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ABSTRACT
This paper explores capital accumulation as the engine of the capitalist mode of
production. Accumulation drives the socio-economic damage caused by
capitalism, as well as the environmental crises of land use, climate change
and resource depletion. It may not be possible to address these problems
within a reformed capitalism. Rather, such a goal can only be met within “a
practical, workable post-capitalist and post-accumulative ecological economy,
an economy by the people, for the people, that is geared to production for
need, not for profit” [Smith, R. (2010). “Beyond Growth or Beyond Capitalism?”
Real-World Economics Review 53: 28–42., 42]. This paper sets out a post-
capitalist alternative, drawing from green economics and Marxian economics,
that is, applied at a local and regional level.
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Introduction

The Great Financial Crisis of 2007 and the ensuing Great Recession called into
question the stability, and indeed the very survival, of capitalism, in a way that
no previous economic crisis has done. The fact that capitalism, in and of itself,
was blamed for the crisis and questioned by many is now widely ignored by
those determined to restore the capitalist consensus, and the mainstream
failure to learn from the crisis is merely storing up problems for the next
crisis. This paper focuses on developing an alternative economic proposal
in the “bioregional economy,” based on a post-capitalist mode of production
in a non-accumulative society.

The basis of this paper’s proposal of an alternative to a capitalist economy
is the Marxian argument that periodic economic crises are the result of an
irrevocable conflict of class interest on the matter of capital accumulation
and resulting class struggles (Clarke 2001). The Marxian interpretation is
clear that the root of the instability of capitalism lies in the capitalist impera-
tive to accumulate capital (Luxemburg 1921). Conflict between employers and
workers, arising from the increasing exploitation of the latter by the former,
leads to profound instability, which results from this accumulative imperative
(Luxemburg 1913). It is clear, then, that slowing, if not halting, the rate of
accumulation, is a possible solution.

Apart from the periodic crises resulting from this conflict, there are deeper
issues with which the future of capitalism must contend. Capitalism exploits
both labour and the environment, and problems of land use, natural resource
depletion and climate change pose difficult barriers for any future economic
system (Foster, Clark, and York 2010). Estimates suggest that human activity
is responsible for more than doubling the level of carbon dioxide in Earth’s
atmosphere from pre-Industrial Revolution times (Siegenthaler, Monnin,
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et al. 2005; Siegenthaler, Stocker, et al. 2005)—with this human activity is
more accurately denoted as economic activity. Leaving aside the politically
controversial issue of climate change, distinct problems of resource depletion
must also be addressed. The Promethean optimism of neoclassical economists
is being undermined by the rapid and persistent increases in commodity
prices, even when so many economies are in recession (“Back with a Ven-
geance” 2011). Most contemporary forecasts suggest that the moment of
peak oil production, if it has not already passed unnoticed, will fall in the
next decade or so (Pukite 2011). At the same time, the dwindling supply of
other forms of fuel and water in large parts of the world is a threat (Brown
2011).

This paper begins by outlining the link between capitalism and accumu-
lation, and then explores the negative consequences of accumulation before
offering a solution to this problem in terms of changing the relationship
between capital and society and between capital and nature. The bioregional
economy (Cato 2011) sketched out in this paper would end the exploitation of
labour and society, and also of the environment, as a “natural economy” (Lux-
emburg 1913). The following section aims to explain the assertion that the
problem with capitalism is its accumulative dynamic. We explore why there
is no alternative (TINA) within capitalism, discussing the damaging relation-
ships between capital accumulation and nature, as well as between capital
accumulation and labour. In section “Post-capitalism: A Bioregional Alterna-
tive”, we look at post-capitalist solutions and methods of ending capital
accumulation, and suggest ways to remedy the exploitation inherent in the
relationships discussed previously. The final section sets out the idea of a bior-
egional economy informed by the exploration of the accumulation of capital.

This paper is a normative exposition of the bioregion, albeit accompanied
by some descriptions of how a bioregion might be created. By making this
explicit, we hope to focus discussion of the topic on the creation of bioregions
and on bioregional planning. The bioregion offers a solution to both the econ-
omic and environmental problems caused by capital accumulation, and we
believe that it is worth creating a description of the desired outcome prior
to working out how to get there. The next step is to produce an analysis of
the stages of bioregional development [ed.] and a creation of institutions
therein.

Accumulation and Capitalism

Capitalism is defined as an economic system where those who control finance
use it to bring the other “factors of production,” labour and land, into the pro-
ductive process. In order to reward continued investment in the mode of pro-
duction, some of the productive value is extracted as surplus or profit. The
inherent logic of capitalism is the valorisation of capital (increasing its
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value, i.e. the use of capital to generate value) and increasing profits. This is
achieved firstly by an increase in control over labour by capital, and secondly
by capital accumulation.

The Lasting Crisis of Capitalism

Capitalism has a number of negative environmental and social effects (Lux-
emburg 1913) that can be directly attributed to capital accumulation predi-
cated on production for profit. These effects include increased exploitation
of labour and natural resources; increasing investment in capital rather
than labour, thus causing underemployment; and the creation of an “indus-
trial reserve army” of workers that keeps wages low. This analysis of capital
accumulation concerns the recognition that there are two main tendencies
that arise due to accumulation: the tendency to over-accumulation (Reuten
1991) and the tendency of the rate of profit to fall (Harris 1983). Both ten-
dencies can cause short-term economic disruption as well as long-term
social and environmental harm. This section focuses on the economic harm.

The rate at which a particular economic activity generates a profit declines
with time, so that capitalists face a continual decline in returns to their invest-
ment in that activity. The rate of surplus value, the part of the value added
during production that is not paid to labour power, tends to increase with
control of labour due to, for example, improved production techniques,
which increases the rate of accumulation of capital. This leads to a level of
activity that requires near-full employment of labour, because the accumu-
lated capital must be utilised to be profitable. The demand for workers then
depletes the reserve army of labour, exerting upward pressure on wages, coun-
teracting the increase in the rate of surplus value and eventually causing it to
decrease, leading to a decrease in the rate of accumulation of capital due to
profit squeeze.

The rate of profit is equal to the total surplus value derived from the pro-
duction process divided by the total value of capital—the value of fixed capital
plus the value of labour power—used in this process. It follows that, given the
value of labour power, an increasing ratio of the value of capital to the value of
labour power—due to investment in capital relative to labour—will lead to a
decline in the rate of profit, even as this investment increases productivity.
The capitalist then responds by increasing investment more in raising pro-
ductivity or expanding the scale of production, which in turn reduces
profits per unit further in a vicious cycle of diminishing returns. A detailed
treatment of the complexity (see Roemer 1981) of the tendency of the rate
of profit to fall is too complex and extensive is beyond the scope of this
paper. We simply present the concept as part of our assertion that “accumu-
lation of capital erodes and eventually eliminates the very basis of its continu-
ation” (Harris 1983).
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However, providing that the pressures of an economic downturn do not
drive governments into a further expansion of the money supply in a bid to
sustain levels of production, the slump phase of the economic cycle ultimately
exerts a necessary restorative influence on the capitalist system—in terms of
work conditions for the labour market, cheaper capital goods and intermedi-
ate goods in the productive system more generally. But this happens at a cost
to society and the environment in terms of unemployment, an increase in the
rate of exploitation of workers, as well as an increase in pollution and resource
use. This is because the general pressure on profits forces firms to reorganise
or merge, to search for new markets and to develop new commodities, using
unemployment to restructure the production process.

The over-accumulation of productive capital results from a situation where
more capital is invested in production than can obtain a normal profit. Over-
accumulation of capital manifests itself as the overproduction of commodities
—a phenomenon that arises when not all output can be sold at prices that
realise the rate of profit. The capitalist drive for profit is built on the relentless
expansion of markets, commodification and production. This foundation
inevitably leads to overproduction (Lebowitz 1994) and economic downturns.
More significantly, both in the short- and long-term, it is a leading cause of
ecological and environmental pressure through increased despoliation, pol-
lution and exploitation of nature due to capitalist expansion (Foster, Clark,
and York 2010). The volume of surplus value and profit may be increased
through improvements productivity in the workforce, cutting wages, reorgan-
isation and layoffs for workers, or speeding up production by upgrading
machinery. A capitalist intent on increasing the volume of surplus value
faces barriers to the realisation of surplus value or profits through the sale
of goods and services with decreased demand for consumer commodities,
due to inequalities in income and wealth. Moreover, as the effects of
climate change increase in severity, an increase in the regularity and severity
of “freak” weather events and other environmental disasters will also impact
the capitalist mode of production, and it can be argued that this is already
happening.

This represents an economic crisis that manifests itself on the demand side,
in the sense that any attempt to extract more production from fewer workers
is, ultimately, futile, since the attempt will lower consumer demand. We may
also consider overproduction as a result of production for profit and its failure
to satiate all economic needs, notably for the working classes, because capital
only invests in production when it is profitable. This fails to satisfy the needs
of people who lack basic necessities but have insufficient market power to
fulfil those needs in a manner that would be profitable for businesses. This
contradiction, where capitalism produces commodities but denies workers
the means to consume, leads to crises of overproduction in the midst of
underconsumption, or “poverty in the midst of plenty” as it was called by
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Marx (1894). As such, the accumulation of capital erodes and eventually elim-
inates the very basis of its continuation, even when the rate of profit is main-
tained against the aforementioned tendency of the rate of profit to fall.

However, in order to suggest an alternative to capitalism, it is important to
understand the context of its emergence. It is clear that some initial accumu-
lation must have taken place in order for the outlined capitalist process to
have begun. The origin of capitalism (Wood 2002) in the 14th century,
either in England, the Netherlands or elsewhere in Western Europe, amid
the demographic crisis caused by the Black Death and dynastic power
struggles in England and northern Europe, has been much discussed by econ-
omic historians (Dobb 1947). Most accounts, however they differ otherwise,
still share in common a treatment of accumulation as natural, claiming in
effect that capitalism is just a step up from the previous, manorial and
villa-based economic systems (Sarris 2004), which accumulated surplus
value but did not reinvest this “profit” to expand production. Capitalism,
then, is seen as a natural and logical endpoint of a historical process, a solution
to the question of what to do with surplus value accumulation.

The presentation of apparent automatic progression from feudalism and its
manorial economic system to early capitalism is problematic because it feeds
into the pervasive myth that TINA to capitalism. Wood (1998) notes this and
makes the argument that the unique social conditions and class relations in
terms of a centralised state and concentration of property ownership in
England during the Late Middle Ages are what created an agrarian basis for
capitalism. But while this argument is convincing in explaining capital as a
special form of response to social conditions, rather than a natural develop-
ment, it still treats accumulation as a given.

The topic rarely discussed by economic historians is the transition from the
subsistence economy of hunter-gatherer (foraging) societies to the manorial
economy of a feudal society, and how this transition influenced capitalism.
This transition began around 12,000 years ago, with the start of the Neolithic
agricultural revolution (Barker 2009), which spread over the next several
thousand years along the Fertile Crescent. This revolution marked a change
from a society that based its activities on forage to a society that domesticated
staple crops and animals and, importantly, accumulated whatever surplus
produce it could. This potential to accumulate triggered a number of social
changes, including demographic ones (Cohen 1977), and the emergence of
private property and class, whereby an elite few came to own the accumulated
value and even to rule over others. Moreover, as this revolution spread beyond
the Fertile Crescent and into northern and Western Europe, the shorter
growing season and harsher winters would have provided pressure that
favoured accumulation, initially in terms of food storage.

The emergence of class and private property led to the manorial economies
of feudalism, where the elite owned land worked by a serf class subsisting on
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this land and transferring the surplus to the elite. This system provided little
incentive for technological improvement until the demographic crisis men-
tioned above, when there were tangible rewards to the investment of accumu-
lated surplus value in increased productivity, giving birth to the capitalist
mode of production. From this discussion, it is clear that the basis of capital-
ism is the accumulation of surplus value—the hoarding of things that are not
needed. It then follows that the shift to a post-capitalist society must be based
on a post-accumulative framework.

Accumulation and Ecological Crisis

If the previous section tended to focus on the short-term harm caused by capital
accumulation, this section focuses on longer-term environmental issues.

The process of valorisation through commodification—valorising capital
by using it to make commodities—is definitive of the capitalist mode of pro-
duction is also the key dynamic of the ecological crisis (Strange 2000). Eco-
logical Marxism envisages a crisis of over-accumulation being followed by a
“crisis of reproduction” (Gorz 1980, 24). This happens when the capitalist
response to a crisis of over-accumulation leads to a crisis in the capitalist
mode of production; in particular, to the “second contradiction of capital”:
underproduction (Spence 2000), which occurs when capitalist firms and
states fail to renew or protect the conditions of production. The conditions
of production are thus underproduced. The contradiction is that capitalists
are intrinsically motivated by the drive for accumulation to minimise costs
such as worker welfare and ecological protection (Foster 2002). Underproduc-
tion, then, facilitates cost-side crises, which ensue when capitalist firms use
profit strategies that fail to

maintain over time the material and social conditions of their own production,
for example, by neglecting work conditions… degrading soils… or turning
their backs on decaying urban infrastructures. (O’Connor 1998, 242)

Furthermore, capitalism demands perpetual accumulation as a condition of
the system’s continuation. This means that for capitalism to sustain itself, per-
petually increasing consumption is required. The demand leading to
increased consumption has to be generated by the capitalists themselves, so
that instead of satisfying social and individual needs, capitalism seeks to
accumulate capital. As such, the scale of production under capitalism sur-
passes that under previous economic systems. Sustaining production on
such an enlarged scale requires a far more intensive exploitation of nature.
Such exploitation is routine but especially notable and visible in fast-develop-
ing economies. This is damaging because:

The basic (and not very well publicised) fact is that by its nature, capital is bad
at preserving things, whether the social well-being of people, land, community
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values, urban amenities, rural life, nature, or private fixed capital, including
structures. (O’Connor 1998, 317)

This is because it is not in the nature of capitalism to willingly take on costs.

There is no profit in maintenance of preservation, or actions taken, and
resources expended, to prevent bad things from happening that would other-
wise occur. The profit is in expansion, accumulation, and marketing something
old or new at lower costs. (317)

Real-world examples of this can be found in any social amenity that has been
privatised, from rail companies to social housing, but is most easily visible in
the environment. In this sphere exploitation of the natural world is rife, whilst
few of the exploiters are willing to invest a significant proportion of profits in
maintaining that natural world.

Marx distinguished the capitalist mode of production from all previous his-
torical modes of production on the basis that the inherent logic of capitalism
demands growth (Gordon 1987). Capital owners will try to increase the value
of their capital and the profitability of their firm. Assuming success, the high
profitability of a firm increases the ability of the capital owner to accumulate
capital, to invest in labour and to extend the market for their product. Further
growth enables further accumulation, and that accumulation is undertaken
unless there is strong legislative or regulatory control, regardless of damage
on a social or ecological scale. As they make a profit, the most successful
firms have a corresponding advantage in the next round of competition.
Thus, capital accumulation is both a result and a cause of the firm’s growth
in economic strength, and can be considered a positive feedback loop operat-
ing over time. Since positive growth rates are necessary in the long run in
order to enable firms to make profits, in the aggregate it is clear that if the
growth rate falls below a certain positive threshold level, firms will make
losses (Gordon and Rosenthal 2003). Under these circumstances, they will
go out of business, which moves the whole economy into a downward
spiral. Capitalist economies can either grow at a sufficiently high rate or
shrink if the growth rate falls below the positive threshold level (Binswanger
2009). Thus, there is a capitalist growth imperative that drives and is driven by
capital accumulation. Simply put, capitalism depends on accumulation, and
accumulation depends on economic growth.

The growth imperative of capitalism (Gordon and Rosenthal 2003) is the
clearest and most ecologically damaging consequence of accumulation. An
economic system based on limitless growth is incompatible with the limited
nature of our planet as expressed in the laws of thermodynamics (Geor-
gescu-Roegen 1971). These limits still have not been accepted, and the conflict
between physical reality and our economic model has not been resolved. The
consequence is the evidence of ecological crisis and the despoiling of the
environment (Cato 2009). The accumulative logic of capitalism has created
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a prolonged pattern of over-consumption and over-production, with conse-
quent and inevitable environmental degradation and the eventual loss of
resource bases. Mainstream proponents of a “green economy” seek a means
of powering capitalism, permitting the accumulation of surplus value and
economic growth, without challenging the design of the system itself.
Herman Daly (1991), for example, is prepared to challenge the “uneconomic
growth” that conventional economics generates, and to suggest a “steady-state
economy”, but without tackling the central issue of whether capitalism as a
system can survive the end of growth.

Smith (2010) argues that Daly’s (1991) arguments are flawed and “eco-
logically suicidal growth is built into the nature of any conceivable capit-
alism,” echoing Jackson (2009). That is, a capitalist firm operating in a
competitive market is subject to a growth imperative because uncertainty
about the profit rate under a no-growth policy makes the firm’s prospects
highly unattractive. A no-growth policy would determine consumption
and investment so that they and capital would remain constant over
time if the expectation of a low return to capital were realised with cer-
tainty. Not only is there a capitalist growth imperative, but a no-growth
policy is by definition impossible as it would undermine the capitalist
system. Abandoning a growth-driven model implies abandoning capital-
ism altogether. However,

if we must abandon growth and greatly reduce production and consumption,
then there is no alternative but to develop an economy which is basically
under social control, i.e. in which we discuss, decide, plan and organise to
produce that stable quantity of the basic things we need to enable a high
quality of life for all. (Trainer 2011, 82)

Post-capitalism: A Bioregional Alternative

Green economists (Cato 2009) consider economic behaviour within social
and environmental contexts, with the economy operating within social
relationships which are, in turn, embedded in the natural world. Green econ-
omics treats the co-dependence between these aspects due to its holistic
approach (Kennet and Heinemann 2006), but it is also framed as a hierarchy
with the natural world taking precedence over economic activity, and per-
ceives the operation of the “formal” economy as dependent on the social
resources economy, which in turn depends on the natural resources
economy (Hutchinson, Mellor, and Olsen 2002). A green economy is post-
capitalist by definition, an economy where: production is to meet needs; con-
sumption is at a level appropriate to both social and environmental capacity;
both environment and society are accorded rights, have needs met, and
enshrine equity; and treat the natural world society not as inputs but as ben-
eficiaries of economic activity. Most importantly, a green economy would
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only permit growth in output that would be used to satiate local need so that
accumulation of capital does not result:

The long term solution to the financial crisis is therefore to move beyond the
“growth at all costs” economic model to a model that recognises the real
costs and benefits of growth. (Costanza 2009, 20–21)

The post-capitalism proposed here grows out of bioregionalism, a philosophy
which treats natural, political and economic units (regions) as ecological ones
(Milani 2000).

Defining the Bioregions

Bioregions are “areas within which there is spatial coincidence in character-
istics of geographical phenomena associated with differences in the quality,
health, and integrity of ecosystems” (Omernik 2004). This means that the
bioregion is defined by natural boundaries and shares similar geographical
features or ecological dynamics. Furthermore, the bioregion’s human popu-
lation must enable the long-term well-being of the region as an ecological
whole. This technical definition has been incorporated into bioregionalism,
a political and cultural movement, that is, based on the naturally defined
bioregion, but also recognises the involvement of cultural and social
phenomena in the determination of a bioregion (Alexander 1996), so
that the bioregion’s population must have common social or cultural ties,
such as shared language, art and religion, enabling localisation of provi-
sioning. As natural social units, they are determined by their ecology
rather than arbitrary human design (McGinnis 1999), and structured
around ecological and cultural diversity rather than political parameters
(Sale 2000).

The inherent logic of bioregionalism is to localise and respect natural limits
for ecological and environmental benefit. This respect for natural limits and
local ecological contexts is known as biocentricity. A bioregional economy
would be oriented towards meeting people’s needs efficiently, so as to
enable a high quality of life for all. As such, economic activity would be
based on the criteria of satisfying needs, and production would be carried
out directly for use rather than to perpetuate the accumulation of capital,
making the bioregion a post-capitalist economy (Cato 2006). From an econ-
omic perspective, bioregional boundaries are flexible, guided by the principle
of subsidiarity. In the case of any individual resource or service, “the local”
[ed.] is a principle that trumps principles such as price or choice (Cato
2007). Bioregions are also self-reliant economies in the sense that imports
are treated as a last resort. Bioregions are designed to be largely self-sufficient
in basic resources, so that only goods that cannot be produced within the bior-
egion due to their complexity or specific climate requirements are imported.
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The ideal bioregion would be an area with the exact amount of resources
and energy necessary to support its population, enabling it to be completely
self-sufficient. Such a region does not exist, of course—the earth is made up
of fertile and resource-rich areas as well as and infertile and resource-poor
areas. Furthermore, the locations of specific resources and fertile soil do not
necessarily overlap. This means that it is impossible for a region to be
totally self-sustaining whilst maintaining a 21st-century standard of life. A
more realistic goal is for each bioregion to become self-sufficient in the area
or areas where it has good resource stocks, and self-reliant in the production
of some complex goods. Key to this would be developing a circular metabolic
model of resource use and consumption, in which the bioregion recycles its
own waste and sees wastes as possible resources, within sensible limits for
energy intensity and byproducts (Newman 1999). This extended self-reliance
arises from the subsidiarity principle, meaning that the means to meet any
given need are sought close to hand and within the bioregion in the first
instance. If that is not possible to find them there, then the next move is to
look in neighbouring bioregions and so on, in an outward spiral (Cato
2011). A bioregional economy should also be uniquely suited to its economic
context in the sense that it is geared to meet local need and local demand from
local production.

The definition of an economic bioregion as a combined environmental,
social and economic entity marks bioregional thought as part of green econ-
omics (Ott 2003). However, the practical obstacles to creating a network of
regions are numerous. Foremost is the fact that bioregions are easy to theorise
but difficult to define in practice. The boundaries of a regional economy, the
zone of subsidiarity, the boundaries of socially and culturally homogeneous
areas, the boundaries of geographically similar areas and of zones of admin-
istrative practicality may not—and often do not—overlap. Bearing this in
mind, we can define a bioregion as a geographical unit where the demand
for goods is in a near-equilibrium state with the planet’s ability to supply
the resources to produce those goods and services.

The size and population of the region does not matter in itself—a metro-
polis such as London could be a bioregion if the resources existed within its
land area to bring it into equilibrium. Hence, the definition of a bioregion
relates to both the supply of resources and the demand for products. Of
course, no existing city can be considered to be a bioregion—to have the
mineral resources, capacity for energy and water, and the suitable available
land to grow the food it requires. Whilst a city could function as the central
hub of a wider bioregion, it lacks the resources to function as a bioregion
in its own right. For example, Girardet (2006) has calculated that London cur-
rently has a footprint equivalent to 80 percent of the entire UK landmass.
Perhaps a more severe limiting factor in terms of a city like London would
be its need to dispose of all its own waste within the bioregional boundary.
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Productive Bioregions and the Transcendence of the Problem of
Accumulation

Within a bioregional economy decisions on production, distribution and
investment would be made through a non-market allocation system. Such a
non-market solution would utilise direct economic democracy (Gunn
2012), encompassing all bioregional citizens to make macroeconomic policy
and some form of participatory decision-making to deal with microeconomic
issues, transcending market decision-making without resorting to a state-con-
trolled economy where the bioregional council, or other system of govern-
ance, decides on economic issues. For example, participatory planning
could be used to make important decisions on what to produce, how much
to invest and where to distribute (Hahnel 2005), as well as whether anything
should be imported or whether to export any surplus, starting with a discus-
sion of needs and wants, framed to minimise required work time (Gorz 1973).
These decisions would be made according to need and the principles of
bioregionalism, so that no would bioregion import more than needed, over-
produce for export, or undertake competitive behaviour. Market allocation
would be reserved for consumer goods and other final goods, where enterprise
managers would be directed through economic democracy to set prices equal
to marginal cost in order to achieve Pareto efficiency.

The principles of bioregionalism—biocentricity, subsidiarity and extended
self-reliance—form a triple lock on the accumulation of capital. Biocentricity
would mean the restriction of ecologically harmful activity including all pro-
duction externalities, and would thus inhibit capital accumulation. Subsidiar-
ity would restrict the possibility of profit-making through interregional trade,
and would encourage local production. Extended self-reliance would ensure
that this local production was carried out directly for use and planned to
satiate local need. The latter principle amounts to the creation of what
Mellor (2009) refers to as a “sufficiency economy”: an economy that aims
to provide enough goods and services on a sustainable basis to maintain a
good quality of life. Moreover, where the former two principles inhibit the
accumulation of capital, the latter embraces the transcendence of accumu-
lation, enabling a model of production that is not feasible in a competitive,
market-driven economy. It is possible that some oversight or regulatory
body may be required to ensure that no bioregion renews valorisation, com-
modification and competition, but we envisage that bioregions will mostly be
self-regulating through participatory politics on a micro-level. The role of par-
ticipatory planning ensures citizen control of the economy (Bookchin 1999)
rather than worker control, as in socialist economies which can recreate the
problems of economic competition and disregard of public needs. Bioregion-
alism gives workers the control of production decisions, but ensures that the
production facilities, the land and the resources (capital) in the bioregion
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remain under citizen control. Co-ordination between bioregions could be for-
malised in a system of municipal confederalism (Biehl 1997; Forstater 2009)
where policy is made locally through a participatory democratic process, but
representative confederal councils are responsible for administration, over-
sight and regulation on a democratic basis.

Green economists concur that the extraction of surplus value leads to a
waste of resources that cannot be countenanced in a sustainable future
(Milani 2000), hence their support for principles of mutualism within
systems of production (Mellor 2012). A bioregion characterised by mutualism
is one where every individual has a right to engage in productive labour and
receive appropriate compensation, with the cost of goods reflecting the labour
required to produce them (Swartz 1927), one which combines an emphasis on
collectivism and social justice with pluralism and a more equal distribution of
power (Sale 2006; Forstater 2009). A bioregional economy informed by
mutual values would imply the encouragement and support of cooperative
free associations in both productive and services sectors, thus operating a
post-capitalist mode of production where the capitalist objective of the
accumulation of capital is voided by worker control of the means of pro-
duction. Both Marx (1894) and Gramsci (1919–1920) believed that a
system of cooperative firms could function as a post-capitalist mode of pro-
duction where wage labour is replaced by common ownership (Jossa 2009).
However, these theorists also saw cooperatives as incapable of transforming
the capitalist mode of production (Luxemburg 1900) due to the contradictory
necessity of governing themselves as part of the capitalist world (Gunn 2006).
This would account “for the usual failure of production cooperatives which
either become pure capitalist enterprises or, if the workers’ interests continue
to predominate, end by dissolving” (Luxemburg 1900, ch. 7) so that coopera-
tives only work in a truly post-capitalist environment, that is: “The system of
producer cooperatives envisaged by Marx is a market system where workers
become ‘their own masters’ (Mill 1871, 739) and where owners of capital are
deprived of decision-making power concerning production activity” (Jossa
2005, 5).

In a mutual economy production decisions on the firm-level, involving
work conditions and remuneration, would be made through a process of
economic democracy by workers’ councils, giving workers control of the
means of production, especially of clean energy generation (Pollin 2012)
which is central to bioregionalism, so that those who produce control the
product, the process, and the rewards of their work, initiating a process of pro-
gressive disalienation of work, an essential goal of movement toward a post-
capitalist society (Mandel 1971). Worker control also introduces another
barrier to capital accumulation through slower material consumption (Gorz
1989), achieved by inverting the ecologically damaging consumption-based
identities (Lodziak 2000) purveyed by present-day capitalism (Bauman
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1992). Worker control of these operational production decisions offers a
counterbalance to the more general participatory planning of production,
ensuring that production decisions are not forced on workers and that
workers are really in control of, not merely participating in, the decisions
which affect them (Gunn 2011). Worker-owners could then share equally
any dividends from their labour, or could be remunerated proportionally to
effort and sacrifice as suggested by participatory economics, bearing the
advantages in terms of equity and fairness. The workers’ councils would be
fully participatory, directly involving all workers in decisions on their
labour, with the sections of the workforce most affected by a particular
decision having their opinion appropriately weighted. This would negate
the possibility of a management elite pushing policies for capital accumulation
at the expense of other workers. Another feature of participatory economics is
that of balanced job complexes, in the sense that all workers share their labour
in various aspects of their job—some management, some policy-work and
some cleaning, as in the example of the UK food retail business Suma
(Cannell 2006), thus removing the culture of management elites imposing
decisions on others, or the situation of a manual worker being made to feel
that their job is inferior and having no role in decision-making.

A possible complement to production through worker control is a system
of peer production (Moore and Karatzogianni 2009), which allows voluntary
agglomerations consisting of thousands of individuals to effectively cooperate
(Bauwens 2009) to create a non-exclusive given outcome. Peer production is a
way of producing goods and services—presently in the knowledge economy
with software and digital creations (Orsi 2009) such as Wikipedia and the
open-source operating system Linux—that relies on self-organising commu-
nities of individuals who come together to produce a shared outcome. Biore-
gions would cooperate in peer production on all information—and
knowledge-based activities—from academic work and medical research to
software development. This cooperation on intellectual projects can be
extended between bioregions with the maintenance of digital and telecommu-
nications links, ensuring freedom of information and the sharing of techno-
logical and scientific advances. “Motivation for peer-to-peer is intrinsically
positive, i.e. deriving from passion rather than from ‘extrinsic positives’”
(Bauwens 2009), so that the reduction in work hours (Gorz 1994) resulting
from worker control of production would lead to more involvement in peer
production. “The reduction of working hours … is an end in itself in so far
as … it expands the space for self-determined activities, both individual
and collective” (Gorz 1994, 61).

There are many questions arising from our work that we do not answer
here, and ideas that can be extended or introduced to our bioregional
economy. This article has not sought to pursue such practical issues and
has focused on sketching a theoretical vision of a post-capitalist economy.
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Future papers on bioregionalism will need to use example regions from the
real world as proto-bioregions and sketch a “roadmap to bioregionalism,”
as well as deal with broader theoretical questions not addressed in this
paper, such as alternative monetary systems.

Conclusion

Given the damaging consequences of capital accumulation described above,
there are strong arguments for developing an alternative economic system
to capitalism. A post-capitalist economy is a system that has transcended
capital accumulation, with production for use rather than for profit. Pro-
duction for use means that the goods and services produced meet the needs
of society, without the creation of surplus value, so that accumulation is not
possible. Given the problems that arise from accumulation, we suggest that
building a post-capitalist economy and society is the most effective, long-
term solution to the social and environmental failures of capitalism.

While we are arguing for a post-capitalist form of economic system, we
should stress that we are not proposing the abandonment of the market as
an institution, since markets predate capitalism and will certainly outlive it.
Markets are socially embedded realities that evolve, with pre-capitalist, capi-
talist and post-capitalist forms. However, a system of market allocation plays a
vital role in capitalism of allowing accumulation by making exploitation work
in extracting surplus value. Capitalist markets then invade personal relations
and civil society, promote individualism, and propagate a myth that market
outcomes are elemental, like weather or earthquakes. More generally,
markets, capitalist or otherwise, fail to internalise externalities, underproduce
public goods, and create and exacerbate inequalities (Donnaruma and Partyka
2012). While we do not reject markets as social systems of exchange, we do
reject the notion, what Polanyi called the “utopian endeavour,” of a
“market economy” (Polanyi 1944, 31) on the grounds that it is inefficient,
is undemocratic—as markets assert the idea that humans have neither the
ability nor the power to alter the economy (Branco 2012)—and incentivises
anti-social and anti-ecological behaviours.

The key idea of bioregions as self-reliant entities is specifically intended to
displace the debatable effects of Ricardian comparative advantage and factor
endowments (Mankiw 2007), as well as economies of scale (Sale 2006), as the
drivers of trade and growth, and to make these ideas irrelevant with the
notions of trade subsidiarity and an economy focused on sufficiency rather
than growth. The adoption and practice of these ideas would remove the
need for the accumulation of capital that drives economic growth, the quest
for profits and the ecological pressure these generate. It would, therefore,
allow for the production of necessities and a refocusing from the quantity
of consumption and towards the quality of life. At the heart of the idea is
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localisation, where local resources would not be expropriated to feed the profit
motive of external owners. Rather, use of these local resources would be
directed towards serving the needs of local people, in a provisioning economy.

We see our proposal for a bioregional economy based on a number of
small, largely self-provisioning local economies as the key to creating a
future economy defined by sustainability and social justice. There is an
increasing focus on what is meant by a “green economy” and whether a
capitalist economy can ever be sustainable. Our argument in this paper
makes it clear that we are convinced that it cannot. The principle of
accumulation, which is what defines a capitalist economy according to
those who coined the term, produces a range of consequences that result
in social and ecological crisis. A bioregional economy, by contrast, would
transcend the economic system’s need for accumulation and replace it
with local provisioning.
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