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Development theory and practise remain dominated by a viciously erroneous 
conception of what constitutes development, and how to achieve it. The conventional 
taken for granted conception is a device legitimising massive looting.  It has 
manoeuvred the South into economic structures and policies which facilitate the 
export of wealth to the rich countries and prevent poor countries from applying their 
resources to appropriate development. 
 
Nothing is more important than exposing and dumping  this conception. 
Unfortunately it remains almost universally accepted and unchallenged, even by the 
many well-intentioned reform initiatives. These typically strive for greater justice and 
effectiveness within the existing system, but do not recognise that the system is 
intrinsically unjust and cannot be reformed. It is distressing to witness so much effort 
and discourse fretting about the plight of the world's poorest billions without 
recognising that the top priority should be to expose and discredit and abandon the 
mistaken assumptions and ideas that perpetuate the situation. 
 
Following is a brief summary of conventional development logic and practice. The 
major fault in this delusion is the failure to recognise that conventional development 
for the South is simply impossible. Global resources are far from sufficient for it to be 
achieved. For instance, rich world per capita materials consumption is around 26 
tonnes and increasing, but if the South was to rise to rich world “living standards” 
and infrastructures global materials demand would have to be approaching 10 times 
the current total. This fact alone should be sufficient to totally demolish the 
conventional conception of development, which takes it for granted that the goal is 
lifting everyone to the kinds of lifestyles and systems the rich countries have.  Add a) 
the fact that resources are dwindling fast, and b) by 2050 rich world per capita 
resource demand will be around 50% higher than it is now, 
 
Many other considerations condemn the taken for granted goal of development. High 
In the list are the worsening social problems evident in even the richest countries, 
such as accelerating inequality, the immiseration of large numbers of people, 
destruction of ecosystems, and disenchantment with democracy causing the rise of 
authoritarian rulers. It is ridiculous to proceed as if striving to become like the rich 
countries is the way to achieve a sustainable, just an admirable society.  
 
 How conventional development works. 
 
Following is a brief list of the defining elements and effects of conventional 
development theory and practice,. The focus here is on the development of poor 
countries, but the analysis also applies to rich countries. 

• The focal concern in conventional development is increasing the GDP, that is, 
increasing the amount of production and consumption within the monetary 
economy.  
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• What is developed is decided mainly by those who have capital to invest, in 

whatever ventures they think are most likely to increase their wealth. States 
also undertake development, but mainly to encourage and facilitate private 
investment and economic growth, which means prioritizing the provision of 
infrastructures desired by investors, such as ports and dams to provide power. 
 

• Because inequality is typically high and elites with purchasing power are 
small, foreign investors are not very interested in setting up factories to 
produce goods for sale locally. They are mainly interested in exporting raw 
materials such as minerals, food, timber and fish. These ventures create 
relatively little employment, in industries associated with low incomes. 
 

• Local elites opt for this approach to development, partly because it provides 
them with opportunities for investment, and partly because no other 
conception of development is imagined. 
 

• Because large numbers of poor countries must compete for export sales of a 
few basic materials competition is fierce and royalties and prices are relatively 
low, meaning countries in the rich world are able to import at low cost. 
Countries that have few natural resources of interest to investors or that are 
remote may have to go without development despite having abundant soils, 
rainfall, forests etc. 
 

• Development focused on exporting materials requires capital intensive 
technologies and infrastructures beyond the capacity of poor countries to fund 
or manage. Therefore foreign corporations are usually given the licenses and 
contracts. 
 

• Because development of local self-sufficiency in the provision of goods is not 
a high priority, many necessary items are imported from firms in rich countries. 
Thus rich world firms benefit from a form of development that involves much 
exporting and importing. A great deal of business is therefore generated for 
shipping and finance industries. 
 

• Large loans have to be taken out by governments to fund these infrastructure 
works. The result in almost all cases has been a heavy chronic debt burden 
and high interest repayments. (Over $400 billion p.a. according to the World 
Economic Forum, 2023.). Inability to meet the interest payments often leads 
to the imposition by the IMF of Structural Adjustment Packages. These are 
claimed to be necessary to “get the economy going again” and to enable debt 
repayment by making the economy more attractive to investors, for instance 
by reducing regulation and expenditure on welfare. “Austerity” is likely to be 
imposed in order to enable budgetary reform and debt repayment, meaning 
reduction in expenditure on provision for low income people. These 
adjustments are favourable to the interests of rich countries, e.g., their 
operating conditions are deregulated and Currencies devalued, making the 
goods they import more expensive and exports from them cheaper for their 
rich world purchasers. 
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• It is taken for granted that market forces should be the basic determinant of 
economic activity. However the market inevitably allocates scarce goods 
mostly to richer people because they can pay more for them, and it 
determines that the ventures and industries developed are those meeting 
demand from richer people. Thus free enterprise does not supply or develop 
what is most needed. Market forces do not and cannot take into account 
considerations of justice, welfare, morality, equity, social cohesion or 
ecological sustainability.  
 

• Poor countries must compete strenuously in the global economy. They must, 
produce something/anything to sell into it in order to be able to purchase from 
it. 
 
 

• When debts become impossible to repay the IMF’s solution is ...  to give them 
more loans! 
 

• Poor countries therefore become totally trapped into a form of development 
which gears their economies to the export of resource wealth and debt 
repayments, develops infrastructures which facilitate the wealth extraction, 
gives favourable terms to foreign investors, prioritises repayment of debt, 
neglects urgent needs, and continually syphons out cheap resources and vast 
interest payments. 
 

Hickel (2021) estimates that there is now a net flow of wealth from poor to rich 
countries of around $2.5 trillion p.a. This far exceeds the amount of aid, most of 
which goes into conventional development.  

This conception of development is overwhelmingly dominant. In general no 
alternative is entertained or even conceivable, let alone adopted by government. 
Development can only mean increasing transactions within the monetary economy 
and increasing monetary wealth and GDP. Even critics within the “Post 
Development“, “Unequal Exchange”, and Marxist camps conceive of development in 
these terms. Their discontent is with the effectiveness and fairness of current 
approaches, not with the taken for granted conception or goal.  
 
This approach to development has resulted in a great deal of development in poor 
countries, but it has mostly been “inappropriate” development, that is, development 
in the interests of the rich, the corporations, banks and shoppers in the rich 
countries. The process has long been regarded as a legitimized form of plunder. For 
earlier accounts of this see Goldsmith, 1997, Rist 1997, p. 243, Schwarz and 
Schwarz 1998, p. 3, and Chossudowsky 1997.) 

It is not surprising that governments in poor countries do not challenge conventional 
development. Their members are typically from elite classes and therefore attracted 
by the opportunity for junior partner investment in extractive industries. More 
importantly all economists, advisors, aid, banks etc take it's for granted that 
conventional development is desirable and indeed no other way is conceivable. 
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To repeat, the supremely important task in the realm of development is to debunk the 
conventional view of it, to expose its inevitably exploitative nature, to make clear that 
it works in the interests of the rich, to show that its goal of rising to rich world ways is 
utterly unachievable, and in any case of devious social and cultural value. The 
primary purpose of development activism, studies and theorising should be to help 
the South to see through and dump the development con trick. 

 What is the alternative? 

The alternative conception of development for rich and poor countries must be the 
pursuit of some kind of Simpler Way. This is the inescapable conclusion from a 
glance at the trajectory of the alarming and accelerating “polycrisis” now threatening 
all of us with catastrophic global collapse. 

This crisis exists because the amount of producing and consuming going on in the 
world is far beyond sustainable levels or levels that the South could ever attain. 
Many in the sustainability field have been pointing this out for decades, but with little 
impact. (For instance, Meadows et al. (1972), Trainer (1985), Rockstrom et al. (2009) 
and Richardson 2023). A numerical case illustrating the situation is given by Trainer 
(2021a). A sustainable situation would probably require rich world degrowth to per 
capita consumption levels that are under 20’% of their present levels, along with 
extremely radical system changes. 

For over forty years The Simpler Way project (Trainer 1985, TSW 2015) has been 
arguing that there is only one general social form that could enable the achievement 
of a sustainable and just solution. Its basic principles are; 

 
1. The goal is to enable people to gear the existing resources and productive 

capacity in their region to producing the mostly simple things that are needed 
to give them a high quality of life at the least cost in labour, resources and 
environmental impact. Most if not all Third World regions have most of the 
resources they need to  
ensure that all people have basic but adequate shelter, food, extensive and 
supportive community, security, leisure-rich environments, peace of mind, a 
relaxed pace, worthwhile work, a sustainable environment, and access to a 
rich cultural life. Achieving these goals is possible with little or no foreign 
investment, trade, industrialisation, aid, debt, external expert advice or 
sophisticated technology, and with little or no capital. What is required is 
cooperative organization of the land, labour and traditional building and 
gardening etc. skills the people usually have. Conventional/capitalist 
development thwarts that access.  

 

DOMP WOULD 

2. The settlement form that must be prioritized to achieve these goals is the 
small-scale, highly self-sufficient and self-governing community. Most of the 
basic goods and services used by people must be produced in and close to 
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the towns and suburbs they live in, by local people using local resources in 
local firms and farms. Towns would export only small quantities of surpluses in 
order to be able to import small quantities of necessities. Villages develop 
many commons, committees and cooperatives, to produce for example 
poultry, fish, fruit and nuts, wood and free food. Ther would be R and D 
groups, working bees, town assemblies, and especially leisure and culture 
committees. 
 

3. Priority would be put on cooperation, participation and collective 
arrangements and effort. People would organise and contribute to town 
meetings, working bees, cooperatives, commons, and town banks. Villagers 
govern themselves, researching, planning, deciding development action via 
thoroughly participatory procedures.   
 

4. The town must develop a “needs-driven” economy, under the control of the 
town via its committees, assemblies and working bees. Arrangements are set 
op to provide important goods and services that are being neglected by the 
normal market and profit driven economy (...which might remain along with 
many privately owned small family firms and farms.) There are cooperatives, 
commons and agencies to ensure that everyone has a valued livelihood and 
there is no unemployment. Sufficient goods, services and standards are 
provided involving as little resource use as possible. A town currency can 
facilitate these initiatives. No attention should be paid to the GDP; whether it 
increases or falls is irrelevant. What matters is whether the quality of life, 
economic security, social cohesion and ecological sustainability etc. are 
satisfactory. 
 

5. There must be transition to a profoundly different culture to that found in rich 
countries today. Very simple material living standards must be happily 
accepted and non-material sources of life satisfaction must be embraced. 
Affluence and rich world living standards must be rejected as impossible for 
all to have, morally unattractive and not necessary for a high quality of life.  
 

6. The role of the state is to facilitate these developments at the local level. It is 
not to compete in the global economy or facilitate capital-intensive growth and 
trickle down development. The focus must be on local and national self-
sufficiency. Enter the global economy only in order to import a few necessities 
for local development that cannot be provided from local sources. Keep 
borrowing to an absolute minimum. Governments must do as much 
regulating, controlling, subsidizing and planning as is necessary to achieve 
these goals. However most development initiative and action will take place at 
the local community level, not at the state level. Governments should provide 
intensive research and training facilities, and gear national development policy 
to indices of welfare, equity, sustainability etc. 
 

Only an intensely localised approach to this general settlement form can get the 
resource and ecological impacts right down. This is shown by a study comparing egg 
supply via the normal supermarket path with that from backyards and local poultry 
cooperatives. (Trainer, Malik and Lenzen, 2019.) The dollar and energy costs of the 
former were found to be in the order of 50 to 200 times those of the latter.  
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This huge difference is due to the smallness of scale, the proximity of functions 
within communities, the integration of functions and the spontaneous and informal 
social interactions enabling management of systems. The supermarket egg has a 
vast and complex global input supply chain involving fishing fleets, agribusiness, 
shipping and trucking transport, warehousing, chemicals, infrastructures, 
supermarkets, storage, packaging, marketing, finance and advertising and insurance 
industries, waste removal and dumping, computers, a commuting workforce, OH&S 
provisions, and highly trained technicians. It also involves damage to ecosystems, 
especially via carbon emissions and agribusiness effects including the non-return of 
nutrients to soils.  
However eggs supplied via integrated village cooperatives can avoid almost all of 
these costs, while enabling immediate use of all “wastes” and reaping collateral 
benefits. Recycling of kitchen and garden scraps along with free ranging can meet 
total poultry nutrient needs. Poultry and other animal manures, including human, can 
be directly fed into compost heaps, methane digesters, algae and fish ponds, 
thereby eliminating the need for inputs to village food production from the fertilizer 
industry. No transport needs to be involved. Care and maintenance of systems can 
be largely informal, via spontaneous discussion and action. In addition cooperative 
care of animals adds to amenity and leisure resources and facilitates community 
bonding. 
These conditions can have similar effects in many other domains, including most 
other food items, dwelling construction, clothing supply, welfare and educational and 
other services, and especially in provision for leisure, entertainment and basic 
education. 
 
A crucial element in this vision is the readiness of members of a community to take 
control of its fate, to focus on needs that are not being met and to see if they can 
collectively attend to them. Are our old people living well, do we have unemployed 
people here, are our teenagers bored? Some Australian towns have bought their 
own hotel to preserve a community centre, some have built their own schools and 
dementia homes.  
 
There are impressive existing examples of this approach in rich and poor countries. 
Within the Catalan Integral Cooperative in Spain thousands of people are now 
involved in many activities such as food production and distribution, running 
employment agencies, educational activities, welfare services, business incubators 
and health services, all by ordinary citizens working in voluntary cooperatives … 
determined to have nothing to do with the state or the market system. These are 
projects aimed at meeting unmet local needs, by people coming together to set up 
arrangements, such as community gardens in which unemployed people can 
produce food for themselves and others. (TSW, 2018.) 
 
The Rojavan Kurds are similar in carrying out many functions within their 
neighbourhoods through cooperatives and committees, despite extremely difficult 
conditions. (TSW: 2022a.) 
 
Lockyer’s (2017) study of the dancing Rabbit Eco-village in Missouri found reports 
reductions of 80-90% in per capita resource use and other indices., along with 
quality of life indicators higher than national averages.  
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The goal must be that which Gandhi stated long ago; that is, highly self-sufficient 
cooperative villages, largely independent of the global economy, employing mostly 
low and traditional technologies, focussed on sufficiency and inclusiveness etc. as 
distinct from individualistic pursuit of affluence. 
 
In his discussion of degrowth strategy Trainer (2023) argues that it is now necessary 
to distinguish a previously unrecognised strategy that is being pursued by many 
people in the South. He labels it the “Turning way” option.  Barkin and Sanchez 
(2022) document this among peasant and tribal people, especially in Latin America. 
The Zapatistas for instance are not out to “take the state” or even to alter its 
structures and policies. Their intention is to ignore it in so far as this is possible. 
Leahy (2009, 2018) documents the Africa CELUCT villages previously goaded by the 
government to increase export production but now opting to focus on creating highly 
and cooperative villages applying Permaculture principles in the pursuit of self-
sufficiency, cohesion security and resilience. These and many other ventures are 
more or less aligned with the Simpler Way vision outlined above.  

Conclusion. 

It cannot be stressed too much; nothing is more important than the conception of 
“development” that people have. It is crucial that people be helped to see that 
conventional/capitalist theory and practice is an ideology legitimising wealth 
extraction, that it can never work for them, that it should be energetically rejected, 
and to see that the kind of alternative outlined above is the goal to work for. It is 
distressing that billions of people have no idea that there can be anything other than 
the conventional model which locks them into continued poverty and deprivation 
waiting for trickle down when they could be developing relatively simple systems that 
would quickly enable them to live in far better conditions.  

Consider the many who must suffer the indignity, boredom and danger of begging all 
day, or trying to sell a few boxes of matches or shine a few shoes to be able to feed 
their families, or those who have to sell drugs or the lucky ones who have jobs in 
dreadful condition. Consider the conflicts over water and land due to desperate 
struggles to get enough to live on, while fodder is air-freighted out to rich world 
feedlots. Consider the international conflicts, the wars generated by nations trying to 
get control over the resources needed to provide their consumers with their affluent 
“living standards. 

Consider the greenhouse problem as billions of Chinese and Indians scramble for 
development conventionally defined.  Would so many steal, kill Rhinos for their 
horns, run drugs, clear forests, become pirates or mercenaries … if they had secure 
jobs in thriving village economies? Most of the world’s troubles can be attributed to 
the tragic adoption of a definition of development that cannot be sustainable, just or 
achievable for all.  

None of this can be fixed unless and until the goal of development becomes some 
kind of Simpler Way. 
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DUMP ALL?? 
 
Alternative ways; Some illustrative examples. 
 
The following brief notes are intended to indicate how effective very low-tech 
alternative ways can be in enabling the Simpler Way vision, especially for very poor 
communities. (Many people in poor countries are well-aware of these kinds of ways.) 
 
The above discussion of egg supply notes how integration within small cooperative 
communities can more or less entirely eliminate the need for fertilizers, imported 
animal feed, waste removal, transport, packaging and many other aspects of capital 
and energy intensive industrial supply paths. This approach can be taken to many 
supply chains in addition to those for food, such as for furniture, building, clothing, 
and footwear. The smallness of scale and proximity of functions enable recycling and 
overlaps. For instance it is especially disturbing that large volumes of valuable 
nutrients are thrown away via pit toilets when they could be being recycled to ponds, 
fish tanks and methane production.  
 
Note that the egg supply example is to do with system change, not personal lifestyle 
change. It replaces the “waste treatment” system with a very different system. Most 
significant must be replacement of core elements in present economic, settlement 
pattern, governing and cultural systems. 
 
In highly self-sufficient settlements the need for vehicles is greatly reduced. A few 
might be available for hire, and animals can contribute to short distance transport. 
 
A major source of energy can be fast growing community woodlots, supplying 
firewood and production of small quantities of methanol for liquid fuel needs, as well 
as timber for building and carpentry. 
 
Many goods could be supplied by craft and hobby production, as well as by small 
family firms and co-operatives. Effective village gardens and workshops might need 
only hand tools. Much production could then be a source of satisfaction, as distinct 
from boring factory work. 
 
In rich and poor countries extremely resource and dollar cheap dwellings can be built 
using earth. A quite sufficient small dwelling suitable for use in rich countries might 
cost one-thirtieth of the cost of building the average Australian house (given 2023 
new materials costs.) The vault or dome design even eliminates the need for rafters 
and steel or tile roofing. (See TSW, 2023a, TSW, 2023b.) Earth building technologies 
are common in the Middle East but should be adopted more widely, especially in rich 
countries. In earthquake-prone regions baboo construction should be considered. 
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Much if not all of the care of commons, orchards, forests, ponds, windmills, wells, 
water and waste treatment and other community facilities can be caried out by 
community members via committees and working bees.  Many services such as 
child minding, care of aged, simple health care, and basic education, can be 
provided mostly by ordinary people, with professional oversight where appropriate. 
These are standard practices within ecovillages, avoiding costs and contributing to 
social cohesion. 

Among the most important committees would be those overseeing provision of 
leisure and cultural activities, reducing the demand for electronic technologies and 
travel.  
 
Villages, towns and regions can establish their own currencies, basically in the form 
of IOUs, to enable exchange of goods and services between people who have little 
official money. The more that needs can be met via arrangements underneath the 
normal monetised economy the less the imperative to find jobs within it to earn 
normal money. Communities should ensure that there is no unemployment and all 
have a valued livelihood. 
 
Resilient settlements have systems for ensuring effective community meetings, 
committees and especially monitoring so that arrangements can be kept in good 
shape and problems identified early. Monitoring was crucial in the arrangements 
whereby the Spanish Anarchists ran Barcelona in the 1930s. (TSW, 2022b.) The 
Bhutanese attend carefully to indices of efficiency, morale, and welfare. 
 
Only a small number of items and materials would need to be imported to 
settlements from the wider national economy, such as irrigation poly-pipe, chicken 
wire, hand tools, hardware, PV panels and small 12 V irrigation pumps. Trainer’s 
study (2022b) found that a rich-world community organised along the lines under 
discussion might cut energy costs by well over 90%. (The author’s rich world 
household per capita electricity consumption is around 1% of the national average.) 
 


