challenges are connected and must be addressed together. These goals, along with national and local sustainability initiatives, reflect both these tradeoffs and attempts at their integration, acknowledging that thriving communities depend on protecting ecosystems, supporting economies and ensuring access to basic needs for all people.10 The SDGs provide a shared framework to guide decisions and actions. They help ensure that when tradeoffs happen—such as between economic growth and environmental protection—important priorities are not overlooked.
	Despite growing agreement that environmental health, economic stability, and social well-being are interconnected, people continue to disagree about how to balance these priorities. Different approaches emphasize different values, risks, and opportunities. Some prioritize rapid innovation and economic expansion, while others focus on ecological protection, equity, or community leadership. Each approach offers potential benefits but also involves tradeoffs or drawbacks. No one approach is “right”. This issue guide helps us explore several approaches to fostering a thriving world, highlighting the values behind them and the tensions we must navigate.
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	1. Legal change is uneven and uncertain.
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	Approach 3: Center Local Community Decision-Making
	This approach says that a livable and flourishing planet depends on giving communities real power over decisions that affect their land, jobs, and way of life. It views local and tribal communities as key decision-makers in environmental and economic issues. Supporters believe policies work best when they are shaped by the people who feel their effects every day, rather than being set only by distant governments or large institutions. From this point of view, sustainability is not just about protecting nature, but it is also about who gets to make decisions and who deals with the consequences.
	Supporters also point out that communities are not all the same. A policy that works in a big city might be harmful in a rural farming area, a tribal nation, or a town that depends on fossil fuel jobs. When policies ignore these differences, they can hurt local economies, weaken cultural traditions, and repeat past patterns where outside groups took resources without including local people in decisions. This approach focuses on community sovereignty, meaning the ability of local and indigenous governments to protect jobs, set land-use and environmental rules, approve or reject major projects, and make sure communities benefit from development on their land.
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	In the past, many communities have felt that environmental policies were done to them instead of with them. Fossil fuel regions going through energy transitions, Indigenous nations facing mining or land development, and rural communities dealing with renewable energy projects often say they are left out of decision-making. Research shows that when people do not have real consent or veto power, projects can feel unfair and lead to resistance instead of cooperation.36 Because of this, community decision-making is seen as important not only for fairness, but also for making policies last and actually work.
	Community sovereignty, including tribal sovereignty, is also closely connected to identity and culture. Jobs and systems such as farming, fishing, oil & gas, and mining are not just sources of income, but they are also central to community self-determination. One example is the Dakota Pipeline, a large oil pipeline that was strongly protested by the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe.37 The dispute highlighted conflicts over tribal sovereignty, environmental risk, and federal infrastructure approval processes, becoming a national example of tensions between local consent and energy development.
	This approach does not oppose or support environmental protection. Instead, it says environmental goals should be reached through local decision-making that respects consent, culture, and community control. For example, the Land Back movement in the United States returns ancestral lands to Native American tribes and recognizes their experience as long-time land stewards.38 One of the longest-running protest sites for Indigenous Peoples’ rights is the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra, Australia, which was established in 1972 outside the Old Parliament House in response to the Prime Minister deciding that Aboriginal Peoples would have to lease land from the government, and the state would control mineral rights of ancestral territories.39
	Supporters of this approach believe economic development is possible, as long as it helps communities thrive instead of causing harm. In this framework, a flourishing planet is one where communities have real power over their land, resources, and futures. This approach also does not reject economic development, if done in a way that brings thriving and not harm. A flourishing planet, supporters argue, is one where communities retain meaningful power over their land, resources, and futures
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	Approach 4: Slow Transitions and Prioritize the Most Vulnerable
	This approach prioritizes slowing the pace of economic and environmental transitions, arguing that the world should not rush toward goals if doing so harms the very people and places we want to protect. This perspective, often called a just transition, puts two things first: (1) protecting vulnerable people whose jobs, health, or cultures depend on industries in decline, and (2) avoiding sudden shocks to local economies and environments that create new harms while trying to fix old ones.
	Scholars of just transition emphasize that climate policy is not only about achieving decarbonization, but about how that transformation unfolds. A just transition must integrate climate, energy, and environmental justice, ensuring fairness in both outcomes and processes.46 Scholars also stress the importance of temporality, arguing that transitions unfold over time, and effective policy must account for differences in community capacity, governance structures, and social vulnerability.47
	Underlying this approach are the two closely related concepts of procedural and distributional justice. Procedural justice focuses on how decisions are made, who participates, whose voices are heard, and who holds power over transition pathways. Distributional justice asks who benefits and who bears the costs of environmental change.
	Together, these concepts ground the meaning of “just.” A transition cannot be considered just if affected communities, including workers, suppliers, communities, and consumers, are excluded from decision-making or forced to absorb disproportionate costs, as pictured in the figure on the top of the next page. Renewable energy projects can cause resentment when communities feel decisions are forced without their meaningful participation.
	Sustaining a Thriving World | Issue Guide 18
	For Indigenous communities in particular, advocates argue that just transitions must include respect for tribal sovereignty and Land Back claims. Without sovereignty-centered governance, climate transitions risk reproducing colonial dynamics under the banner of environmental progress.48
	The Climate Action Network (CAN) International launched the Just Transition Rising campaign to support communities and workers whose lives and livelihoods are directly impacted by the transition away from fossil fuels. The campaign operates on the premise that justice must lead emissions reduction negotiations between countries at the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change’s (UNFCCC) annual Conference of the Parties (COP).49
	At the heart of this approach lies a central dilemma: How can societies reduce environmental harm while protecting workers, communities, and cultures and without repeating the injustices of past economic transitions? Supporters of just transitions argue that ignoring this tension risks political backlash, social instability, and the erosion of public trust. Rather than treating justice as a secondary concern, this approach insists that the pace, process, and distribution of change are as important as the environmental outcomes themselves.
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