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Abstract 11 

Scarcity multiplier theory (SMT) describes four reinforcing socio-12 

economic feedbacks that act together in common circumstances, so that 13 

new commercial developments fail to satisfy citizens’ wants and make 14 

natural capital scarcer. We apply SMT to Tasmania, Australia, to show 15 

that such development is therefore not the ‘sustainable development’ 16 

required by its planning laws. Development applications under these 17 

laws must therefore be rejected. Furthermore, SMT also demonstrates 18 

that these laws cannot ensure that commercial development is 19 

sustainable. They only address the sustainability of supply, while 20 

neglecting the potential of want to destroy that sustainability; they do 21 

not fully state what must be sustained; and they ignore the 22 

unsustainability of development proposals that do not directly impact 23 

natural and physical capital. It is proposed that SMT be applied to places 24 

such as Tasmania to make their governments: (1) reject environmentally 25 

damaging developments; (2) broaden their planning laws to make all 26 

development sustainable; and (3) reform their institutions of 27 

government so that all development is subject to rational democratic 28 

choice. These three applications indicate the extent to which we need to 29 

reform our governance processes.   30 

 31 
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1. Introduction 39 

Sustainability, as an end, and sustainable development, as a means 40 

(Goodland and Daly, 1996), have now been enshrined in legislation in many 41 

jurisdictions across the world since the 1990s (e.g. Ross, 2008). A central tenet 42 

of such legislation is to assess proposals for new developments to ensure they 43 

are ‘sustainable’ according to the definitions and guidelines set within its 44 

planning tools and processes. The Australian island State of Tasmania has such 45 

laws, but they do not produce sustainability as defined under its planning 46 

legislation (e.g. den Exter, 2019; Tasmanian Planning Commission, 2009). Many 47 

other jurisdictions around the world are likely to have similar failures, resulting 48 

in deteriorating environmental, economic, social and political conditions, 49 

including an inability to make a fair contribution to reducing global greenhouse 50 

gas emissions (Höhne et al., 2020) and to prevent biodiversity extinctions 51 

(Bradshaw et al., 2021).  52 

We apply scarcity multiplier theory (SMT) here to Tasmania, as a case study 53 

that shows how this failure occurs and how it might be prevented. SMT was 54 

first postulated by one of us in this journal (Smith 2009). We describe SMT 55 

here again, in order to make it clearer with a system diagram and also to 56 

demonstrate its specific implications for sustainability. This theory combines 57 

geography with JK Galbraith’s problem of social balance and his Dependence 58 

Effect to identify the larger dependence that we call the scarcity multiplier. 59 

Under this dynamic, new commercial developments fail to sustain their 60 

politically intended satisfactions of citizens’ wants, while progressively making 61 

natural capital more scarce. SMT thereby shows that in regions with the 62 

circumstances that produce scarcity multipliers, new commercial 63 

developments cannot qualify as ‘sustainable’. If such regions have planning 64 

laws that require these developments to be sustainable, SMT thereby indicates 65 

that applications for them to be officially approved must be rejected, according 66 

to those laws, unless the circumstances that drive scarcity multiplication are 67 

removed. This enables SMT to be utilized to pressure governments of such 68 

regions to make sustainability feasible, and to state and publicly justify their 69 

ultimate objectives for development. 70 

In Section 2 we briefly review Galbraith’s two seminal contributions to SMT 71 

and in Section 3 we describe SMT itself. Section 4 reviews SMT to show that 72 

new commercial developments in places that are subject to scarcity 73 

multiplication are unsustainable in two fundamental ways. Section 5 applies 74 

these two unsustainability effects to Tasmania to argue that, according to its 75 

planning laws, no applications can be approved for new commercial 76 
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developments that are subject to these laws. Section 6 then takes a broad 77 

overview by applying SMT to the scope of these laws. This reveals three 78 

limitations that prevent them from producing sustainable development. 79 

Section 7 suggests strategies for using SMT to legally compel the Tasmanian 80 

government to rationally and democratically plan the future of the State. It 81 

points out that such planning is currently beyond the capabilities of its 82 

democratic government, which therefore urgently need institutional reform. 83 

Section 8 notes that SMT contradicts not only the conventional wisdom of 84 

politicians and developers, but that of environmentalists as well. It observes 85 

that other democratic jurisdictions, as well as Tasmania, may be able to apply 86 

SMT in legal objections to development applications, in order to produce 87 

rational planning for sustainability and institutional reform of government. 88 

 89 

2. Galbraith’s squirrel wheel and his problem of social balance 90 

In 1958, the eminent North American economist John Kenneth Galbraith 91 

(1908-2006) published The Affluent Society (Galbraith, 1958/1999). The book 92 

was an instant best seller, has never been out of print since, and has continued 93 

to inspire, inform and advance contemporary economic thought (e.g. Berry, 94 

2013; Dunn and Pressman, 2005; Dutt, 2008; Lundberg, 2020; Redmond, 2001; 95 

Waller, 2008). In his opening pages, Galbraith (1958/1999, 8) announced that 96 

he was challenging what he famously referred to as the ‘conventional wisdom’. 97 

One of his challenges was to characterise the modern economy as a giant 98 

squirrel wheel. 99 

 100 

Consumer wants can have bizarre, frivolous or even immoral origins, and an admirable case 101 

can still be made for a society that seeks to satisfy them. But the case cannot stand if it is the 102 

process of satisfying the wants that creates the wants. For then the individual who urges the 103 

importance of production to satisfy these wants is precisely in the position of the onlooker 104 

who applauds the efforts of the squirrel to keep abreast of the wheel that is propelled by his 105 

own efforts (Galbraith 1958/1999, 125). 106 

 107 

Galbraith noted that this observation was of such importance  108 

 109 

that it had perhaps best be put with some formality. As a society becomes increasingly 110 

affluent, wants are increasingly created by the process by which they are satisfied. This may 111 

operate passively. Increases in consumption, the counterpart of increases in production, act 112 

by suggestion or emulation to create wants. Expectation rises with attainment. Or producers 113 

may proceed actively to create wants through advertising and salesmanship. Wants thus 114 
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come to depend on output. In technical terms, it can no longer be assumed that welfare is 115 

greater at an all-round higher level of production than at a lower one. It may be the same. 116 

The higher level of production has, merely, a higher level of want creation necessitating a 117 

higher level of want satisfaction. There will be frequent occasion to refer to the way wants 118 

depend on the process by which they are satisfied. It will be convenient to call it the 119 

Dependence Effect (Galbraith 1958/1999, 129). 120 

 121 

Indeed, Dutt (2008, 548), on the basis of research that was done well after 122 

The Affluent Society was published, concludes: ‘Galbraith’s analysis [i.e. his 123 

Dependence Effect or squirrel wheel] seems, fifty years later, to be right on the 124 

mark even though at the time, the argument could not be fully developed and 125 

firm empirical evidence was not yet available.’ Dutt came to this conclusion 126 

after following three lines of enquiry: (1) on the ability of firms to influence 127 

consumption through marketing and other related efforts; (2) increases in 128 

consumption and income (driven by economic growth) that are not necessarily 129 

linked with an increase in well-being (here, also see Wilkinson and Pickett, 130 

2009); (3) the likelihood of increases in sales promotion having ‘adverse long-131 

run macroeconomic effects by increasing consumer indebtedness and 132 

inequality’ (Dutt, 2008, 548). The net outcome of the squirrel wheel is a 133 

continued growth in production, and of the aggregate size of the economy, 134 

without necessarily resulting in an increase in welfare (e.g. Kubiszewski et al., 135 

2013), the end for which production and consumption are meant to serve as 136 

means (Daly, 1974). 137 

Galbraith observed that modern economies were trapped in this squirrel 138 

wheel, and it is ‘only by an act of will we can hope to escape’ (Galbraith, 139 

1958/1999, 101). More than half a century later, that act of will has not been 140 

summoned and the assumption of an overriding need for continuous growth in 141 

production remains core macroeconomic policy in developed nations (Jackson, 142 

2011; Kallis et al., 2018; Raworth, 2017; Schmelzer, 2015). 143 

Galbraith’s Dependence Effect or squirrel wheel is a major component of 144 

SMT. He also identified another, the ‘problem of social balance’, which he 145 

described as ‘an implacable tendency to provide an opulent supply of some 146 

things [private goods] and a niggardly yield of others [public goods]’ (Galbraith 147 

1958/1999, 189, 186). More than half a century later, the ‘atmosphere of 148 

private opulence and public squalor’ that Galbraith (1958/1999, 191) observed 149 

in the United States is as striking as it was then. For example, the country has 150 

by far the greatest accumulation of private wealth in the world, yet its public 151 
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infrastructure suffers from a chronic deficit in investment and has been rated 152 

as D+ (Poor) in consecutive recent assessments (Kelton, 2020). 153 

As Galbraith’s niggardly yield is produced by government, while his opulent 154 

supply is produced by the market economy, his problem of social balance is 155 

what is now called government failure. This is the failure of government to 156 

perform the only function that we need them for (Olson, 1965; Taylor, 1987), 157 

which is to provide important public goods that would not be provided unless 158 

there was a government capable of doing it and willing to act. Democratic 159 

governments have a private goods bias because politicians who advocate 160 

policies favouring private goods (which they may present as public goods) tend 161 

to be more successful in elections (Leeson, 2006; Mickelthwait and 162 

Wooldridge, 2014; Olson, 1965; Smith, 2016; Tullock, 1993). This is a strong 163 

finding by social scientists over the last half-century, such as in the research 164 

program of public choice economists. One of the founders of this program, 165 

Nobel Laureate James Buchanan (2003, 8) observed that in ‘a very real sense, 166 

public choice became a set of theories of government failures’. The current 167 

deliberative turn in political science also recognizes government failure as it 168 

proceeds from two postulates: democratic governments need improving; and 169 

more effective deliberation of public policy by citizens would do much to 170 

achieve this (e.g. Fishkin and Laslett, 2003; Gastil and Levine, 2005; Smith, 171 

2016). In the description of SMT in the following section, government failure is 172 

called the private goods bias, to identify its relevant effect in the situation 173 

considered there. 174 

 175 

3. Scarcity multiplier theory 176 

SMT is derived from Galbraith’s squirrel wheel and his problem of social 177 

balance by applying both dynamics to a specific region and thereby to its 178 

government, its human population, and its limited stock of natural capital. SMT 179 

is therefore a theory in economic geography. For SMT to be relevant to a 180 

particular region, that place must have the following circumstances: 181 

1. It has a resident population with an elected democratic government. 182 

2. It is open to migration from and to other regions. 183 

3. It has a relatively well-developed economy that provides at least a basic 184 

level of affluence, which has produced demographic transition, so the size of 185 

the population is controlled largely by the influence on migration of its 186 

economic and other lifestyle opportunities. 187 

4. Some other regions have lower indicators of quality of life such as less 188 

per capita income, greater inequality, less political freedom, more damaged 189 
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environments, and relatively strong crowding effects (in that their per capita 190 

availability of natural capital is lower). 191 

5. Permits sales promotion for a wide range of private goods and services. 192 

6. Virtually all the region’s limited stock of natural capital (both public and 193 

private) is in some type of use to some extent, so there is a degree of 194 

competition between wants for these uses. Many of these wants may be 195 

expressed as political or economic demands. Some of the political ones may 196 

take the form of environmental activism. 197 

 198 

It should be noted that even if these circumstances are not all fully present 199 

in a particular region, it may still be subject to a scarcity multiplier. Each region 200 

of concern must therefore be individually assessed for its susceptibility to this 201 

dynamic. The description that now follows should guide such assessments.  202 

The system analysis diagram (see Fig. 1) depicts the scarcity multiplier. In 203 

reading it, we might envisage the operation and impact of the dynamics it 204 

depicts as occurring in the specific region of Tasmania, Australia. This State 205 

clearly exemplifies the six circumstances that produce the scarcity multiplier, 206 

and some Tasmanian examples of its dynamics are given here (and also in 207 

Section 4, while Sections 5, 6 and 7 explore the legal and political implications 208 

of those dynamics for Tasmania, as examples of their relevance to planning 209 

here and in other jurisdictions with similar circumstances).  210 

To read the system diagram we start with its central box, labelled ‘Political 211 

decisions on development proposals’. This refers to decisions by government 212 

on applications to allow commercial developments and also their decisions to 213 

seek, promote and even subsidize such private enterprise projects. As noted in 214 

that box and described above in Section 2, democratic governments usually 215 

have a private goods bias, a tendency to neglect their mission of providing 216 

public goods in order to provide private goods instead.  217 

 As indicated in Fig. 1 by the arrows pointing from ‘Political decisions…’ up to 218 

‘More Development’, the private goods bias means that applications to 219 

democratic governments for official approval of commercial developments are 220 

usually successful, often despite widely recognized substantial costs for public 221 

goods such as the natural environment (e.g. Bradshaw et al., 2021). Although 222 

the main (and driving) purpose of these developments is to produce profit or 223 

income for their operators, which is a private good, they may also produce 224 

public goods, such as taxes levied on the sales, incomes, and payrolls of those 225 

operators (as such taxes create the fiscal space to afford public goods such as 226 

public health services, public infrastructure, education, immigration and 227 
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quarantine controls and defence: Kelton, 2020). As those public goods are by-228 

products of each development and are usually less significant than the 229 

intended commercial returns, our analysis is simplified here by not considering 230 

them further. 231 

However, there is another public good yielded by commercial developments 232 

that must be taken into account as it is a powerful motive for politicians to 233 

seek and approve them. This is the public good of satisfying at least some of 234 

citizens’ wants for more employment and income. Politicians frequently cite 235 

this as a major reason for them to support commercial developments (e.g. 236 

Mishan, 1967). The phrase ‘It’s the economy, stupid’ has often been used to 237 

demand such action. It was originally coined as ‘The economy, stupid’, one of 238 

three messages for campaign workers to focus on, in Bill Clinton’s successful 239 

1992 presidential contest with incumbent George HW Bush (Harvard Political 240 

Review, 2012). With ‘It’s’ added, the phrase became a de facto slogan for 241 

Clinton’s campaign and although this was a time of economic recession, it has 242 

subsequently been repeated so much that it has become a cliché (e.g. 243 

Krugman, 2010).  244 

Thus, to satisfy at least some of citizens’ wants for more employment and 245 

income, governments usually approve applications for new commercial 246 

projects. As intended, the construction and subsequent operation of these 247 

increase employment and income; and that tends to support a larger 248 

population (Fig. 1: arrow P2 to ‘Growth of Population’). Such growth in 249 

population takes place largely through migration. In our example of Tasmania, 250 

more people are attracted by the extra income and employment to live in the 251 

State and fewer are compelled to leave in order to earn a living. As indicated 252 

by the two P3 arrows from ‘Growth of Population’ to ‘Yet More Wants’ in Fig. 253 

1, this increase in population makes aggregate wants rise in Tasmania, for both 254 

private and public goods. This creates greater pressure to use its limited stock 255 

of ‘Natural Capital’ (upper left box in Fig. 1) for both private (marketed at point 256 

of sale) and public (free access) goods. The increase in wants for more private 257 

and public goods is interpreted by government (with its private goods bias) to 258 

mean a more urgent need for more private than more public goods. This 259 

relative lack of political influence by wants for public goods is shown in Fig. 1 260 

by the green arrow from ‘Yet More Wants For public goods’ halting when it 261 

hits ‘Political decisions…’, whereas the orange arrow from ‘Yet More Wants For 262 

private goods’ passes through ‘Political decisions…’ (shown as P1) to produce 263 

‘More Development’. 264 
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While ‘More Development’ produces ‘Growth of Population’ to produce  265 

‘More Development’ then more Growth of Population and so on, ‘More 266 

Development’ also helps to drive Dpu4 (the conversion of public ‘Natural 267 

Capital’ into private goods - D meaning depletion, or escalation of scarcity) and 268 

Dpr4 (depletion of the per capita availability of private ‘Natural Capital’ - such 269 

as freehold land - which increases its price as there is increasing demand 270 

relative to supply). While doing that, ‘More Development’ encourages in-271 

migration (Fig. 1 arrow P2 to ‘Growth of Population’) that further increases 272 

wants for both private and public goods (Fig. 1: arrows P3 to ‘Yet More 273 

Wants’), which increases the perceived scarcity of the limited stock of natural 274 

capital (Fig. 1: arrow W4 to ‘Natural Capital’). 275 

This repetitive process is a positive feedback, a cycle in which the initial drive 276 

(shown in Fig. 1 as ‘Political decisions…’) for more development is restored (at 277 

least partially) in each cycle. How far this feedback cycles is open to question 278 

(e.g. Harvey, 2017), but immigration from other regions with fewer 279 

opportunities to exploit natural capital may continue to drive it as long as that 280 

difference between Tasmania and other regions exists. Net migration may 281 

therefore overcrowd this State to the extent of overcrowding elsewhere, 282 

which would make its natural capital very scarce on a per capita basis. As this 283 

feedback repetitively heightens that scarcity, it is called the scarcity multiplier.  284 

As can be seen in Fig. 1, the scarcity multiplier also has three other positive 285 

feedbacks. As they all work in the same direction as the population feedback, 286 

they strengthen its escalation of the scarcity of natural capital. These 287 

feedbacks form a subsystem identified in Fig. 1 by arrows marked A, A1, A2, As, 288 

Ap3 and Aa3, where A denotes ‘affluenza’ (Hamilton and Denniss, 2005, 3), or 289 

addiction to consumption. Together they comprise what Galbraith called the 290 

Dependence Effect (dependence being perhaps a less pejorative term for 291 

addiction). This starts in Fig. 1 after More Development produces more 292 

personal income, allowing More Consumption, which produces two 293 

psychological responses. The first is that citizens then want to consume even 294 

more private goods in order to maintain or elevate their social status relative 295 

to others. This is status rivalry or keeping up with the Joneses, one of several 296 

problems that economists classify as positional competition (Hirsch, 1977). As 297 

Galbraith was writing two decades before this term had been coined, he used 298 

the word emulation, after Veblen’s (1899/2007) earlier seminal work. It is 299 

notable that Veblen (1899/2007, 26) had observed that ‘pecuniary emulation’ 300 

is a positive feedback, in which, as ‘the struggle is substantially a race for 301 



 9 

reputability on the basis of an invidious comparison, no approach to a 302 

definitive attainment is possible’ [emphasis added]. 303 

The other psychological response to More Consumption is adaptation. This 304 

is that people soon adapt to a raised level of consumption, no matter how high 305 

it is, by thinking that it would now be more interesting, or convenient, or in 306 

other ways pleasant, to consume even more. This is otherwise described as the 307 

‘the relentless pursuit of novelty’ (Jackson, 2011, 160). One potential 308 

countervailing force that is conventionally assumed here is the law of 309 

diminishing marginal utility. This indicates that adaptation will quickly fade, as 310 

it postulates that the utility or benefit gained from the consumption of each 311 

successive unit of a good or service declines until a point of satiation is 312 

reached. But as Berry (2013, 87, 88) observes, Galbraith had argued that 313 

economists: 314 

 315 

accept the reality of the declining urgency for individual goods, but not for goods in 316 

general. There may indeed be a hierarchy of need but no limit to what one wants. Once one 317 

set of goods is consumed, consumers move seamlessly in pursuit of a never-ending stream of 318 

new goods… Once satiety is reached in one line of consumption, plenty more lines appear… 319 

[therefore] it is not possible to say that income and wealth – the means of increasing 320 

consumption – obey the law of diminishing marginal utility. Since individuals have an 321 

insatiable demand for goods in the aggregate, then they also crave without limit the means of 322 

satisfying that demand [also see Gryshova et al., 2019]. 323 

  324 

Fig. 1 shows Positional Competition and Adaptation creating, via Ap3 and 325 

Aa3, Yet More Wants for private goods - and not for public goods (Layard 326 

2005, 7, 44, 49). They continue to do this indefinitely, as Yet More Wants for 327 

private goods provoke More Development and thus More Consumption, which 328 

produces more Positional Competition and Adaptation and so on. Note that in 329 

this process, Positional Competition and Adaptation increase the public 330 

pressure for the political approval of new development projects (‘Political 331 

decisions on development proposals’ in Fig. 1) but do not affect the private 332 

goods bias of those ‘Political decisions…’ (which, as noted above at the end of 333 

Section 2 is postulated to be a structural bias that leaves democratic 334 

governments vulnerable to excessive pressures to favour private over public 335 

goods). As such public pressure and the private goods bias push in the same 336 

direction, they strengthen the political thrust for More Development (‘Political 337 

decisions…’ in Fig. 1). 338 
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A key enabler that accelerates both the Positional Competition and 339 

Adaptation feedbacks is the Sales Promotion feedback. This is driven by 340 

commercial enterprises promoting their sales with advertising (Redmond, 341 

2001). The resultant increased sales produce More Sales Revenue, which 342 

allows increased expenditure on More Sales Promotion, which excites 343 

Positional Competition and Adaptation (As), leading to Yet More Wants for 344 

private goods Ap3, Aa3), leading to more political decisions for More 345 

Development resulting in more Sales Revenue, More Sales Promotion and so 346 

on. This system cycles indefinitely and as it progresses, it converts the limited 347 

stocks of free public natural capital (such as rivers and wilderness) into 348 

marketed private goods (irrigation, hydroelectric dams, tourist 349 

accommodation, guided walks and so on) and increases the prices of the 350 

limited stocks of private natural capital (such as water rights and freehold 351 

land). 352 

In Section 2 we quoted Galbraith observing that his Dependence Effect (our 353 

Affluenza) had both a passive component and an active one. The passive part 354 

comprises the two feedbacks driven by the automatic psychological responses 355 

of Positional Competition and Adaptation. The active part is the Sales 356 

Promotion feedback, as it is driven by the deliberate efforts of producers and 357 

suppliers. With both the Growth of Population and the Affluenza feedbacks 358 

operating simultaneously, the force of the scarcity multiplier may be 359 

formidable because their growths of want are multiplied together rather than 360 

added. While growth of population increases the number of people, affluenza 361 

increases the wants of each one. If the size of the population remains stable, 362 

rising per capita consumption on its own is quite effective in reducing the per 363 

capita abundance of natural capital and usually does so despite technological 364 

improvements that increase the efficiency of its utilization (Herring and Sorrell, 365 

2009; Toth and Szigeti, 2016; Weidmann et al., 2020). 366 

 367 

4. The impact of the scarcity multiplier on sustainability 368 

Scarcity multiplier theory (SMT) agrees with the conventional wisdom that 369 

each expansion of commercial activity will satisfy some of the wants of citizens 370 

for more income and more employment. But, unlike the conventional wisdom, 371 

SMT looks further ahead in time, to see that in a region with circumstances 372 

conducive to scarcity multiplication, those satisfactions will be ephemeral, 373 

lasting only a few months or years. In the case of want for more income, 374 

positional competition and adaptation will soon restore it, especially as both 375 

responses are stimulated by sales promotion (Redmond, 2001). So direct 376 
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attempts to satisfy want for more income by supplying it, will fail. In the case 377 

of want for more employment, the initial satisfactions of wants for both 378 

employment and income will encourage more people to migrate into the 379 

region and less out of it, increasing the population. This larger population will 380 

tend to have a larger aggregate want for more employment, so the initial 381 

satisfaction of that want is not sustained. That unsustainability is exacerbated 382 

by the larger population having unsatisfied wants for more income, leading it 383 

to want more opportunities for the employment that might produce it.  384 

  SMT thereby demonstrates that in any region with circumstances that 385 

induce scarcity multiplication, all expansions of income-producing activity will 386 

fail to sustain their satisfactions of citizens’ wants for more income and 387 

employment and may even increase those wants, unless the expansions are 388 

countered by an equal, concomitant contraction in commercial activity 389 

elsewhere in that economy. On their own therefore, expansions of commercial 390 

activity in regions with scarcity multiplying circumstances are unsustainable 391 

developments. They fail to sustain the satisfaction of important wants. SMT 392 

also demonstrates another type of unsustainability: New commercial 393 

developments in a region with the circumstances that produce a scarcity 394 

multiplier do not sustain, and instead diminish, the region’s per capita 395 

abundance of natural capital. They do this in two ways. First, new commercial 396 

developments increase the human population (P2 in Fig. 1) making the limited 397 

stock of natural capital scarcer in a per capita sense (W4 in Fig. 1). This scarcity 398 

comprises crowding effects. One of these is higher prices of natural capital 399 

such as land and water. Another is impairment of the quality of the human 400 

experience of natural capital such as wildlife (when stocks are diminished by 401 

human disturbance), natural scenery (made less natural by human activity), 402 

and wilderness (made less wild by the presence of more visitors).  403 

The second way in which new commercial developments make natural 404 

capital scarcer per capita is that it tends to destroy that capital, or damage it by 405 

pollution, fire, and physical impacts. This destruction or impairment may 406 

happen for example, to water, soil, wildlife habitat, fish stocks, natural 407 

scenery, and wilderness, leaving their quantity and quality diminished and thus 408 

scarcer in an absolute sense than they would have been, if the new commercial 409 

activity had not occurred. As there is now less natural capital (in quantity and 410 

quality) there is also less per capita, producing crowding effects similar to 411 

those noted above, together with that reduction of quantity and quality (e.g. 412 

Toth and Szigeti, 2016).   413 
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Both types of per capita scarcities (crowding and depletion of natural 414 

capital) will be greater than might be anticipated from just one expansion of 415 

commercial activity, because of the conventional multiplier effect. This is that 416 

each expansion of expenditure, including those to develop existing businesses 417 

and to start new ones, increases income streams and purchases of inputs, both 418 

of which expand other businesses and initiate more new ones, which in turn 419 

have similar enlarging effects on commercial activity, and so on. Thus, even if a 420 

new commercial activity does not directly make natural capital scarcer, it will 421 

do so indirectly by boosting the financial capacity of the economy to exploit 422 

and deplete it (Wackernagel and Rees, 1997). On top of this conventional 423 

multiplier of course, we have the scarcity multiplier in which the failure to 424 

satisfy wants for more income and employment drives repeated political 425 

decisions to seek and approve ever more new commercial developments, each 426 

of which produces an incremental reduction in the per capita abundance of 427 

natural capital.  428 

Proponents of ‘green growth’ might disagree with the second part of our 429 

argument that new commercial developments are unsustainable because they 430 

make natural capital scarcer per capita (that they do this by reducing or 431 

damaging its stock). These proponents argue that conventional economic 432 

growth can be tailored (i.e. by decoupling growth from its environmental 433 

impacts) to enhance, rather than deplete the stock of natural capital (e.g. 434 

World Bank, 2012). However, there is little evidence to suggest that this has 435 

occurred at a macroeconomic scale (Raworth, 2017; Vadén et al., 2020), or is 436 

even likely to materialise given current trajectories and timeframes (e.g. Hickel 437 

and Kallis, 2020; Jackson and Victor, 2019; Ward et al., 2016). As it stands now, 438 

economic growth at the aggregate level continues to reduce the stock of 439 

natural capital (Kubiszewski et al., 2013; Toth and Szigeti, 2016), and even the 440 

planning mechanisms used to offset these reductions have continued to result 441 

in a net loss of biodiversity and ecosystem services (Boon and Prahalad, 2017; 442 

Spash, 2015). It would follow then, that any further growth (either 443 

conventional or green) must be carefully scrutinised given the dire scarcities of 444 

natural capital (Bradshaw et al., 2021). 445 

The two ‘unsustainability results’ of SMT - the ‘unsustainability of 446 

satisfactions’ and the ‘unsustainability of per capita abundance of natural 447 

capital’ - mean that in any region with the circumstances that permit a scarcity 448 

multiplier, new commercial enterprises and expansions of existing ones are not 449 

‘sustainable developments’, unless they are countered by reductions in 450 

commercial activity elsewhere in that economy. These two predictions of 451 
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unsustainability by SMT may be useful in arguments for Buddhist economics 452 

(Schumacher, 2011/1973), steady-state economics (e.g. Daly, 1974), doughnut 453 

economics (Raworth, 2017) and degrowth (Kallis et al., 2018; Hickel, 2020). 454 

SMT does not specifically advocate any of those schemes but points out that, 455 

in any place subject to scarcity multiplication, all expansions of its economy are 456 

unsustainable in two fundamental ways. SMT also indicates, as noted below at 457 

the ends of Sections 5 and 7, that choosing and implementing such new 458 

economic systems requires institutional reform that, at the very least, removes 459 

the private goods bias of democratic governments. 460 

In support of this largely theoretical account of the effects of scarcity 461 

multiplication on sustainability we conclude with an empirical observation for 462 

our Tasmanian case study. In the 200 years since the British invaded this island, 463 

new commercial developments have been continuously added to its economy, 464 

yet its citizens’ unsatisfied wants for more income and more employment are 465 

now no less, and arguably greater, than they ever were (e.g. Smith, 2014)  466 

  467 

5. A case study of commercial development violating sustainability laws 468 

We argue here that assessments of proposals for new commercial 469 

developments must utilize SMT to check that those developments would not 470 

produce unsustainability, either in citizens’ satisfactions, or in per capita 471 

abundance of natural capital. To illustrate how this may be done, we use the 472 

example of legislation for sustainable development in Tasmania. Because this 473 

State has the circumstances that drive scarcity multiplication (see Section 3) 474 

SMT must be applied to see how effective its legislation is in producing 475 

sustainable development. 476 

In the early 1990s, the Tasmanian Government introduced new legislation to 477 

create a Resource Management and Planning System (RMPS) that would 478 

‘achieve sustainable outcomes from the use and development of the State’s 479 

natural and physical resources’ (Resource Planning and Development 480 

Commission, 2003, 6). Several statutes form the framework of the RMPS, of 481 

which the most important one is the Land Use Planning and Approvals Act 482 

1993 (LUPAA) (Castles and Stratford, 2014). Under LUPAA, local councils are 483 

designated as planning authorities for preparing, amending and administering 484 

planning schemes; assessing and approving land use and development; and 485 

enforcing planning scheme provisions and permit conditions (Resource 486 

Planning and Development Commission, 2003). A key agency in the RMPS is 487 

the Tasmanian Planning Commission (TPC), an independent statutory authority 488 

that has several functions such as, assisting local councils to administer LUPAA, 489 
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advising on new amendments to planning rules and directives, and reporting 490 

on State-wide planning policies. 491 

LUPAA is inspected here to show that its sustainability requirements would 492 

be violated by any new commercial development in Tasmania, unless the 493 

income and employment producing potential of the development is countered 494 

by an equal and concomitant reduction in such production elsewhere in the 495 

State’s economy. We start with Clause 1 of Part 1 of Schedule 1 of LUPAA, 496 

which states: 497 

 498 

The objectives of the resource management and planning system of Tasmania are – 499 

(a) to promote the sustainable development of natural and physical resources and the 500 

maintenance of ecological processes and genetic diversity; and 501 

(b) to provide for the fair, orderly and sustainable use and development of air, land and 502 

water; and 503 

(c) to encourage public involvement in resource management and planning; and 504 

(d) to facilitate economic development in accordance with the objectives set out in 505 

paragraphs (a), (b) and (c); and  506 

(e) to promote the sharing of responsibility for resource management and planning between 507 

the different spheres of Government, the community and industry in the State. 508 

 509 

 To establish what is meant in Clause 1(a) and (b) by ‘sustainable 510 

development’, Clause 2 of Part 1 of Schedule 1 of LUPAA defines it as 511 

‘managing the use, development and protection of natural and physical 512 

resources in a way or at a rate, which enables people and communities to 513 

provide for their social, economic and cultural well-being’. As SMT shows that 514 

new commercial developments in Tasmania will not even partially satisfy 515 

citizens’ desires for more income and more employment but tend to inflame 516 

them, these developments prevent rather than enable the provision of ‘social, 517 

economic, and cultural well-being’ in this State. They therefore fail to meet this 518 

statutory requirement for the sustainability of all new commercial 519 

developments based on natural and physical capital.  520 

Furthermore, as SMT demonstrates that new commercial developments in 521 

Tasmania diminish the per capita abundance of natural capital it will also 522 

prevent Clause 2(a) of Part 1 of Schedule 1 from being met. Such diminution is 523 

the opposite of Clause 2’s ‘(a) sustaining the potential of natural and physical 524 

resources to meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of future generations’. 525 

This failure ‘to meet… needs’ has been all too apparent for many decades in 526 

Tasmania, with incessant public protests about the misuse of natural and 527 
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physical resources, such as anti-hydroelectric public marches and blockades, 528 

arrests of anti-logging protestors, climate rallies and Extinction Rebellion 529 

protests (e.g. Gee, 2001; Thompson, 1984).  530 

Reduction of the per capita abundance of natural capital by the scarcity 531 

multiplier also means that new commercial developments and the expansion 532 

of existing ones prevent clause 2(c) of Part 1 of Schedule 1 from being met, as 533 

it specifies ‘(c) avoiding, remedying or mitigating any adverse effects of 534 

activities on the environment’. Reducing this per capita abundance produces 535 

the ‘adverse effects’ of crowding noted above in Section 4 (from both increase 536 

in population and reduction of the quantity and quality of natural capital). 537 

Therefore, in these three ways (Part 1: Clause 2, 2(a) and 2(c)), according to 538 

the Tasmanian planning system’s definition of sustainable development, SMT 539 

shows that all new commercial developments fail to be sustainable and so 540 

proposals for them that are subject to that planning system should be rejected 541 

by it. They contravene its objective.  542 

Part 2 of Schedule 1 of LUPAA states that the objectives of its ‘planning 543 

process’ are to support the objectives set out in Part 1 of Schedule 1. In Part 2, 544 

Clause (a) ‘to require sound strategic planning…’ and Clause (c) ‘to… provide 545 

for explicit consideration of social and economic effects’ call for 546 

environmental, social and economic dynamics such as those described by SMT 547 

to be carefully considered by those who apply the Tasmanian planning system 548 

to approve or reject development applications. As such approval or rejection is 549 

often politically controversial, public involvement is crucial for good 550 

democratic decision-making and for this, the public should understand SMT, at 551 

least in broad outline. This is specifically required by sub-clause (c) of Clause 1 552 

of Part 1 of Schedule 1 (‘to encourage public involvement in resource 553 

management and planning’). As clause (i) of Part 2 of Schedule 1 requires ‘a 554 

planning framework which fully considers land capability’, it also means that 555 

SMT must be included in this framework. This is because the land capability 556 

that SMT takes into account includes the limits of its area and quality (within 557 

Tasmania) along with the limits of the entire stock of natural capital in the 558 

State. 559 

The main body of LUPAA provides for its Schedule 1 provisions to be 560 

implemented in several Sections, such as 5, 12B(4)(b) and 15(2)(b). Section 5 561 

states, under ‘Objectives to be furthered’, that ‘It is the obligation of any 562 

person on whom a function is imposed or a power conferred under this Act 563 

to… further the objectives set out in Schedule 1’; that is, to promote 564 

sustainable development. Sections 12B(4)(b) and 15(2)(b) requires Tasmanian 565 
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Planning Policies (TPPs) and State Planning Provisions (SPPs) respectively, to do 566 

the same. To do this, both the agents (such as the local councils, Tasmanian 567 

Planning Commission, and the Minister for Planning) and the instruments of 568 

LUPAA (such as TPPs and SPPs) must apply SMT. 569 

For some applications the Tasmanian RMPS requires an environmental 570 

impact statement (EIS) before a development can be approved and this must 571 

demonstrate the sustainability required under LUPAA (EPA, 2019). The part of 572 

the planning system that stipulates this is the Environmental Management and 573 

Pollution Control Act 1994 (EMPCA). Under this statute, an ‘EIS should provide: 574 

Information for individuals and groups to gain an understanding of… the need 575 

for the proposal’ (EPA, 2019, 1). A legally arguable interpretation of this is that 576 

an EIS must explain how the proposal would satisfy at least some of citizens’ 577 

wants for more income and more employment. As we noted in Sections 2 and 578 

3 of this article, politicians (not to mention developers) routinely seek and 579 

support such proposals with that claim. As SMT shows that no new commercial 580 

development can do this and will, to the contrary, tend to violate that 581 

objective under current circumstances in Tasmania, it means that all EISs for 582 

such developments in this State must recommend that applications for them 583 

are rejected unless, as noted above in Section 4, their income producing 584 

potentials are to be countered by equal, concomitant reductions of income 585 

and employment elsewhere in the State’s economy. 586 

As the scarcity multiplier makes new commercial developments contravene 587 

the Tasmanian RMPS they may be made acceptable to it by removing the 588 

circumstances that drive the multiplier. However, as can be seen from our list 589 

of those at the beginning of Section 3, it is inconceivable that Tasmania’s 590 

current form of democratic government would be able to do that, as it 591 

requires stopping migration into the State (which would require secession 592 

from the Commonwealth), eliminating most sales promotion, and largely 593 

transitioning to a steady state or de-growth economy (Demaria et al., 2013). 594 

However, such moves may become possible if the State’s government was 595 

restructured to remove its private goods bias and also to give it a democratic 596 

capacity to competently manage such strategic and complex issues. Proposals 597 

for such restructuring are beyond the scope of this paper and have been 598 

discussed and compared elsewhere (see Smith 2016). 599 

  600 

6. Has the Tasmanian planning system any potential to deliver sustainability? 601 

As an instrument for achieving its objective of sustainable development, the 602 

Tasmanian RMPS not only fails because its clauses are currently not 603 
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interpreted with the aid of SMT, as outlined in the preceding Section, but also 604 

because its current scope is too limited to produce sustainability. We identify 605 

three of these limits here. 606 

 607 

6.1. The system focuses on supply but ignores want 608 

Tasmania’s RMPS cannot produce sustainability because it is restricted to 609 

trying to ensure that the supply of goods and services is sustainable, while it 610 

ignores want, leaving it free to grow to levels that would destroy that 611 

sustainability, if they were supplied (Goodland and Daly, 1996). It may be 612 

anticipated that the sustainability objective of the planning system would 613 

prevent such unsustainable levels of supply, but in view of the private goods 614 

bias of government, two other scenarios are more likely. These are that the 615 

planning system’s rules will be either interpreted to allow more supply of 616 

private goods, at unsustainable levels (which is the current situation), or they 617 

will be rewritten to remove references to sustainability. 618 

The Tasmanian planning system’s supply bias drives never-ending political 619 

compromises that elevate supply to levels that are unsustainable. In one 620 

controversial example, the Tasmanian government offered to revoke the 621 

conservation status of a coastal wetland to facilitate a marina development 622 

(Stratford, 2008). Community uproar and a decade of concerted effort saw this 623 

proposal being dropped and the wetland protected (Prahalad and Kriwoken, 624 

2010). Apart from such examples of large projects, concessions are written into 625 

local planning rules that allow for smaller scale developments to chip away at 626 

natural capital stocks (e.g. housing on coastal floodplain: Prahalad et al., 2019). 627 

This predicament is not limited to Tasmania, and has been documented 628 

elsewhere in Australia, such as in Queensland, where Warnken and Mosadeghi 629 

(2018, p. 80) consider that the focus of its State Planning Policies is to provide 630 

“flexible approaches to planning” to serve an economic growth agenda. 631 

The planning system’s focus on supply is its focus on approving or rejecting 632 

resource developments. Its neglect of want is its neglect of both population 633 

size and per capita consumption (affluenza), together with its neglect of the 634 

private goods bias of government, which dampens the political registration of 635 

want (present and future) for public goods. As SMT considers want as well as 636 

supply (of both private and public goods) it helps to identify defects in 637 

Tasmania’s RMPS. By considering political decisions on want and supply, SMT 638 

also draws attention to political failure (the private goods bias) as a crippling 639 

block to sustainability (Mitchell and Fazi, 2017). If planning laws are to be 640 

competent they must regulate want as well as supply, which means they 641 
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would help to plan population growth and per capita consumption. As SMT 642 

shows that consumption is increasingly skewed towards private goods rather 643 

than public goods, those planning laws must limit sales promotion and also 644 

make political participation more attractive and effective for citizens in order 645 

to balance their focus on private goods with more consideration of public 646 

goods, thereby correcting the private goods bias.  647 

 648 

6.2. The system fails to fully state what must be sustained 649 

The Tasmanian RMPS does not attempt to specify the levels of per capita 650 

supply of natural and physical resources that are desirable. Such desirability 651 

would mean that the stock of natural capital provides all citizens with 652 

satisfying opportunities for diverse, high quality experiences (sometimes 653 

referred to as quality of life or liveability, e.g. de Haan et al., 2014). This is 654 

suggested by W4 in Fig 1. The public discussion, determination, monitoring and 655 

adjustment of what is socially accepted as ‘desirable’ per capita levels of 656 

natural capital requires a deliberative democratic political process of a more 657 

capable type than is currently in place in Tasmania (e.g. Crowley, 2009) or 658 

anywhere else (Smith, 2016). 659 

 660 

6.3. The system ignores the unsustainability of developments that are outside 661 

its ambit    662 

As LUPAA and the other elements of Tasmania’s planning system define 663 

‘sustainable development’ as describing only the utilization or protection of 664 

‘natural and physical resources’ (Clause 2, Part 1, Schedule 1 of LUPAA), they 665 

ignore the potential of new commercial developments that would not directly 666 

utilize these resources, to destroy sustainability. But as we have seen, SMT 667 

shows that all new commercial developments in this State (whether based on 668 

those resources or not) will destroy the sustainability of both the satisfaction 669 

of desires for more income and employment and the per capita abundance of 670 

natural capital. Furthermore, within the stated ambit of the LUPAA as applying 671 

to ‘natural and physical resources’, it explicitly excludes new commercial 672 

developments involving forestry, mining, fishing and marine farming.   673 

 674 

6.4. Implications 675 

Any one of these three limitations of the design of Tasmania’s planning 676 

system is sufficient on its own to prevent this system from producing 677 

sustainable development. As these limitations are indicated by SMT, their 678 
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correction requires public and political recognition of SMT. This might be 679 

achieved by legal appeals that use SMT to argue against planning approvals. 680 

  681 

7. A strategy for making governments plan wisely 682 

The unsustainability implications of SMT provide powerful opportunities to 683 

force governments with laws mandating sustainability, such as that of 684 

Tasmania, to publicly acknowledge and take account of the scarcity multiplier 685 

in public policies and legislation. This would open up the possibility of actually 686 

achieving sustainability. Such opportunities arise in Tasmania when approval is 687 

sought under its RMPS for new developments. If their approval is withheld by 688 

government, or appealed against by citizens, on the ground that, according to 689 

SMT, they are not sustainable, it would draw society’s attention to the 690 

implications of SMT. Such action would inform citizens at large of the presence 691 

and nature of the scarcity multiplier and the vulnerability of their State or 692 

nation to its operation. Such public education is essential for developing 693 

sensible long-term public policy in fundamental areas such as population size, 694 

economic growth, jobs, incomes, taxation, urban development, and the 695 

protection of natural and cultural assets (Smith, 2016). 696 

Citizen appellants have at least three objectives for such an appeal. One is to 697 

block a specific development to prevent it damaging environmental, cultural, 698 

or other public assets. A current case illustrating this in Tasmania is the 699 

proposed Robbins Island wind farm in the far northwest of the state and its 700 

transmission line (UPC, 2021). This proposal needs an environmental impact 701 

statement (EIS) as part of its development application to the local planning 702 

authority, the Circular Head Council. As noted above in Section 5, an ‘EIS 703 

should provide: Information for individuals and groups to gain an 704 

understanding of … the need for the proposal’ (EPA, 2019, 1). However, SMT 705 

demonstrates that the politically conventional concept of the ‘need for the 706 

proposal’ is not valid in Tasmania because the proposed project’s satisfaction 707 

of wants for more income and employment would not be sustained. In 708 

addition, the per capita abundance of natural capital would not be sustained. 709 

On both counts, this development would not be the sustainable development 710 

required by the Tasmanian RMPS.  711 

A longer-term objective for an appellant may be to get the primary objective 712 

of Tasmania’s planning laws (of promoting sustainable development) taken 713 

seriously. Until the State government specifically factors SMT into its policies 714 

and legislation, it is not doing that and the apparent spirit of the words in these 715 

about promoting sustainable development is mere posturing. Of course, the 716 
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conventional wisdom is so dogmatic on the absolute requirement for growth 717 

that the government may prefer to respond to appellants by deleting the 718 

objective of its planning laws, that of promoting sustainable development. This 719 

may provoke an intense public debate on the need for sustainability; on what 720 

it is that society wants to sustain; and the importance of citizens having a 721 

broad understanding of the scarcity multiplier and its counterintuitive 722 

implications for public policy. 723 

This second objective of getting the planning laws taken seriously also 724 

means that they must be broadened to give them the capability to prevent all 725 

new developments from feeding the scarcity multiplier, not just those that 726 

directly impact natural and physical resources. This requires new laws that 727 

either remove the conditions that produce this multiplier (mostly growth of 728 

population, promotion of sales and the personal difficulties for individuals to 729 

choose public goods compared to their ease of choosing private goods) or 730 

block all the commercial developments that feed it. Both these ways of 731 

broadening planning law would control wants for private goods to keep them 732 

within limits that allow supplies of both private and public goods to be 733 

sustained at desirable levels (a concept that is discussed in the next 734 

paragraph). 735 

The third objective for an SMT-based appeal under Tasmania’s RMPS against 736 

a development is fundamental. It is to get the State’s citizens and government 737 

to consider and choose the purpose or objective of the human project in 738 

Tasmania. This may prompt similar public deliberation for the nation as a 739 

whole and then in other nations around the world. Assistance may be given for 740 

this move if sceptics ask appellants: "Why do you apply the scarcity multiplier 741 

objection to this particular project when we have many others happening all 742 

over Tasmania, most of which do not directly affect natural and physical 743 

resources, or otherwise do not need planning approval, such as expanding an 744 

existing business?” Appellants may reply that legal objections are much more 745 

likely than non-legal objections to arouse public discussion, as they may 746 

produce highly publicised legal hearings and judgments. Such publicity would 747 

help voters and politicians recognize the scarcity multiplier and perhaps even 748 

the private goods bias that permits it. That may motivate government to 749 

reform its institutional structure to eliminate its bias in order to become more 750 

competent at identifying, valuing, and providing public goods. A crucial good of 751 

this type is the ultimate purpose of the State government’s current urgent 752 

policy of making Tasmania’s economy and population bigger. If the 753 

government eliminated its private goods bias it may then be able to rationally 754 
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consider whether it would be better to restrict the size of the population to a 755 

limit that recognized the fixed extent of the State’s stock of natural capital. 756 

Such a limit might be called Tasmania’s ‘desirable human carrying capacity’ 757 

(DHCC). 758 

The public debates that these three objectives for appellants should arouse 759 

would, in our example of Tasmania, make the State government see more 760 

clearly than LUPAA Schedule 1, Part 1, Clause 2 tells us, what it is that 761 

‘sustainable development’ should sustain. Is it a particular level of per capita 762 

income and wealth? Is it a set of minimum levels of particular public goods? Is 763 

it a certain size of population relative to the size of the State (the desirable per 764 

capita abundance of natural capital, or in other words, the DHCC)? Is it a 765 

‘certain rate of growth’ - which is how ‘sustainable tourism’ has been defined 766 

by the Tasmanian Government (2020, 91)? Answering such strategic questions 767 

via a continuing process of public deliberation that is driven by annual web-768 

based referendums may produce rational democratic planning. A process of 769 

this type called the People’s Forum has been designed by one of us (Smith, 770 

2016). Its referendums would not be binding on government, but may pressure 771 

it to execute their results when their trends demonstrate clear resolutions of 772 

public dispute. Until Tasmanians change the structure of their government in 773 

such a way they will continue to mindlessly drift into an unexamined future.  774 

 775 

8. Conclusion 776 

SMT contradicts not only the conventional wisdom of politicians and 777 

developers, but that of environmentalists as well. The job-creating, income-778 

producing commercial developments that they all advocate are precisely those 779 

that drive the scarcity multiplier. It is therefore to be expected that people 780 

who hear of, or consider legal appeals based on SMT, from ordinary citizens to 781 

politicians and judges, may regard them as frivolous technicalities that deserve 782 

dismissal so that the real game, growth, can continue. But SMT provides a new 783 

paradigm of thought for relatively developed economies. It shows that the 784 

current ‘promise’ of economic growth is false for many places. The applications 785 

of SMT outlined here may help us seek ways of addressing citizens’ wants for 786 

more employment and income without forcing a relentless escalation of the 787 

scarcity of their natural capital.  788 
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Fig. 1. The scarcity multiplier – a system of four mutually reinforcing positive 957 

feedbacks, operating within a geographical/political region.  958 

System steps: 1. Political decisions; 2. Population growth (P2) and affluenza 959 

(A2); 3. Inflation of want (P3 – from population growth, and A3 – from 960 

increases in wants of each person); 4. Escalation of scarcity of natural capital 961 

from increases in wants for it (W4) and depletion of it (Dpr4, Dpu4). 962 
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