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From IIED:
A green economy needs to be a new 
economy. It needs to be one that protects 
and restores our natural world but it is also 
one that tackles the challenges that we face 
as a global community – it needs to be one 
that creates jobs, that provides essential 
services, provides new opportunities for 
people so often excluded from economic 
activity; and above all helps to redistribute 
our natural and financial assets more evenly 
around the globe.  That is going to require 
different partnerships, new ways of doing 
things, and innovative models of governance. 

HOW CAN WE ENSURE A GREEN ECONOMY 
BENEFITS THE POOREST PEOPLE?

World Café Conversation/ 16:00 - 17:30/ 26 March 2012

WHAT IS A GREEN ECONOMY AND HOW CAN IT BENEFIT EVERYONE?
Transitioning to a greener and fairer economy.   A conversation about the trade-offs & challenges, the gaps 
and opportunities in focusing on a green economy and how it might benefit the world’s poorest people.  

This World Café brought together scientists, 
industry, policymakers and civil society leaders 
to discuss how the green economy can help 
alleviate poverty and create other long-term 
benefits for the world's poorest. 

Camilla Toulmin, Director of the 
International Institute of Environment & 
Development, framed the session by 
explaining that IIED is a policy think-tank, now 
40 years old. Their goal is to help shape and 
frame Rio+20. This only comes around every 
10 - 20 years. She said:  “We’re excited about 
this focus of the green economy –  which is 
usually understood to be an economy based 
on resource-efficient sectors; driven by 
scientific knowledge and technical innovation; 
and one that values our ecosystems in our 
economic decision making.  We have a great 
opportunity in this World Café session to see 
how can we bring the tools and energy to 
serve broader goals.”

Since 2010, there have been a series of 
conversations being held in very diverse 
communities. If we’re not careful, our market 
will move forward while excluding our poorest 
people. We need to ensure poorer people 
benefit from the green economy, rather than 
miss out. So how can we gain from this 
transition and build resilience?

Camilla explained that the input today would 
help IIED to express what our priorities are to 
Rio+20. She concluded by saying we need to 
make sure that this one counts, and that we 
leave Rio with a clear direction.

Participants were invited into a World Café 
conversation around the question:

How can we ensure a green economy 
benefits the poorest people?

Over 80 people from all over the world were 
seated in small groups ready to try a new way 
of connecting with each other and to see the 
many different perspectives in the room. 
Everyone was encouraged to share their 
experiences, listen to understand, and look for 
patterns and themes that were arising from 
their conversations. People were invited to 
write down on large sheets of paper what they 
were seeing as: the crucial opportunities, 
trade-offs and challenges, gaps, and HOW we 
can ensure that a green economy benefits the 
poorest people.

During the first round of conversation, table 
groups talked for 20 minutes and were then 
invited to speak into the room something that 
had stood out for them within their group – a 
flavour of what had been spoken. These are 
the themes that came up:

What if 
a conversation 
could make the 

difference?
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• We need to make a distinction between 
green technology and the green economy. 
It looks like there is a strong assimilation 
between the two. The first solutions will 
come first from the green economy. 

• Our table started by wondering if we 
we’re really representative because we 
are probably the global rich. Most of us 
here are secular so we chose to explore 
spiritual perspectives and this led to us 
talking about how we measure human 
well-being.

• We talked about green politics and 
recognized that participatory approaches 
are important. In fact, what we are looking 
at is a paradigm shift – towards natural 
capitalism, steady state economy, virtual 
access to the global forum, etc. We need 
participatory processes for everything.

• We are looking at the poorest people 
here! How can you actually affect them? 
The only way the green economy can 
make an impact is if there are incentives 
for the poorest people who live on less 
than $2 a day. At the same time we need 
to look at shareholder wealth and how 
businesses are looking at the bottom line.

• From poorest to richest – there is a link. 
We need to rethink how the business 
systems are run. All of their thinking is 
short-term and their accounting is based 
on a 1-year timeline. This is too short for 
the types of problems we have. We need 
to re-think capitalism itself and the role of 
shareholders.

What is a green economy?  We 
need to rethink capitalism itself 
and the role of shareholders.

During our table conversations, people 
harvested what they were finding out on sheets 
that looked like a bullseye.  In the centre was 
the word “How?” -- how will we achieve a 
greener economy that benefits the poorest?  
The next ring was called Trade-offs/
Challenges.  Then came “Gaps” and the 
outside ring was labeled “Opportunities”. After 
round 2, people were asked to circle the 
contributions in each ring they felt were the 
most important.  Here are the outcomes:

How do we achieve this? 
• Increase local agricultural products like 

NOPAL that are useful in health and 
reduce CO2 -- like biofuel

• Empowerment of the people to see that 
nature is in the highest level of countries – 
protect, rehabilitate, restore

• Empowerment access to opportunities
• Remove bad subsidies and create 

positive incentives
• More investment
• More energy efficient technology is  

a win-win
• Targeted investment 
• Tools and processes
• Change the business investment strategy
• Demonstrate the short term benefits 
• Return to traditional values, religions,  

and beliefs
• Corporate tax worldwide- e.g. on price 

dumping; tax on pollution; end subsidies 
to fuel revenue to benefit eco system 
resilience programmes 

Thinking about 
economy in new 

ways

It’s all about conversation... 
• World Café is a method for 
fostering interaction & 
dialogue with both large and 
small groups.
• It’s effective in surfacing 
the collective wisdom of 
large groups of diverse 
people around questions that 
matter in real life 
situations.
• It helps a community to 
surface and deepen its 
conversation to action.

More:  http://
www.theworldcafe.com/ 

WORLD CAFÉ
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Trade-offs and challenges 
•       Cost and investment 
• Short term survival versus long term 

investment
• Define national contexts 
• The green economy versus green growth -

which is better for the poor? 
• The link between the consumer and the 

producer is broken - e.g. fair trade 

Gaps
• The green economy may be detrimental 

to local businesses that have not 
"migrated" to GE 

• What is a “green economy”? Some 
people don’t even have this concept – 
what does it mean to different groups? 

• Vision difference between rich and poor 
• Access to information
• Prices don’t reflect the true value – 

externalities  and inaccurate accounting - 
deal with indicators and measures e.g. 
GDP

Opportunities
• The current crisis
• Bringing together different religions and 

religious perspectives 
• Technology transference – lower costs  

to the poorest countries
• Education and knowledge transfer  

to the poor 
• Building on traditional knowledge 
• It’s a basic unit of wellbeing
• Citizen empowerment 
• Community capacity building will create 

awareness and stewardship 

As the last part of our conversation, as a full 
group, we listened to contributions to the 
question What can we do together that we 
cannot do alone ?  Here’s what we said:
 
• Sharing innovative ideas
• Working locally for sustainable change

•
• Paradigm shift – smaller is beautiful  

and bottom-up is better 
• Citizen empowerment, we cannot wait 

for government action
• Local forms of democracy e.g. river land 

democracy in Brazil 
• More world cafes
• Everything 	
• Create a strong voice for the poor in the 

international system of governance
• Information and technical

knowledge transfer
• Reduce the discrepancy between  

the rich and the poor
• Share the same goal 
• Bring communities together to solve this
• Develop sustainable rates for 

corporations in technological transfer
• Empowerment of local solutions in energy 
• Question the status quo of 

power relations 
• International collective communication
• Translate existing knowledge into 

evidence and action
• We need systemic thinking, not linear top 

top-down thought
• Lead by example – take care of our own

resources and reduce consumption 

Camilla closed the session saying that there 
were two important theme areas that had 
emerged during our time together: 

1)     Who defines who owns the green 
economy? What are the important dynamics 
within this? What tools exist that build 
resilience?

2)     We'd like to see that people recognise the 
need to dialogue between ourselves about 
whether our systems can indeed deliver 
environmental and social benefits.   If this is 
now recognised, then how can we move in the 
right direction?

Then she mentioned an event coming up on
16-17 June 2012 and inputting into the Rio+20 
conversation - Fair Ideas:  Solutions for a 
Sustainable Planet, hosted at Pontifíca 
Universidade Católica do Rio de Janeiro (PUC), 
Brazil. See more on the event here: 
www.fairideas.org
  
You can find some comments from World Café 
participants on the IIED blog here:  http://
iied.org/blogs/three-views-how-save-planet-
under-pressure 

What happens when we question the 
values & practices underneath what 
want we want to do?  What kind 
of community capacity building  
is needed?
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Who needs 
to come to the 

table to move this 
conversation 

forward?

Bridges to the Future
How would you make use of the intellectual 
power of 2500+ of the world’s leading 
experts on global change, sustainability, 
development and resilience?

Amidst the traditional conference keynote 
addresses and breakout sessions, we piloted 
interactive sessions designed to provoke 
dialogue between business, policy and science 
and generate novel solutions to pressing 
problems. But we must also develop fresh 
perspectives on how social sciences and natural 
sciences interact. These participatory sessions 

are called Bridges to the Future. In 
comparison to a scientific presentation, these 
sessions happened in conversation and were 
recorded in that way.

Programme Development
• Reed Evans/reed.evans@igbp.kva.se
 
Facilitation Team
• Mary Alice Arthur/www.getsoaring.com
• Linda Mitchell/

www.lindajoymitchell.org.uk

• James Ede/
littlegreenmushroom@gmail.com

• Liane Fredricks/
www.lianefredricks.com

• Cindy Sundborg/
cindysundborg@gmail.com

For more about participatory process and 
the Art of Hosting practice:
www.artofhosting.org 
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