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In the degrowth literature, relocalization is widely considered as a strategic approach to transition to a degrowth
society, and eco-village/urban village is argued to be the spatial organization suitable for implementing localism.
These debates on eco-village/urban village as a vision for long-term sustainability have profound implications for
the spatial development of our society. This paper aims to challenge this proposition from anurbanplanner's per-
spective by dwelling on spatial implications and planning process. It is argued that spatial decentralization can
lead to various social and environmental consequences contradicting the multi-goals of a degrowth society. Lo-
calizing and decentralizing decision making in the planning process does not necessarily lead to a just and sus-
tainable society. Instead, it is of importance to have multi-scalar strategies in the planning context to pursue
degrowth. The paper concludes by pointing out the complex relation between paradigmatic societal transforma-
tion and spatial development, and the significant role that urban planning can play in the transition to degrowth.
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1. Introduction

A degrowth society is defined as ‘an equitable downscaling of pro-
duction and consumption that increases human well-being and en-
hances ecological conditions at the local and global level, in the short
and long term’ (Schneider et al., 2010). More broadly, as degrowth is
an alternative to the present growth society, it challenges the dominant
growth ideology and its social mentality, economic rationality, political
institutions and ethical premises. The degrowth paradigm, therefore,
embracesmore than just reduction in economic output in the economic
sphere, but calls for a fundamental change in the economic, social and
political systems that can liberate humanity from economism in order
to achieve social justice, quality of life, democracy and ecological sus-
tainability (Martinez-Alier et al., 2010).

In the degrowth debates, relocalization is widely accepted as a
degrowth approach (Fotopoulos, 2007; Latouche, 2009; Trainer,
2012). It means not only producing and consuming goods and ser-
vices on a local basis, but also organizing life and making political
and cultural decisions at the local level. Relocalization refers to
relocalization of economy, understood as highly self-sufficient local
economies, and relocalization of politics, understood as a decentral-
ization of decision making with an emphasis on greater democracy.
There is a tendency among degrowth advocates to believe that the
best visions of a degrowth society that can embed the ideas of local-
ism are the eco-village and the urban village. From an urban
planner's perspective, the development of eco-village/urban village
as well as the fundamental idea of localism has a spatial dimension,
which is a main concern of the urban planning profession. In addi-
tion, decentralization of decision making to the local level influences
the planning process through which spatial strategies intervening
and changing reality are produced. Derived from the degrowth de-
bates on localism, the paper aims to critically discuss whether eco-
village/urban village can fulfill the multi-objectives of a degrowth
society by scrutinizing the impacts in the planning context. By criti-
cizing from the perspective of urban planning, the paper contributes
to enhancing the coherence, consistence and complementarity of the
degrowth debates.

In Section 2, the roots of eco-village/urban village as a vision for a
degrowth society are traced. The discussion will revolve around the
sources of the degrowth concept and how localism and eco-village/
urban village have been considered being able to meet the degrowth
perspectives. Sections 3 and 4 will argue, from the perspective of
urban planning, that there are conflicts and gaps between the eco-
village/urban village vision and the desirable degrowth paradigm.
Section 3 will expound the spatial implications of eco-village/urban vil-
lage which lead to various social and environmental consequences.
Section 4 will discuss the risks of localizing and decentralizing decision
making in the planning process and argue for a multi-scalar strategy
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combining certain centralization of power and local participation. The
final section will conclude by a general discussion on the relation
between societal paradigm and space, and on the necessity of interdis-
ciplinarity in the degrowth movement as well as the significant contri-
bution that urban planning can make.

2. The Roots of Eco-village/Urban Village as a Vision for a
Degrowth Society

As stated before, degrowth is an encompassing concept deriving
from different philosophical currents and disciplinary fields. Ac-
cording to Demaria et al. (2013), degrowth is first a concern to
the ecology that is perceived as having intrinsic values rather
than instrumental values for human production and consumption.
Degrowth through reduction in energy and material throughput is
a path to preserve ecosystems and keep human activities within
the biophysical capacity. Secondly, degrowth criticizes economism
which pursues utility maximization and creates market-based so-
cial relation and consumer society. Market relations are character-
ized as impersonal and dissolve the traditional social ties based on
giving, receiving, sharing and reciprocity (Bonaiuti, 2012a). The
third source of degrowth is the need for redefining meaning of
well-being or quality of life, substituting voluntary simplicity for
the current dominant notion of working more and consuming
more. The fourth stream of thought of degrowth, identified by
Demaria et al. (2013), is bioeconomics which addresses the bio-
physical capacity of providing resources and assimilating waste
and believes in the insufficiency and implausibility of decoupling
economic growth from environmental impacts through technolog-
ical fix. In addition, degrowth arises from an aspiration for deeper
democracy through autonomy and self-determination, as contem-
porary economics is seen as colonizing and depoliticizing collective
social choice. Finally, degrowth aims to degrow inequality for eco-
nomic, social and environmental justice. It therefore argues for
fair distribution of wealth, ecological resources, and economic and
environmental burdens within and between rich and poor coun-
tries, and within and between generations (Demaria et al., 2013).

To transition to a degrowth society, Latouche (2009) puts forward a
“virtuous circle” comprising eight ‘R’s as a trigger of degrowth process:
reevaluate, reconceptualize, restructure, redistribute, relocalize, reduce,
reuse and recycle. Among others, ‘relocalize’ is considered one of the
most important approaches and assumes a strategic role. This proposi-
tion is shared by many degrowth proponents (e.g. Fournier, 2008;
Frankova and Johanisova, 2011; Kallis, 2011). The argument for localiza-
tion is primarily motivated by the negative social and environmental
impacts of globalization and neoliberal capitalism. As already men-
tioned, the idea of relocalization in the degrowth debate is not confined
to economic relocalization though it is an important aspect, but also
means political and ecological relocalization.

Developing local economy as a counter-force of economic glob-
alization is to seek for local economic autonomy which includes
making economic decisions at the local level, developing locally
owned business by preferably using local resources, employing
local workers, satisfying the needs of local consumers, and
supporting local finance like community banks. The intention is to
become more self-sufficient in production and consumption. Initia-
tives in this vein also include e.g. relocalizing food production and
consumption, and development of local complementary currencies
in order to keep the wealth within the community. Latouche argues
that the benefits of economic localization include:

“Less transport, transparent production lines, incentivizing sustain-
able production and consumption, reducing dependency upon capital
flow and multinationals, and greater security in every sense of the
world. Regionalizing the economy and embedding it in local societies
protects the environment, and the environment is… the basis for any
economy. Regionalization facilitates a more democratic approach to
the economy, reduces unemployment, increases participation (and
therefore integration), encourages solidarity, opens up new perspec-
tives for the developing countries, and finally, improves the health
of citizens in the rich countries by encouraging sobriety and reducing
stress.” (Latouche, 2009, p.50)

Another dimension of relocalization complementary to or as a con-
sequence of economic localization is bioregionalism. A bioregion is a re-
gion defined by natural boundaries with a geographic, climatic,
hydrological and ecological character capable of supporting unique
human and non-human living communities (Cato, 2011). The unique
products and cultures given rise to by the ecological features are also es-
sential elements of a bioregion. A bioregion has a high capacity for eco-
logical self-sufficiency in terms of basic resources and for self-
sustainability in terms of being in perfect harmony with the ecosystem
and ensuring awareness of where resources come from and where
wastes go. Local agriculture should be protected and local renewable
energies are encouraged to develop (Latouche, 2009). The potential
benefits of embedding human activities within a bioregion are high en-
ergy efficiency, enhanced environmental sensitivity and accountability,
and strong human social relationships (Cato, 2011).

The bioregional vision entails a decentralized society which is self-
reliant, small scale and ecologically harmonious. Cities are usually
regarded as inappropriate to apply a bioregion approach, as a large
city makes employment of local renewables difficult and hence has to
rely largely on immense quantities of fossil fuels (Cato, 2011). More-
over, cities usually overconsume resources that overshoot their biolog-
ical capacity, and thus cannotmaintain themselveswithout supply from
outside their bioregions. By contrast, decentralized small-scale human
settlements tailored to the characteristics and resources of a region,
low-density and spacious residential area are better able to utilize
local resources and realize self-sufficiency (Owen, 2012).

A third vital dimension of relocalization in the degrowth debates is
political relocalizationwhichmeans that decisionmaking and authority
should be decentralized to small-scale systems. Political relocalization is
closely related to the concern ondemocracy. Degrowthproponents con-
sider contemporary society undermines democracy. Many studies on
urban governance have revealed that socio-economic and political-
institutional spaces are increasingly shaped by capital under present
global neoliberalism (Brenner, 1999; Peck, 1998), whereas democratic
choices of citizens are undermined. Urban governing institutions are
continuously restructured to cater for the need of capital accumulation
and are less accountable to citizens. It is often seen that representative
democracy is compatible with such neoliberal form of capitalism. To
some degrowth proponents, e.g. Fotopoulos (2007), capitalist market
mechanism and liberal representative democracy system have led to
the concentration of political power at the hands of political and eco-
nomic elites. This is seen as problematic from a degrowth perspective
which seeks to a more democratic society. For this reason, other types
of democracy, such as deliberative democracy, direct democracy, partic-
ipatory democracy or improved representative democracy are proposed
(Asara et al., 2013). All these are aimed at regaining citizens' power in
making political decisions about economies, organization and social ac-
tivities. There is a strong belief among degrowth advocates in that
reclaiming the right to make choices and having more democratic
decision-making process require decentralizing governance to lower
scales, such as small towns, suburban villages and neighborhoods. The
primary reason for this ‘local level preference’ is that localism creates
conditions andhas the capacity to allow for participation anddirect con-
trol in the decision-making process (Bonaiuti, 2012b; Johanisova and
Wolf, 2012).

Apart from becoming a more democratic society through political
relocalization, it is believed that regaining citizens' power in decision
making is of importance to escape from the growth imperative and
tackle ecological crisis. Due to reliance on locality and its ecological
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capacity, direct participation canmake citizens aware of the importance
of keeping the local area in good condition, increase their concern for
public good, and thus try tomake decisions best for their local area. Fur-
thermore, local scales are wheremost of daily products and services are
produced and distributed, andwhere local citizens have the best knowl-
edge foundation to make the right decision for their town (Trainer,
2012).

Arising from the foregoing discussion has been a concern of the spa-
tial form of localism that can facilitate relocalizing economy, being self-
sufficient, and pursuing local democracy. Homs (2007) argues that
‘urban village’ could function as a spatial unit to implement the principle
of localism in a degrowth society, while others argue that ‘eco-village’
can be such a unit (Delambre, 2010; Trainer, 2012). Both of them are
movements that suppress towards contemporary growth society and
its associated lifestyle, and attempt to promote alternative socially and
ecologically sustainable way of living. The former can be seen as the
transition process within the main society and the latter outside the
main society (Fotopoulos, 2007).

Both urban village and eco-village aim to realize the lifestyle imag-
ined in a degrowth society through promoting a certain mode of spatial
organization. First of all, by avoiding large concentrations of human be-
ings, decentralized human-scale settlements can be better linked to
their environment and hinterland and reconcile humans with nature.
Self-sufficiency can be achieved through farms within the village or in
the near suburbs (Homs, 2007). Second, a diversity of functions and
mixture of land use should be provided in order to create a variety of
jobs and satisfy villagers' needs of consumption. This can help keep eco-
nomic and social activities within the village, which is conducive to re-
duce travel demand outside the village. Given the village's small-scale
and functional diversity,most of the destinations in the village arewith-
inwalking and biking distance. Thirdly, locating activitieswithin the vil-
lage tends to facilitate interaction among villagers, create strong social
relations, enhance the sense of community and belonging, and encour-
age conscious and responsible autonomy. Fourthly, the urban village
and eco-village are regarded as suitable units allowing for political
relocalization based on deliberative or participatory democracy.

Even though the concepts of urban village and eco-village have orig-
inated without explicitly referring to degrowth, they seem to be able to
develop social, economic and political activities andmodes of lifestyle in
line with the imaginary of a degrowth society largely based around lo-
calism. In the following two sections, the validity of this proposition
will be examined thoroughly through the lens of the urban planning
profession, addressing the implications of the urban village/eco-village
vision on both spatial environment and planning process.

3. Spatial Implications of Eco-Village/Urban Village

Even though there is no consensus on how big an eco-village or
urban village is, their ‘village’ character implies a small population
size. It is stated by Latouche that an urban village should not exceed a
threshold of 30,000 inhabitants, beyond which it is impossible to use
the term ‘local’. An eco-village accommodates an even smaller popula-
tion, usually with only a few hundred people. What matters from an
urban planner's perspective is how such a local unit is spatially
structured internally and how it is externally linked to other villages.
Different distributions of locations and densities both on the local
and higher geographical scales can lead to different environmental
performances.

As depicted by Homs (2007), an urban village is structured around a
densely built center, and land use becomes less dense as one moves
away from the center. Mixed land use is addressed as one of the
planning principles to a higher extent in the development of an urban
village, while the built environment in the eco-village has lost most of
the urban attributes. For both types of villages to be self-sufficient as
much as possible, food production and materials for other basic needs
like shelter and cloth are mainly produced within the community
bioregion. Since no large companieswill exist any longer in a relocalized
degrowth society, production will be decentralized into the villages.
Therefore some even go further as to argue for backyard as the main
production site (Trainer, 2010). It means that a relatively sparse and
open structure will have to be created in order to accommodate farms,
market gardens and backyards. Besides, the aspiration for being self-
sufficient for energy needs requires spacious and low-density single-
family dwellings in order to capture as much local renewables as
possible, like solar energy. For humans to be in complete harmony
with nature and to reduce human-made environmental load, eco-
cycles through recycling of sewage, water, waste and nutrients at the
local level are promoted.

It can be seen that when eco-village/urban village is promoted as
degrowth habitats, what is embraced in the concept is an anti-urban
sentiment and a strong preference for small-scale, decentralized and
self-contained human settlements. In addition, it shows a tendency in
the degrowth movement which limits the concern primarily to the
local level, although the very idea of degrowth holds a global concern.
Therefore, the following discussion is on the spatial implications
of these two tendencies represented in the eco-village/urban village
concept.

Despite the strength of detached single-family houses in utilizing
local renewables and accommodating local production, their thermal
efficiency is usually lower than concentrated types of dwellings. That
is because single-family houses usually have a larger envelope of exter-
nal walls and roofs, so the surface through which heat leaks out in the
winter and leaks in during the summer is larger than an apartment
with the same floor area. To tackle issues of climate change and peak
oil, besides exploiting renewables, absolute energy demand has to be
reduced too. However, the size of single-family dwellings is on average
larger than apartments, which thereby contributes to an increase in en-
ergy demand. In addition, single-family dwellings consumemoremate-
rials due to their larger size. As Høyer and Holden (2001) pointed out,
compared to semi-detached houses and multifamily buildings, single-
family homes also have the largest consumption in terms of indoor
and outdoor maintenance, different equipment in the houses, furniture
and equipment for recreational purpose.

The arguments for small-scale and decentralized villages as a desir-
able settlement type in a degrowth society seem to ignore the wider
spatial fabric, namely how the villages are related to each other and
the spatial arrangement of other functions and activities essential for
the society. On many occasions, degrowth proponents have claimed
that self-sufficiency and relocalization is not equal to autarky, and
exchange of goods and services with neighboring villages should be
maintained by public transport so that the need of long-distance travel
by car will be minimized. However, it has been rather ambiguous in the
spatial relation between villages, e.g. the distance between them. For
villages to be able to specialize in different trades and exchange prod-
ucts, they seem to have to be located in different bioregions, otherwise
they tend to produce similar products given their availability of similar
resources within one bioregion. It implies that either one village has to
tradewith villages far from it instead of neighboring ones, or the villages
are scattered so that they are able to specialize in different production.
In neither case, the transport demand can be dramatically reduced.
Arguably, the smaller the village is, the more transportation of goods
is needed as the capability for self-sufficiency is low. There is an even
more fundamental issue of how to decide the boundaries of each biore-
gion as well as how to handle the conflicts arising from this (Kovel,
2007).

There is awareness among degrowth proponents that some produc-
tion processes cannot be decentralized to the local level. Trainer (2012)
showed that a few large mass-production factories, like railway equip-
ment plants, should be retained. Besides that, many other functions in
our society such as research institutes, universities, hospitals, stadiums,
museums, theaters and libraries are unlikely to be located within each
village due to small population base. Unless these traits of modern
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society are discarded in a degrowth society, the spatial arrangement of
these facilities and how they are connected with villages should be
taken into account in urban planning. If, as claimed by degrowth
proponents, the meaning of good life in a degrowth society draws
on non-material life satisfaction, the implication is that instead of
downplaying these cultural and spiritual facilities, they are of vital im-
portance and should be promoted. Most of these facilities are currently
located in the traditional urban cores. Given the expected increase in
frequencies of visiting to these cultural facilities in a degrowth society,
the low-density and scattered distribution of villages will result in
longer travel distance and use of motorized transport mode.

Since green areas, community farms and market gardens are incor-
porated within the demarcation of villages and there is a promotion of
low-density houses in order to maximally utilize local renewables, the
density in general will be much lower compared to current high-
density cities. For high-density metropolitan areas, e.g. most Asian
cities, to apply the principle of eco-village/urban village would mean a
dramatic dispersion of population and hence conversion of large non-
built-up land into built-up areas (Næss, 2001). Itmay arguably decrease
the part of human ecological footprint for food production and waste
absorption, but the footprint of built-up land will increase, which will
impose a great threat to biodiversity conservation due to deforestation
and habitat fragmentation for other species (Liu et al., 2003). Due to
unequal distribution of ecological capacity over the world, a proportion
of inhabitants in populous countries may need to migrate to less popu-
lous countries. However, considering the existing national borders, this
is a rather unrealistic solution. These conflicts with biodiversity conser-
vation and food supply caused by the universalization of the eco-village/
urban village model will be intensified in the near future as world pop-
ulation is projected to surpass 9 billion by 2050 (UN, 2009).

Many concerns have arisen from the applicability of eco-village/
urban village in the main society. As argued by degrowth advocates, a
degrowth society cannot be achieved with only a few of such villages.
Rather, a universalization of the villages all over the world is necessary.
Nevertheless, the built environment of eco-village/urban village indi-
cates a radical departure from contemporarily existing cities. Given
the physical durability of buildings, to adapt existing cities to the eco-
village/urban village vision is therefore both time-consuming and
resource-demanding as rebuilding also consumesmaterials and energy.
Apart from that, the establishment of local eco-cycling and energy sup-
ply systems implies that some of the centralized infrastructure systems
such as sewers and power plants will be abandoned, which is a waste of
resources. Depending on the extent of self-sufficiency in each village,
those services that cannot be provided locally, e.g. water, pipelines
have to be extended and sprawled in order to meet the basic needs of
villagers. This applies to the provision of public transport infrastructure,
like busses, metro and railway. The rebuilding and adaption process is
by no means environmentally neutral.

Apart from being criticized for neglecting a larger spatial scale,
empirical studies show that following the planning principles of eco-
village/urban village such as mixed land use and provision of a range
of local facilities, does not necessarily engender localized pattern of
activities and enhance the sense of community (Tait, 2003). People do
not live within the limits of small villages. This counters to the underly-
ing assumption of eco-village/urban village, which assumes that small
settlement and self-sufficiency will lead to a certain type of activity
pattern. According to case studies in the UK, factors like employment
location, the location of the villages to other functional destinations,
mobility capability, housing tenure, life stage and status, all have im-
pacts on the activity patterns of villagers (Tait, 2003). This demonstrates
the limitation of drawing on the local scale as a path to attain degrowth
lifestyle.

To sum up, spatial decentralization and local self-containment as
promoted by eco-village/urban village not only have limitations in
constraining activities, but also tend to have negative environmental
consequences when taking into account the larger spatial network.
Then, what is the ideal urban form in line with the vision of a degrowth
society from an urban planner's perspective? The most commonly sug-
gested and adopted instrument for the purpose of reducing transport
volume and energy consumption of buildings is a concentrated urban
developmental pattern, i.e. compact city (Newman and Kenworthy,
1999; Stead and Marshall, 2001). A dense urban structure also con-
serves land and relieves some of the land-related environmental pres-
sure from building and infrastructure construction.

High density at an urban scale implies shorter average distances be-
tween origins and destinations, so that a large share of destinations can
be accessed by walking or cycling. Even in a degrowth society, where a
localization of life within the village's boundaries is expected, inter-
village exchange of goods and access to large public facilities located
outside villages still need movement out of the village. Because of the
small size of each village and hence limited capacity of holding large
public facilities, there is arguably an increased need of interaction with
the outside. It is thus important to have high density both at the village
and city levels. High population density at the local level increases the
population base large enough to sustain a diverse range of workplaces
and facilities, which in a way helps keep daily activities within the vil-
lage. In addition, high density at the city scale reduces the amount of
travel outside of villages and promotes non-motorized transport. Such
a solution does not counteract local self-sufficiency by squeezing
farms out of the village. Rather than seeking to self-sufficiency at the vil-
lage level, it can be pursued at the city level through locating farmland
in the surroundings of a city.

Another strong argument for the compact city is that it reduces the
distance for commuting which accounts for a major part of daily trans-
port inmodern society. Case studies around theworld show that in gen-
eral, travel distance and energy consumption for local transport increase
considerably as the distance between the household's residence and the
city center increases (Næss, 2012; Schwanen et al., 2001; Stead and
Marshall, 2001; Zegras, 2010). That is because in modern societies
most workplaces are located in themajor urban center, and inhabitants
tend to choose among a number of facilities and do not necessarily
choose the closest ones. This is especially the case for workplaces,
where a person does not only have to find a job matching her or his
qualifications, but must also be selected for this job by the employer.
In the vision of the eco-village/urban village, even though most work-
places are located within the village, there are still a number of work-
places (e.g. hospitals, universities, mass-production factories, and
other public facilities) that have to be located outside the local and
often in the city center in order to have high accessibility. Therefore,
planning strategies to increase the proportion of the population living
in the inner and central parts of the city still makes sense in a degrowth
society. Furthermore, by localizing employment, individual freedom of
job selection is quite constrained. It is thus a matter of to what extent
freedom of choice should be kept in a degrowth society, and this will
have an influence on the urban structure. I shall leave this issue for a de-
tailed examination in a later section.

Not only being argued to bemore energy efficient as regards travel, a
concentrated urban structure is particularly advantageous in the protec-
tion of agricultural land, natural landscape and biodiversity, because it
requires less land for building sites and reduces the encroachments on
natural landscapes and farmland. Concentrated types of buildings like
apartments and row houses are required in the compact city, indicating
high energy efficiency and low absolute energy consumption from the
building sector.

If localization of economy and activities to local villages also aims to
revitalize community life and promote non-material social relations, a
compact city vision can easily accommodate such purposes. Neighbor-
hood is not necessarily sparse and scattered in order to enhance a
sense of community. Instead, set in a dense urban context, it is even eas-
ier to foster a sense of community, because, as already mentioned, a
large population base provides conditions for the existence of a diversity
of local facilities, through the use of which social linkages will be
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intensified. Moreover, compact city may increase the chance to interact
with people as a large number of potential friends and acquaintances
can be found within acceptable travel distance, and people may choose
to meet people beyond their urban neighbors. Neighborhood planning
and local organization strategies which promote walkability, a variety
of housing, mixed land use of commercial and residences, traffic
calming and so on will facilitate integration and interaction among citi-
zens in the community.

It is worth noting that the above criticism on the eco-village/
urban village does not necessarily imply that all practical eco-
village initiatives fall into the same criticism. The essential part in
the criticism is not on the concept of eco-village/urban village per
se, but on the idea of small-scale and decentralized human settle-
ments as degrowth habitats and the anti-urban sentiment contained
in the concept. In addition, it is a criticism on the tendency in the
degrowth debates which confines too much concern to the local
scale and overlooks the potential consequences and opportunities
on the larger spatial scales. However, when the concept of eco-
village/urban village is implemented in practice, it generates various
interpretations and practical diversity (Biddulph et al., 2003). Some
neighborhoods, such as Vauban in Freiburg and Hammarby Sjöstad
in Stockholm are broadly regarded as exemplary eco-districts
which follow some of the urban village principles (Broaddus, 2011;
Kasioumi, 2011). Apart from mixed land use, housing-job balance,
transit-oriented development and eco-cycles, more importantly,
both pursue a high residential density and plan the neighborhood
as an integral part of the whole city, which is distinct from the criti-
cized idea of small-scale decentralization and local self-sufficiency.
This also indicates that an overall high-density urban structure is
capable of integrating some of the principles of eco-village/urban vil-
lage. The village is therefore one of the spatial units embedded with-
in the larger sustainable urban structure.

In a growth society, compact city is regarded as a way to increase
eco-efficiency in the urban domain, following the principle of ecological
modernization. Several studies have indicated the limits of eco-
efficiency strategies in decoupling environmental impacts from growth
in the urban housing and transport sectors and pointed out the necessi-
ty of growth containment in the overall volume of urban built environ-
ment towards long-term sustainability (Tapio, 2005; Xue, 2012). Thus,
compact city in the growth paradigm can only help lower the environ-
mental impacts than otherwise the case. Nevertheless, eco-efficiency
strategies are by no means irrelevant in a degrowth society. When in a
degrowth society the demand of mobility is generally reduced and peo-
ple travel less, increasing fuel efficiency is also beneficial in reducing en-
ergy consumption. Compared to decentralized, small-scale urban
development, high density and concentrated human settlements are
both more resource efficient and beneficial in demand reduction.

4. Decentralization, Centralization and Planning

When translated to planning-related issues, the call for political
relocalization implies that planning power and process should be
decentralized to the level of many small villages. By planning power, it
means the power and capability tomake decisions on land use, dwelling
types, infrastructure provision (transportation, energy, waste, sewage,
telecommunication, etc.), location of various urban functions (housing,
workplaces, public facilities, etc.) and use of space in general. The deci-
sions on these issues will be made by villagers by means of public par-
ticipation and communication. The underlying assumption is that
political decentralization and localization will lead to the achievement
of a degrowth society as being democratic, just and sustainable. Put in
the setting of urban planning and spatial development, it is argued in
the following sections that such an assumption is untenable and there
is no logical necessity between localism and these degrowth goals. It is
further claimed that insteadofmerely resorting to localismas a strategic
approach to degrowth, a multi-scalar strategy combining centralized
planning power and local participation is arguably quite necessary,
however without at the cost of democracy.

The ontological premise of my argumentation is that scale is socially
constructed (Maston, 2000). From this perspective, scale is not fixed but
is continuously remade through social actions and thus the outcomes of
any scalar strategy are contingent on who are empowered and what
their agendas are (Brenner, 2001; Delaney and Leitner, 1997). For this
reason, localizing control over space through decision making directly
by citizens is not given a priori any consequence, no matter whether it
is greater democracy or other degrowth goals (Purcell, 2006). The
tendency to equate devolution of authority to local scale with greater
democracy and other goals is framed by Purcell (2006, p.1924) as
“local trap”, which “assumes something inherent about the local scale”.

However, scalar arrangements can be relatively stable geographical-
ly and temporarily, forming “scalar fixes” that bound socio-economic-
political activities (Brenner, 2001). It is this spatial fixity, according to
Purcell, that contributes to the local trap. As indicated before, it is partly
because of the globalized capitalism that leads to the aversion among
many degrowth proponents to the national-scale strategy as well as
representative democracy and thus the resort to localism and other
types of democratic legitimacy. However, there are some caveats to be
taken care ofwhen taking a local-scale approach to resist the contempo-
rary growth society based on neoliberal capitalism.

Firstly, the spatial fixity is just relative and temporary, which means
counteracting strategies which seem to be valid for the time being will
not always be so in future. Historically, a capitalist growth society has
been very adjustable and continuously transforming itself to sustain
capital accumulation. In history, capitalism has experienced different
formalities such as commercial, industrial, corporate, neoliberal and
globalized capitalism, which continuously restructured the socio-
spatial settings and institutions at multiple geographical scales
(Gordon, 1984; Smith, 1984/2010). Studies have unravelled how the
contemporary globalization and neoliberalization process of capitalism
have restructured the political–economic spaces at multiple scales
from local, regional, national to global (Brenner and Theodore, 2002).
The contemporary neoliberalization process of capitalism does not
mean that the scalar settings will maintain the same in the future.
Even if localism is a currently effective approach, the future rescaling
along with new developments in capitalismmight make this particular
scalar approach ineffective.

Another relevant aspect of scale is that scale is relational, which
means that the dynamics, functions andmeanings of one scale is socially
constructed in relation to other geographical scales. As Brenner (2001,
p.606) put it: “the very intelligibility of each scalar articulation of a social
process hinges crucially upon its embeddedness within dense webs of
relations to other scales and places”. The implication is that scalar strat-
egies should not just focus on a particular scale but consider other scales
aswell as the interrelationships between them. This last point of scale is
of great relevance to the discussion on the proposals for achieving
degrowth later in the paper.

This ontological exploration of scale lays the foundation for the fol-
lowing concrete discussion of political devolution to the local level in
the planning context. In the degrowth debates, the emphasis on decen-
tralization and localization is partly grounded on the belief that it can
make decision-making process more democratic. Although there is no
consensus on which theories of democracy should be adopted for
degrowth (Asara et al., 2013), there seems to be a general tendency to
advocate more direct form of democracy as an opposite to representa-
tive democracy (e.g. Asara et al., 2013; Fotopoulos, 2010; Ott, 2012).
The direct democracy usually contains more participation, communica-
tion and deliberation of local citizens so that people can be empowered
and have more direct influence and control on their own situation. Ap-
parently, local-scale community, like an urban village or eco-village, can
much more conveniently and possibly exercise this type of democracy
than a larger geographic scale. The call for reclaiming citizens' power
in deciding on how to shape and use spaces rather than giving it



1 Contrary to the idea of ‘small is beautiful’, I hold the viewpoint that depending on the
types and functions of mega-projects, they should not be presumed as undesirable in a
degrowth society. Large infrastructures such as airports, highways, industrial ports, etc.
should be abandoned, while infrastructures like wind farms and hydropower plants
should be retained.
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to capital has parallels with ‘the right to the city’ movement
(Marcuse, 2009). In the planning profession, it resonates with the
turn to ‘collaborative planning’ which has gained theoretical popu-
larity since the 1990s (Allmendinger, 2002/2009).

Collaborative planning is informed by deliberative democracy and
emphasizes the process of planning characterized by collective commu-
nication involving diverse communities with different perspectives,
which is regarded as a way to realize the democratic potential of plan-
ning (Forester, 1989; Healey, 1992, 1997/2006). Since collaborative
planning emphasizes citizen participation and challenges scientific
rationalism, there is a general skepticism to top-down management
and expert knowledge. There is also a strong belief inmuch of literature
on collaborative planning that consensus will be built through commu-
nicative practices and inter-subjective understanding (Innes, 1996).
Instead of specifying the goal of a plan, supporters of collaborative plan-
ning claim that purposes, options and actions should be decided collec-
tively through the process of communicative practices (Healey, 1992).

Despite the merits of decentralizing planning power by deliberation
which promotes public participation and increases the possibility of
reachingmutual understanding, when seen in relation to the challenges
of degrowth, serious concerns and skepticisms can be raised against it.
Decision making based on communicative rationality has an exclusive
focus on the planning process and thus leaves the outcome of the com-
munication process open. As framed by Healey (1992), planning is
about “future seeking” rather than “future defining”. Various outcomes
might be generated depending on who are empowered, the conditions
of negotiation, etc. and there is no guarantee that these outcomes will
lead to a transition to degrowth which is a normative project. E.g., if a
group of citizens after deliberation decide to support the planning strat-
egy of increasing road capacity instead of improving public transport to
solve local congestion problems, this decision will bring long-term neg-
ative environmental consequences.

So, what assumptions and conditions need to be fulfilled in order to
arrive at the consensus that can result in degrowth? Itmight be true that
due to a strong sense of belonging and responsibility for managing the
community in a good way, local people attempt to make decisions
that are best for local interests by using their local knowledge. The ques-
tion arises if the right decision for the local people is the best one for the
people living outside the village and living in the future. A just distribu-
tion and environmental sustainability achieved at the local scale do not
necessarilymean achievement of these goals at another scale. As the call
for economic degrowth in rich countries is partly based on the moral
premise that more ecological space ought to be saved for people living
in poor countries and aims to reduce economic inequality across space
and time, local decisions should be made taking into consideration the
consequences of environmental justice on higher geographical scales
and in future. Not the least for urban planning-related issues, the local
land use pattern usually has influences, for instance, on travel behavior
which in turn affects energy consumption and greenhouse gas emis-
sions that are not constrained within the village boundaries. Thus, one
assumption is that people will have a high level of sobriety, hold the
value of ‘voluntary simplicity’ and believe in altruism, so that they will
make the right decisions for the globe as awhole. Particularly in affluent
countries, decisions made at the local level more often than not may
have negative impacts on the rest of the world either because local
concerns are given the highest priority or due to lack of proper knowl-
edge. Degrowth requires a far departure from the prevailing lifestyles
in affluent countries, which means that preferences for cars and
single-family dwellings will be challenged. Unless there is a strong
environmental awareness and belief in altruism among the locals, it is
hardly to be expected that they will propose a plan contradicting their
own preferences.

Apart from being equipped with these virtues, another assumption
is that local people are required to possess some expertise on spatial so-
lutions to a sustainable urban development that can contribute to low-
ering environmental impacts and bringing justice both locally and
globally. Here, expert knowledge of urban planners who grasp scientific
knowledge of the relationships between goals andmeans is very neces-
sary and important (Næss, 2001). That is not to downplay the signifi-
cance and validity of local knowledge, but to suggest integrating them
in the planning process (Inners and Booher, 2010, p.193). The belief
that a direct democracy and local self-determination can naturally
lead to a degrowth society has been accused of taking the above as-
sumptions for granted (Harvey, 2012; Romano, 2012).

The limitations of decentralized autonomy also lie in the ‘democratic
dilemma’, which means that the capacity for making decisions will de-
crease along with downscaling of the political unit (Latouche, 2009). It
is obvious that different facilities should be provided at different spatial
scales. The small size of a village makes its citizens unable to make deci-
sions on questions beyond its territorial limit. This applies to issues like
climate change adaptation, intercity transportation, national territorial
development, location of mass-production factories, large-scale energy
infrastructures1 and so on. Planning for these issues needs coordination
between sectors at municipal, regional, national and even global levels
and therefore cannot be made in the local villages.

The discussions on the limitations of localization and deliberation as
a decision-making mechanism and strategy does not necessarily deny
the importance of this strategy and argue for a replacement by central-
ization and top-downplanning system. Instead,what I refuted is the no-
tion of resorting to an exclusive scale and democratic form as a
degrowth strategy. I consider that different scalar strategies and plan-
ning styles should be combined and selected according to the issues in
question. It is wrong, as Purcell and Brown (2005, p.284) suggest, “to
conflate local scale with democracy, justice and sustainability, and larg-
er scalewith authoritarianism, inequality and ecological destruction”. In
a similarway, a hierarchical form of planning does not by nature conflict
with democracy, justice and sustainability. Purcell recommended that:

“Normative research should critically analyse why a particular
rescaling (such as localisation) is better than other rescaling strate-
gies (globalization/nationalization/regionalisation) for achieving
specific goods (such as democratisation) and these goals should be
clearly articulated and distinguished from the scalar strategy used
to pursue them”. (Purcell, 2006, p. 1929)

If we regard degrowth as a goal of societal transition, we therefore
need a careful evaluation of different rescaling strategies, rather than
taking it for granted that localization will lead to the desired outcomes.
In the case of spatial development for a degrowth society, I consider
some centralization of planning power in a hierarchical form is quite
necessary and even more crucial in a degrowth society.

That is because, firstly, degrowth is a matter of equalizing wealth,
natural resources, environmental burdens and welfare within limited
global biocapacity. A centralized planning power can bring elements
of substantive agenda (goals and strategies) which are indispensable
for the transition to degrowth. Urban planning plays a role in the tran-
sition process by determining how space is allocated, for what purposes
and used by whom. In order to reduce our consumption to the level of
sustainability, setting a cap on how much land can be used for human
settlements at the international and national levels is of importance.
The higher-order constraints function as counteracting forces to the
likely overconsumption and ecological destruction resulting from the
sum of the actions taken by local regimes. Apart from setting limits,
balancing and coordination from a higher authority are necessary to
avoid the development of inequalities among communities, and to
deal with externalities generated by decisions made in each local vil-
lage. Non-centralized information gathering and negotiation costs are
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seen as barriers to efficient negotiation between local villages (Harvey,
1973/2009). Hence, a higher level of territorial planning organization
is necessary to avoid and internalize externalities and provide facilities
for the common good. If plans made on different scales are legally bind-
ing downwards in the hierarchy, they can impose constraints on those
lower-level decisions in relation to types of land use and urban develop-
ment that are in contradiction with the overall goal of a degrowth soci-
ety. This can be done by strategic planning at the national and regional
levels that set development goals and principles and regulate general
spatial forms.

Another argument in support of some centralization of planning
power is that decentralized community can be easily co-opted by the
neoliberal politics and be utilized by vested interests for the pursuit of
local economic growth (Harvey, 2012). The neoliberal agenda favors de-
volution of authority from the state to individuals and corporations,
which allows local places to have more power to make decisions in
open and competitive markets. National and top-down regulatory
policies are generally seen as an impediment to competitive markets
and inhabit capital accumulation. In a political climate dominated by
neoliberalism, there is an unequal power relation between capital and
citizen, where capital represented not the least by corporations has
more power in determining spaces and urban development (Brenner
et al., 2012). Communicative planning which aims to neutralize this
power inequality through inter-subjective understanding is argued to
be impossible and undesirable, as the conflicts and differences are
seen as irreducible and cannot be overcome (Hillier, 2003; Purcell,
2009). Therefore, any agreement or consensus inevitably involves ex-
clusion of certain participants, interests and issues (Connelly and
Richardson, 2004). Purcell (2009) contends that under the hegemony
of neoliberalism, property owners and business interests are systemat-
ically included in a communicative process. Moreover, given the un-
equal esteem between different social groups, the neoliberal ideas and
arguments “about economic growth, competitiveness and property
right carry that same epistemological privilege” and gain more reorga-
nization than groups granted with low esteem (Purcell, 2009, p. 155).
Local deliberation and communication though can bring certain mutual
understanding between participants, can hardly confront the existing
power relations and neoliberalization. Particularly in the process of
building consensus, the pre-existing power relations are reinforced in
order to guarantee the satisfaction of self-interest (Purcell, 2009).
Taken together, the communicative planning process and outcome
might be dominated by market interests who have a hegemonic social
position and unintentionally serve the interests of capital. Even more,
localization and deliberation is utilized to justify the neoliberal urban
polices since it takes a seemingly more democratic form of decision
making by involving various groups of population.

The discussion has shown that localism and deliberation alone
does not offer a good way to confront the hegemonic political-
economic regime to reach a degrowth society. Emphasizing on de-
centralization of planning power to the locals as a means to reach
these goals precludes the development and adoption of other scalar
strategies which are more effective. The failures of eco-village
movement have been attributed to its lack of challenge to the sys-
temic structures which need to be changed at a significant social
scale (Fotopoulos, 2000; Vellssaris, 2006). Degrowth should be
pursued at multi-scales. I believe participation and deliberation at
local scales should be incorporated and combined with centraliza-
tion and a hierarchical form of planning. Issues at different levels —

local, regional, national and global, need decision making at cor-
responding levels, as certain problems only become visible and can
be effectively tackled at certain scales. At higher levels where direct
participation of citizens seems to be difficult to apply, representa-
tive democracy and voting should function as a decision-making
mechanism. Again, representative democracy is not a priori a bet-
ter form of democracy than participatory democracy. If representa-
tives are not manipulated by money power and urban planners as
experts are able to propose solutions to a just and sustainable soci-
ety, representative democracy should be adopted in a degrowth so-
ciety. If representative democracy has been employed by neo-
liberalists and capitalists to pursue their own interests, why cannot
degrowth exponents use the same form to champion a degrowth
society?

In the planning process, planners should know what are the good
and bad choices as well as the environmental and social consequences
of each choice and present their expert views as basis for pluralist de-
bate in democratic processes of decision making (Löwy, 2007). Partici-
pant diversity, democratic discussion and transparency should be
advocated too, which cannot only avoid top-down and authoritarian
decision making, but also increase the legitimacy of planning and the
applicability of goal-directed planning strategies. There is also a need
for planners to advocate the disadvantaged population groups and
interject their demands into participatory planning process (Rankin,
2012).

5. Discussion and Conclusion

By scrutinizing the eco-village/urban village solution from the per-
spective of urban planning, the preceding discussion indicates that spa-
tial and political decentralization is not self-evidently equivalent to a
degrowth future. The idea of eco-village/urban village completely ne-
glects the existing urban structures and thus represents unrealistic solu-
tions. Instead, I have argued for a multi-scalar approach in both spatial
and political development in the field of planning to counteract the
growth society.

5.1. Space and Freedom of Choice

Space not only has environmental consequences but also bears
social meaning. Cultural values can be affected by the opportunities
provided in the physical environment (Harvey, 1973/2009). The eco-
village/urban village therefore promotes a certain set of social struc-
tures, lifestyle, and values and restrains the alternatives. However, the
question is: do the spatial arrangements of eco-village/urban village
harmonize with social processes in line with the genuine image of a
degrowth society?

In a society dominated by neoclassical economics, the concept of
quality of life is defined purely as preference satisfaction. Economic pol-
icy should not interfere with people's preferences, but aim to satisfy the
largest amount of private preferences. Nowadays, markets do not only
satisfy needs but also create needs. In such a society, consumers seem
to have an unlimited freedom of choices, particularly in relation to ma-
terial goods.Moreover, the conditions ofmodern society give the oppor-
tunities and capabilities to choose among a large range of options in
relation to living, working, studying, shopping and leisure. Eco-
villages/urban villages with the wish to contain the range of choices
by localizing activities counter this modern trend. No doubt that in a
degrowth society, our freedom of choices and individualistic behaviors
will be constrained to varying degrees, and some attributes of the mod-
ern society will be scrapped. It therefore comes to the question of to
what extent the traits of a civilized society can still be preserved and
to what extent freedom of choice and individualistic behavior should
be constrained.

Of course, conspicuous consumption of positional goods will be
limited and more equal distribution of goods will be needed. If a
degrowth society does not represent a retrograde step to barbarism
as argued by degrowth opponents, some of the features of a civilized
society need to be maintained. This may include among others cer-
tain division of labor, higher education, and advanced health care
system. Different individual preferences and a certain freedom of
making individual choices should be allowed to some extent. Take
jobs for example. While degrowth may decrease the level of division
of labor, degrowth champions seem not to reject division of labor at
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all (e.g. Latouche, 2009).2 It therefore means that there is still some
scope for people to make individual occupation choices according
to their preferences. However, the spatial organization of eco-
village/urban village does not facilitate such freedom, since individ-
ual activities will bemainly located within the village and the accept-
able needs will be determined by the community as a whole. In such
a society, there seems to be very limited scope for individual freedom
of choice in terms of occupations, education and living in general
sense. People live in a rather uniform way.

A balance between individuality and uniformity should be pursued.
Instead of pursuing uniformity among citizens, a compact city develop-
ment still allows and facilitates a certain level of freedom of choices
while reducing consumption level and environmental impacts. This
will be obtained by a combination of ‘selective degrowth’ to constrain
unsustainable ways of living and ‘selective improvement’ to promote
sustainable lifestyles. For the former, urban planning strategies aim to
prevent urban sprawl, decrease high-speed transport infrastructures,
and reduce traffic volume, consumption and usage of cars and per capita
consumption of dwellings. However, the selective degrowth should ar-
guably accompany selective improvement of social services andwelfare
including affordable housing, cycling infrastructures, mass transit, med-
ical care and education opportunities. Policies can also be used to facil-
itate that people choose sustainable ways of living, e.g. by using
subsidies or tax relief to encourage citizens to live close to workplaces
in order to reduce travel demand for commuting.

It has to be acknowledged that in a growth and market-dominated
society, such a normative concept of compact city is quite hard to
achieve. To invoke Næss and Vogel's (2012) words, in current market-
liberal society, urban land use, transportation and housing are charac-
terized as ‘multi-segmented regimes’ where, e.g. the different compo-
nents of the housing sector (apartments, single-family houses, row
houses) are different market segments reflecting different preferences
of lifestyles, capabilities, etc. This also leads to a combination of environ-
mentally friendly (such as densification in brownfields, public transport
infrastructure) and environmentally harmful developments (like low-
density urban sprawl in the urban fringe, road construction for automo-
biles) (Næss and Vogel's, 2012). Furthermore, the social darkness of
current neoliberal urbanism is that it enhances the worldwide gentrifi-
cation process (Smith, 2002). The above discussion therefore points out
that compact city as a type of environmentally friendly urban spatial
structure should accompany systemic transitions in the major social
and economic institutions in order tomaterialize a degrowth society de-
fined as ecologically sustainable and socially just.

5.2. Interdisciplinarity and the Role of Urban Planning

To smoothly and successfully transition to degrowth requires that
degrowth in itself as a concrete utopia has a coherent picture of what
a degrowth society is. As an overarching societal paradigm, the building
up of this concrete utopia has to consider all dimensions of a society in a
consistent and systematic way and entails an interdisciplinary ap-
proach. So far, contributions to the degrowth debates and movements
have been mainly from economists, political ecologists, environmental-
ists, sociologists and philosophers. While they enrich the debates and
improve the coherence of the concept, there is in general a lack of
urban planners' input into this community.3 The complex nexus be-
tween societal paradigm and space indicates that spatial forms can facil-
itate, constrain or alter certain social processes and that spaces should
be planned in a way fulfilling the goals of the ideal society. By providing
2 As argued by Latouche, a degrowth society can create new jobs in some fields, e.g. or-
ganic farming, renewable energy, sustainable transport (bicycle industry, light railways),
reforestation, repair and recycling. It is hard to imagine that these jobs can be done with-
out division of labor, even though the purpose is not to increase efficiency.

3 Among the few explicit contributions fromurban planners to the degrowth debates is
Xue (2012, 2013). However, many studies in sustainable urban planning have borne an
implicit degrowth idea, e.g. Næss (2001).
opportunities and constraints in the physical environment, urban plan-
ners are provoking a gradual cultural evolution. Consistency between
space and societal paradigm is an essential element for the realization
of a degrowth society. This interdependence among different compo-
nents of a society indicates the necessity of urban planners' opinions
and collaboration with other professionals. It requires urban planners
to obtain a thorough understanding of the spatial mechanisms
governing social justice and environmental sustainability. There has
been a large body of researchwithin the planning profession on sustain-
able urban development, but they seem to be not very well recognized
by the degrowth community. There is thus a call for more research on
the spatiality of degrowth and an integration of different trajectories
of professional thoughts.

Not only does the establishment of a consistent utopia in theory
need urban planners′ input, but solution and transition to degrowth in
practice also engage multiple actors including urban planners.
Degrowth is a normative concept, similar to the nature of the planning
profession which is target- and solution-oriented. On the path to
degrowth, urban planners can work as degrowth activists and practi-
tioners bymaking plans that are conducive to environmental protection
and social sustainability. Such initiatives have already taken place in
some parts of the world, e.g. by developing cycling infrastructures.
Moreover, the planning process functions as a social learning process
and has rhetorical power. Given the practical dimension of planning,
by involving widespread public participation and building strategic
translocal alliances, urbanplanners have thepotential to catalyze collec-
tive critical consciousness on current society, enhance public awareness
of sustainable choices and thus mobilize the public as agents of social
change (Rankin, 2012).

Since the values in a degrowth society are so distinct from the cur-
rent society, planning practitioners need to bemore critical and evalua-
tive of the present non-sustainable urban development practices that
are against the goal of sustainability and equity. Challenging the reality
is by no means a smooth process, as there are multiple societal actors
with conflicting interests involved in producing social reality. Planners,
in order to reach degrowth goals,will need to selectively allywith stake-
holders who share common values to counteract those opponents. This
alliance building process should be fostered by dialogue, communica-
tion and deliberation in order to reach consensus within the alliance.
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