
Navigating a world of complexity: 

delivering sustainability
Professor Matthew Agarwala
Bennett Institute for Public Policy & Churchill College, Cambridge

Tobin Center for Economic Policy, Yale University

Honorary Professor, SRUC
Sept 2nd 2023

Moller Institute



Outline

 Growth and Sustainability

 Who pays for trade-offs?

 Future-proofing decisions

 Trade-offs are inevitable, let’s make them 

strategic









Global Living Planet Index
69% reduction in wildlife 

populations since 1970

31,821
wildlife 
populations 
examined

Source: WWF/ZSL (2022) Living Planet Report 2022. (See Figure 3)

https://wwflpr.awsassets.panda.org/downloads/lpr_2022_full_report.pdf




Measure what matters

• GDP focuses on the size of the 

pie

• Wealth highlights the core 

ingredients of economic welfare



Per capita 
wealth is 
growing… 
unequally

% change in per capita wealth by country (1996 – 2018)



Wealth in China
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Nature generates hidden, but genuine economic value. 
The longer we ignore it, the poorer we will be.

@MatthewAgarwala

The Upshot?



Who pays, and how?

@MatthewAgarwala



Somebody 
always 
pays



If somebody always pays, policy let’s us decide who

• Carbon tax, fines for oil spills, or farm 
pollutionPolluter pays

• Public money for public goods, raised 
through general taxationBeneficiary pays

• Best return on investment
Greatest net 

benefit



The past is a poor predictor of the future

@MatthewAgarwala



Transitions can be fast: but this one much faster
New York 1900 New York 1913



Rapid transitions

Economist 2014, Solar PV 

IEA 2020

“the most expensive way to reduce carbon emissions”

“the cheapest electricity in history” 



Source: Energy Watch Group, IEA

New renewable capacity, ex-hydro power



Capital is forward looking.
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Thank you

@MatthewAgarwala
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